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The Eternal Chanpion
By M cheal Mborcock

I MMORTAL
"I will destroy the Eldren!' | cried and ny voice echoed through the Geat Hall |ike the voice of
a God. 'l will destroy the enemies of Humanity! Wth the Sword Kanajana | mil ride upon themwth

vengeance and hatred and cruelty in ny heart and | wll vanquish the El dren!’
From behi nd me now came a nmighty shout: 'WE SHALL VANQUI SH THE ELDREN '

|, Erekosé, the Eternal, the Chanpion, The Vengeance Bringer-1 led them My arns were raised as if
I was already celebrating ny victory. Pride filled ne. | knew what Gory was and | relished it.
This was the way to live-as a warrior-a | eader of great armies-a w el der of weapons.

O her titles in the story of the Chanpi on Eternal published by
Mayf | ower Books are:

Elric Cor um

THE STEALER OF SOULS THE QUEEN OF THE SWORDS

STORMBRI NGER THE KNI GHT OF THE SWORDS

THE SI NG NG Cl TADEL THE KI NG OF THE SWORDS

The Chronicles of Castle Brass The Dancers at the End of Tine
COUNT BRASS AN ALI EN HEAT

*THE CHAMPI ON OF GARATHORM THE HOLLOW LANDS

*THE QUEST FOR TANELORN

Er ekosé Hawknmoon The Hi story of the Runestaff
PHCENI X | N OBSI DI AN THE JEWEL I N THE SKULL

*THE CHAMPI ON OF GARATHORM THE MAD GOD'S AMULET

*THE QUEST FOR TANELORN THE SWORD OF THE DAWN

THE RUNESTAFF

O her titles avail abl e:

THE TI ME DVWELLER
THE WNDS OF LI MBO
THE SHORES OF DEATH
THE BLOOD- RED GAME
THE FI NAL PROGRAMVE
BEHOLD THE MAN

THE BLACK CORRI DOR

*| nterconnected series

PROLOGUE
They called for ne.

That is all | really know.
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They called for me and | went to them | could not do otherwise. The will of the whole of hunmanity
was a strong thing. It smashed through the ties of tine and the chains of space and dragged ne to
itself.

Wiy was | chosen? | still do not know, though they thought they had told me. And now it is done
and | amhere. | shall always be here and if, as wise nen tell me, time is cyclic, then | shal
one day return to the part of the cycle |I left and which I knew as the twentieth century A D. in

the Age of Men, for (it was no doing or wish of mne) | amimortal

CHAPTER ONE

A CALL ACRCSS TI ME

Bet ween wakef ul ness and sl eepi ng we have nost of us had the illusion of hearing voices, scraps of
conversation, phrases spoken in unfamliar tones. Sonetinmes we attenpt to attune our mnds so that
we can hear nore, but we are rarely successful. These illusions are called hypnagogic

hal | uci nati ons-the begi nning of the dreams we shall |ater experience as we sleep

There was a wonan. A child. A city. An occupation. A name: John Daker. A sense of frustration. A
need for fulfilment. Though | loved them | know | |oved them

It was in the winter. | lay nmserably in a cold bed and | stared through the wi ndow at the noon. |
do not renenber ny exact thoughts. Sonething to do with nortality and the futility of human
exi stence, no doubt. Then, between wakeful ness and sl eeping. | began every night to hear voices

At first | dism ssed them expecting to fall imediately asleep, but they continued, and I began
trying to listen to them thinking, perhaps, to receive sone nessage fromny unconscious. But the
nost comonly repeated word was gi bberish to ne:

Erekosé . . . Erekosé . . . Erekosé

I could not recognise the |anguage, though it had a peculiar famliarity. The cl osest | anguage
could place it with was the | anguage of Sioux Indians, but |I knew only a few words of Sioux.

Erekosé . . . Erekosé . . . Erekosé

Each night | redoubled my efforts to concentrate on the voices and gradually | began to experience
much stronger hypnagogi ¢ hal l ucinations, until one night it seened that | broke free frommnmy body
al t oget her.

Had | hung for an eternity in linbo? Was | alive-dead? Was there a nmenory of a world that lay in
the far past or the distant future? O another world which seened closer? And the nanes? Was |
John Daker or Erekosé? Was | either of these? Many ot her names- Corom Bannan Fl urrun, Aubec, Elric,
Rackhir, Sinmon, Cornelius, Asquinol, Hawkrmoon-fled away down the ghostly rivers of ny nenory. |
hung i n darkness, bodiless. A nan spoke. Were was he? | tried to | ook but had no eyes with which
to see .

' Er ekosé t he Chanpi on, where are you?
Anot her voice: '"Father . . . it is only a legend .

"No, lolinda. | feel he is |listening. Erekosé
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I tried to answer, but | had no tongue with which to speak

Then there were swirling hal f-dreans of a house in a great city of miracles-a swollen, grinmy city
of miracles, cramred with dull-col oured nmachi nes, many of which bore human passengers. There were
bui | di ngs, beautiful beneath their coatings of dust, and there were other, brighter buildings not
so beautiful, with austere |lines and many wi ndows. There were screans and | oud noi ses.

There was a troop of riders galloping over an undul ating countryside, flanboyant in arnour of
| acquered gol d, col oured pennants draped around their blood-encrusted | ances. Their faces were
heavy w th weari ness.

Then there were nore faces, nmany faces. Sone of them | half-recognised. Gthers were conpletely
unfam liar. Many of these were dressed in strange clothes. | saw a white-haired man in niddl e age.
He wore a tall, spiked crown of iron and di anbnds upon his head. His nouth noved. He was speaki ng.

"Erekosé. It is I-King R genos, Defender of Humanity .

'You are needed again, Erekosé. The Hounds of Evil rule a third of the world and humankind is
weary with the war against them Conme to us, Erekosé&. Lead us to victory. Fromthe Pl ains of
Melting Ice to the Mountains of Sorrow they have set up their corrupt standard and | fear they
wi |l advance yet further into our territories.

‘Come to us, Erekosé. Lead us to victory. Cone to us Erekosé. Lead us . . .
The wonman's voice

"Father. This is only an enpty tonmb. Not even the nmummy of Erekosé remmins. It became drifting
dust long ago. Let us leave and return to Necranal to marshal the living peers!’

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

It was as if | wavered backwards through Tinme, while every atomof ne wanted to go forward. | had
the sensation of vast size, as if | were made of stone with eyelids of granite that nmeasured miles
across-eyelids which I could not open.

And then | was tiny: the nost minute grain in the universe. And yet | felt | belonged to the whole
far nore than did the stone giant.

Menori es cane and went.

The whol e panorama of the twentieth century, its discoveries and its deceits, its beauties and its
bitterness, its satisfactions, its strifing, its self-delusion, its superstitious fancies that it
gave the nane of Science, rushed into nmy nmind like air into a vacuum

But it was only nonentary, for the next second ny entire being was flung el sewhere-to a world
whi ch was Earth, but not the Earth of John Daker, not quite the world of dead Erekosé

There were three great continents, two close together, divided fromthe other by a vast sea
contai ning many islands, large and small

| saw an ocean of ice which | knew to be slowy shrinking-the Plains of Melting Ice.

| saw the third continent which bore lush flora, mghty forests, blue |akes, and which was bound
along its northern coasts by a towering chain of nountains-the Mountains of Sorrow. This | knew to
be the domain of the Eldren, whom Ki ng Ri genos had called the Hounds of Evil.
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Now, on the other two continents, | saw the wheatl ands of the West on the continent of Zavara,
with their tall cities of nulticoloured rock, their rich cities-Stal aco, Cal odem a, Moros,
Ni nadoon and Dr at ar da.

There were the great seaports-Shilaal, Wdmah, Sinana, Tarkar-and Noonos with her towers cobbl ed
in precious stones.

Then | saw the fortress cities of the continent of Necralala, with the capital city Necranal chi ef
anong them built on, into and about a mighty nmountain, peaked by the spreadi ng palace of its
warrior Kings.

Now | began to renmenber as, in the background of ny awareness, | heard a voice calling Erekosé,
Er ekosé, Erekosé

The warrior kings of Necranal, kings for two thousand years of a humanity united, at war and
united again. The warrior kings of whom King Ri genos was the |l ast |iving-and ageing now, with only
a daughter, lolinda, to carry on his line. Od and weary with hate-but still hating. Hating the
unhuman fol k whom he cal |l ed the Hounds of Evil, mankind' s age-old enem es, reckless and wil d;
linked, it was said, by a thin line of blood to the human race-an outcone of a union between an
anci ent Queen and the Evil One, Aznpbaana. Hated by King Rigenos as soulless imortals, slaves of
Aznobaana' s nmachi nati ons.

And, hating, he called upon John Daker, whom he naned Erekosé&, to aid himw th his war agai nst
t hem

"Erekosé, | beg thee answer nme. Are you ready to cone?" H s voice was | oud and echoi ng and when,
after a struggle, | could reply, my own voice seened to echo, also.
"Il amready,' | replied, 'but seemto be chained . '

' Chai ned?' There was consternation in his voice. 'Are you, then, a prisoner of Aznobaana's
frightful mnions? Are you trapped upon the CGhost Wrl ds?

"Perhaps,' | said. "But | do not think so. It is Space and Tine which chain ne. | am separated
fromyou by a gulf without formor dinension . . .'

"How may we bridge that gulf and bring you to us?
"The united walls of humanity nmay serve the purpose.'

"Already we pray that you may cone to us.'

"Then continue,' | said.
I was falling away again. | thought | renenbered | aughter, sadness, pride. Then, suddenly, nore
faces. | felt as if | witnessed the passing of everyone | had known, down the ages, and then one

face superinposed itself over the others-the head and shoul ders of an amazingly beautiful wonan,
with blonde hair piled beneath a di adem of precious stones which seened to |ight the sweetness of
her oval face. 'lolinda,' | said.

| saw her nore solidly now She was clinging to the armof the tall, gaunt man who wore the crown
of iron and di anonds. King Ri genos.

They stood before an enpty platformof quartz and gold and, resting on a cushion of dust, was a
straight sword which they dared not touch. Neither did they dare step too close to it, for it gave
off a radiation which mght slay them

It was a tonb in which they stood.

The Tonb of Erekosé. My tonb.
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I nmoved towards the platform hanging over it.

Ages before, ny body had been placed there. | stared at the sword which held no dangers for ne,
but | was unable in nmy captivity to pick it up. It was my spirit only which inhabited that dark
pl ace-but the whole of ny spirit now, not the fragment which had i nhabited the tonb for thousands
of years. That fragment had heard King R genos and had enabl ed John Daker to hear it, to come to
it; to be united with it.

"Erekosé!' called the king, straining his eyes through the gloomas if he had seen nme. 'Erekosé!
W pray.'

Then | experienced the dreadful pain which | supposed nmust be like that of a woman experiencing
child-birth. A pain that seened eternal and yet was intrinsically its own vanquisher. | was
screanming, withing in the air above them G eat spasms of agony-but an agony conplete with

pur pose-t he purpose of creation.

| shrieked. But there was joy in ny cry.
| groaned, But there was triunph there.

| grew heavy and | reeled. | grew heavier and heavier, and | gasped, stretching out nmy arnms to
bal ance mnysel f.

I had flesh and | had nuscle and | had blood and | had strength. The strength coursed through ne
and | took a huge breath and touched ny body. It was a powerful body and tall and fit.

| looked up. | stood before themin the flesh. | was their God and | had returned.

‘I have come,' | said. 'I amhere, King Rigenos. | have left nothing worth while behind nme, but do
not let me regret that |eaving.'

"You will not regret it, Chanmpion.' He was pale, exhilarated, snmiling. |I |ooked at |olinda who
dropped her eyes nodestly and then, as if against her will, raised themagain to regard ne. |
turned to the dais on ny right. "My sword,' | said, reaching for it. | heard King R genos sigh

with satisfaction. 'They are doonmed now, the dogs,' he said.

CHAPTER TWD

" THE CHAMPI ON HAS COME!'

They had a sheath for the sword. It had been made days before. King Rigenos left to get it,
| eaving ne alone with his daughter

Now that | was here, | did not think to question how | came and why it shoul d have been possible
Neither, it seenmed, did she question the fact. | was there. It seened inevitable.

W regarded one another silently until the king returned with the scabbard.
"This will protect us against your sword's poison,' he said.

He held it out to ne and for a nmonment | hesitated before stretching ny own hand towards it and
accepting it.

The king frowned and | ooked at the ground. Then he folded his arns across his chest.

I held the scabbard in nmy two hands. It was opaque, like old glass, but the nmetal was unfamliar
to me-or rather to John Daker. It was light, flexible and strong.

| turned and picked up the sword. The handl e was bound in gold thread and was vibrant to ny touch
The ponmmel was a gl obe of deep onyx and the hilt was worked in strips of silver and bl ack onyx.
The bl ade was | ong and strai ght and sharp, but it did not shine |ike steel. Instead, in colour, it
resenbl ed | ead. The sword was beautifully balanced and I swung it through the air and | aughed
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aloud, and it seemed to laugh with ne.

' Erekosé! Sheath it!' cried King Rigenos in alarm 'Sheath it! The radiation is death to all but
yoursel f!'

I was reluctant, now, to put the sword away. The feel of it awakened a di m renenbrance
' Erekosé! Please! | beg you!' lolinda's voice echoed her father's. 'Sheath the sword!

Reluctantly | slid the sword into its scabbard. Wiy was | the only one who could wear the sword
wi t hout being affected by its radiation?

Was it because, in that transition fromm own age to this, | had becone constitutionally
different in sone way? Was it that the ancient Erekosé and the unborn John Daker (or was it vice
versa?) had netabolisns which had adapted to protect thensel ves agai nst the power which fl owed
fromthe sword?

| shrugged. It did not matter. The fact itself was enough. | was unconcerned. It was as if | was
aware that ny fate had been taken out of nmy hands to a large extent. | had beconme a tool

If only I had known then to what use the tool would be put, then | mght have fought against the
pul | and remained the harm ess intellectual, John Daker. But perhaps | could not have fought and
won. The power that drew ne to this Age was very great.

At any rate, | was prepared at that nonent to do whatever Fate denmanded of ne. | stood there,
where | had materialised, in the Tonb of Erekosé , and | revelled in ny strength and in ny sword.

Later, things were to change

"I will need clothes,' | said, for | was naked. 'And arnour. And a steed. | am Erekosé.
'O othes have been prepared,’ said King R genos. He clapped his hands. 'Here.'

The sl aves entered. One carried a robe, another a cloak, another a white cloth which | gathered
had to serve for underwear. They w apped the cloth around my | ower quarters and slipped the robe
over ny head. It was | oose and cool and felt pleasant on ny skin. It was deep blue, with
conplicated designs stitched into it in gold, silver and scarlet thread, The cloak was scarl et,
with designs of gold, silver and blue. They gave ne soft boots of doeskin to put on ny feet, and a
wi de belt of light brown leather with an iron buckle in which were set rubies and sapphires, and
hung nmy scabbard on this. Then | gripped the sword with ny left fist.

"I amready,' | said.

I ol i nda shuddered. 'Then let us |eave this gloomy place,' she nurnured.

Wth one | ast | ook back at the dais on which the heap of dust still lay, | walked with the King
and the Princess of Necranal out of nmy own tonb and into a calmday that, while warm had a |ight
breeze bl owing. W were standing on a small hill. Behind us the tonb, apparently built of black

quartz, looked tine-worn and ancient, pitted by the passing of nany stornms and nany winds. On its
roof was the corroded statue of a warrior nounted on a great battle-charger, The face had been
smoot hed by dust and rain, but | knewit. It was ny face.

| | ooked away.

Bel ow us a caravan was waiting. There were the richly capari soned horses and a guard of nen
dressed in that sane golden armour | had seen in ny dreams. These warriors, however, were fresher
| ooki ng than the others.

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

The guards were nounted on heavy war-horses, but the beasts that knelt awaiting us resenbled a
kind of canel fromwhich all the canel's |unpen ugliness had been bred. These beasts were
beautiful. On their high backs were cabins of ebony, ivory and nother-of-pearl, curtained in
scintillating silKks.

W wal ked down the hill, and as we wal ked | noticed that | still had the ring on ny finger that |
had worn as John Daker. A ring of woven silver that ny wife had given me . . . My wife . . . |
could not recall her face. | felt |I should have left the ring behind me-on that other body. But

perhaps there is no body |eft behind.

We reached the kneeling beasts and the guards stiffened their backs to acknow edge our arrival. |
saw curiosity in many of the eyes that |ooked at ne.

Ki ng Ri genos gestured towards one of the beasts. 'Wuld you care to take your cabin, Chanpion?
Though he hinsel f had summoned ne, he seenmed to be slightly wary of ne.

"Thank you.' | clinbed the little |ladder of plaited silk and entered the cabin. It was conpletely
lined with deep cushions of a variety of hues.

The canels clinbed to their feet and we began to nove swiftly through a narrow vall ey whose sides
were lined with evergreen trees which I could not nane-something |ike spreadi ng nonkey-puzzl e
trees, but with nore branches and broader |eaves.

I had lain ny sword across ny knees. | inspected it. It was a plain, soldier's sword, having no
mar ki ngs on the blade. The hilt fitted perfectly into my right hand as |I gripped it. It was a good
sword. But why it was poisonous to other hunmans | did not know. Presunmably it was also lethal to

t hose whom Ki ng Ri genos call ed the Hounds of Evil-the Eldren

On we travelled through the soft day and | drowsed on ny cushions, feeling strangely weary, unti
I heard a cry and pushed back the curtains of nmy cabin to | ook ahead.

There was Necranal. The city which | had seen in ny dreans.

Far away, still, it towered upwards so that the entire mountain upon which it was built was hidden
by its wondrous architecture. Mnarets, steeples, dones and battl enents shone in the sun and,
above themall, |ooned the huge pal ace of the warrior kings, a noble structure, nmany-towered, the
Pal ace of Ten Thousand W ndows. | renenbered the nane.

| saw King Ri genos peer fromhis cabin and cry: 'Katorn! Ri de ahead and tell the people that
Er ekosé the Chanpion has cone to drive the Evil Ones back to the Muntains of Sorrow'

The man he addressed was a sullen-faced individual. Doubtless the Captain of the Inperial Guard.
"Aye, sire,' he grow ed.

He drew his horse out of line and galloped speedily along the road of white dust which wound, now,
down an incline. | could see the road stretching for many mles into the di stance towards
Necranal . | watched the rider for a while but wearied of this eventually and instead strained ny
eyes to nmake out details in that great city structure.

The cities of London, New York or Tokyo were probably bigger in area, but not nuch. Necranal was
spread around the base of the nmountain for many niles. Surrounding the city was a high wall upon
which turrets were nounted at intervals.

So, at last, we cane to the great Main Gate of Necranal and our caravan halted.

A nusical instrument sounded and the gates began to swi ng open. W passed through into streets
packed with jostling, cheering people who shouted so loudly I was forced, at tines, to cover ny
ears for fear they would rupture.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE ELDREN THREAT

Now t he cheering gradually fell away as the little caravan ascended the winding road to the Pal ace
of Ten Thousand W ndows. A silence settled and | heard only the creak of the howdah in which I

sat, the occasional jingle of harness or the clatter of a horse's hoof. | began to fee

di sconforted. There was sonething about the nmood of the city that was not altogether sane and

whi ch coul d not be expl ained away in conventional terns. Certainly the people were afraid of eneny
attack; certainly they were weary with fighting. But it seened to ne that this nood held sonething
nmor bi d-a mi xture of hysterical elation and nelancholic depression that | had sensed only once
before in ny previous life, during ny single visit to a nental hospita

O perhaps | was nmerely inposing my own nood on ny surroundings. After all, it could be argued
that | was in a classic paranoi d-schizophrenic situation! A man with two or nore wel |l -defined
identities who al so happened to be considered in this world the potential saviour of mankind! For
a monent | wondered if in fact | had not gone conpletely insane-if this were not some nonstrous
delusion-if |I were not actually at this noment in the very madhouse | had once visited!

| touched the draperies, ny scabbarded sword; | peered out at the vast city now stretched out
below me; | stared at the huge bul k of the Palace of Ten Thousand W ndows above ne. | attenpted to
see beyond them deliberately assum ng that they were an illusion, expecting to see the walls of a

hospital room or even the famliar walls of ny own apartnent. But the Palace of Ten Thousand

W ndows renmi ned as solid as ever. The Gty of Necranal had none of the qualities of a mrage. |
sank back in my cushions. | had to assunme that this was real, that | had been transported sonehow
across the ages and through space to this Earth of which there were no records in any history book
I had ever read (and | had read many) and of which there were only echoes in nyths and | egends.

I was no | onger John Daker. | was Erekosé-the Eternal Chanpion. A |egend nyself-cone to life.

| laughed then. If |I were nmad-then it was a gl orious madness. A madness of which | woul d never
have consi dered nysel f capabl e of inventing!

At length our caravan arrived at the summt of the nmountain and the jewelled gates of the pal ace
opened for us and we passed inside a splendid courtyard in which trees grew and fountains played,
feeding little rivers spanned by ornamental bridges. Fish swamin the rivers and birds sang in the
trees as pages cane forward to make our beasts kneel down, and we stepped out into the evening
I'ight.

King Rigenos sniled with pride as he gestured around the great courtyard. 'You like this, Erekosé?
I had it built nyself, shortly after | canme to the throne. The courtyard was a gl oony sort of
place until then-it did not fit with the rest of the pal ace.'

"It is very beautiful," | said. |I turned to | ook at lolinda who had joined us. 'And not the only
beauti ful thing you have hel ped create-for here is the nost beautiful adornnent to your pal ace!’

Ki ng Ri genos chuckled. 'You are a courtier as well as a warrior, | see.' He took ny arm and
lolinda's and guided us across the courtyard. 'O course, | have little time these days to
consider the creation of beauty. It is weapons we nust create now. Instead of plans for gardens, |
must concern nyself with battle plans.' He sighed. 'Perhaps you will drive the Eldren away for
ever, Erekosé. Perhaps when they are destroyed, we shall be able to enjoy the peaceful things of
life again . '

| felt sorry for himat that nonment. He only wanted what every man want ed-freedomfromfear, a
chance to raise children with a reasonable certainty that they would be allowed to do the sane, a
chance to ook forward to the future without the know edge that any plans nade m ght be wecked
for ever by sone sudden act of violence. His world, after all, was not so different fromthe one
had so recently left.

I put nmy hand on the king's shoulder, 'Let us hope so, King Rigenos,' | said. 'Il will do what |
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can.

He cleared his throat. 'And that will be a great deal, Chanpion. | knowit will be a great deal
We shall soon rid ourselves of the El dren nenace!

W entered a cool hall whose walls were lined with beaten silver over which tapestries were
draped. It was a pleasant hall, though very large. Of the hall led a wi de staircase and down the
stai rcase now descended a whole arnmy of slaves, servants and retainers of all kinds. They drew
themsel ves up in ranks at the bottom and knelt to greet the king.

"This is Lord Erekosé,' King Rigenos told them 'He is a great warrior and nmy honoured guest.
Treat himas you would treat nme-obey himas you woul d obey nme. Al that he wi shes shall be his.'

To ny enbarrassnment the assenblage fell to its knees again and chorused: 'Geetings, Lord
Er ekosé. "

| spread my hands. They rose. | was beginning to take this sort of behaviour for granted. There
was no doubt that part of ne was used to it.

"l shall not burden you with cerenmony for tonight,' Rigenos said. 'If you would like to refresh
yourself in the apartments we have set aside for your use, we shall visit you later.'

"Very well," | said. |I turned to lolinda and put out nmy hand to take hers. She extended it after a
moment's hesitation and | kissed it. 'I look forward to seeing you both again in alittle time," |
mur nur ed, | ooking deep into her marvel |l ous eyes. She dropped her gaze and wi thdrew her hand, and
all owed the servants to escort me upstairs to ny apartnents.

Twenty | arge roonms had been set aside for ny use. These contained quarters for a staff of sone ten
personal slaves and servants and they were nost of them extravagantly furnished with an eye to
luxury that, it seened to nme, the people of the twentieth century had |l ost. Qpul ent was the word
that sprang to mind. | could not nove, but a slave would conme forward and take nmy surcoat or help
me pour a glass of water or arrange the cushions of a divan. Yet | was still sonewhat uneasy and
it was a relief, when exploring the apartnents, to cone upon the nore austere roons. These were
weapon-lined warrior's roons, w thout cushions or silks or furs, but with solid benches and bl ades
and maces of iron and steel, brass-shod | ances and razor-sharp arrows.

| spent sone tine in the weapon roonms and then returned to eat. My slaves brought nme food and wi ne
and | ate and drank heartily.

Wien | had finished I felt as if | had been asleep for a long tine and had awakened i nvi gor at ed.
Again | paced the roons, exploring themfurther, taking nore interest in the weapons than in the
furni shi ngs which woul d have delighted even the nost jaded sybarite. | stepped out on to one of
the several covered bal conies and surveyed the great city of Necranal as the sun set over it and
deep shadows began to flow through the streets.

The faraway sky was full of snmoky colour. There were purples, oranges, yellows and bl ues, and
these colours were reflected in the donmes and steeples of Necranal so that the entire city seened
to take on a softer texture, |like a pastel draw ng.

The shadows grew bl acker. The sun set and stained the topnost dones scarlet, and then the night
fell and fire flared suddenly all around the distant walls of Necranal, the yellow and red fl anes
| eapi ng upward at intervals of a few yards and illuminating nuch of the city within the walls.

Li ghts appeared in windows and | heard the calls of night-birds and insects. | turned to go in and
saw that ny servants had Iit lanps for ne. It had grown colder but | hesitated on the bal cony and
decided to stay where | was, thinking deeply about ny strange situation and trying to gauge the
exact nature of the perils which humanity faced.

There came a sound behind nme. | | ooked back into the apartnents and saw Ki ng Ri genos entering
Moody Katorn, Captain of the Inperial Guard, was with him Instead of a helnmet he now wore a
platinumcirclet on his head, and instead of a breastplate, a leather jerkin stanped with a design
in gold, but the absence of arnour did not seemto soften his general denmeanour. King R genos was
wapped in a white fur cloak and still wore his spiked crown of iron and di anonds. The two men
joined ne on the bal cony.
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"You feel rested, | hope, Erekosé? King Rigenos enquired al nbst nervously, as if he had expected
me to fade into air while he was away.
"I feel very well, thank you, King Rigenos.'
'Good.' He hesitated.
"Time is valuable,' Katorn grunted.

"Yes, Katorn. Yes, | know.' King Rigenos |ooked at me as if he hoped | already knew what he w shed
to say, but I did not and could only stare back, waiting for himto speak

"You will forgive us, Erekosé,' said Katorn, 'if we conme inmmediately to the Matter of the Human
Ki ngdons. The king would outline to you our position and what we require of you . '

'O course,' | said. 'l amready.' | was in fact very anxious to learn the position
W have maps,’' said King Rigenos. 'Were are the maps, Katorn?

"Wthin, sire.

"Shall we . . .72

I nodded and we entered ny apartnents, W passed through two chanbers until we came to the main
living-roomin which was a | arge oak table. Here stood several of King Rigenos's slaves with |arge
rolls of parchnment under their arns. Katorn sel ected several of the rolls and spread them one on
top of the other, on the table. He drew his heavy dagger to wei ght one side and picked up a neta
vase studded with rubies and enmeralds to hold the other side.

I looked at the maps with interest. | already recognised them | had seen sonething sinilar in ny
dreanms before | had been called here by King Rigenos's incantations.

Now t he king bent over the maps and his long, pale index finger traced over the territories shown.

"As | told you in your-your tonb, Erekosé, the Eldren now dom nate the entire southern continent.
They call this continent Mernadin. There.' H's finger now hovered over a coastal region of the
continent. 'Five years ago they recaptured the only real outpost we had on Mernadin. Here. Their
anci ent seaport of Paphanaal. There was little fighting.'

"Your forces fled? | asked.

Katorn came in again. 'l adnmt that we had grown conpl acent. Wen they suddenly swept out of the
Mount ai ns of Sorrow, we were unprepared. They rmust have been building their dammed armes for
years and we were unaware of it. W could not be expected to know their plans-they're aided by
sorcery and we are not!"’

"You were able to evacuate nost of your colonies, | take it?" | put in

Katorn shrugged. 'There was little evacuation necessary. Mernadin was virtually uninhabited since
hunman bei ngs would not live in a | and which had been polluted by the presence of the Hounds of
Evil. The continent is cursed. Inhabited by fiends fromHell.

I rubbed my chin and asked innocently: 'Then why did you drive the Eldren back to the nountains in
the first place if you had no need of their territories?

' Because while they had the |Iand under their control they were a constant threat to Humanity!'

"l see.' | made a tiny gesture with ny right hand. 'Forgive ne for interrupting you. Please
conti nue."'

"A constant threat-' began Katorn

"That threat is once again immnent,' the king's voice broke in. It was thick and trenbling. H's
eyes were suddenly full of fear and hatred. 'W expect themat any nonent to |aunch an attack upon
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the Two Conti nents-upon Zavara and Necral al a!"

"Do you know when they plan this invasion? | asked. 'How | ong have we to ready oursel ves?'
"They' ||l attack!' Katorn's black eyes canme to life. The thin beard framng his pale face seened to
bristle.

"They' || attack,' agreed King Rigenos. 'They woul d have overrun us now if we did not constantly

war agai nst them'
"W have to keep them back,' added Katorn. 'Once a breach is nmade, they will engulf us!

Ki ng Ri genos sighed. 'Humanity, though, is battle-weary. W needed one of two things-though
ideally both-fresh warriors to drive the Eldren back, or a |leader to give the warriors we have new
hope. '

"And you can train no fresh warriors? | asked.

Katorn made a short, guttural sound in his throat. | took this to be a laugh. 'lInpossible! Al
manki nd fights the El dren nenace!’

The king nodded. 'So | called you, Erekosé-though believing nyself to be a desperate fool wlling
to think a mirage reality . '

Katorn turned away at this. It seened to nme that this had been his private theory-that the king
had gone mad in his desperation. My materialisation seenmed to have destroyed this theory and nade
himin some way resentful of nme, though | did not think | could be blamed for the king's decision

The king straightened his shoulders. 'l called you. And I held you to your vow.'
I knew of no vow. | was surprised. 'Wat vow?' | said.

Now t he ki ng | ooked astonished. 'Wy, the vowthat if ever the El dren doni nated Mernadi n again,
you woul d cone to decide the struggle between them and Humanity.'

‘"I see.' | signed to a slave to bring nme a cup of wine and | sipped it and stared at the map. As
John Daker | saw a neani ngl ess war between two ferocious, blindly hating factions, both of whom
seermed to be conducting a racial jihad, one against the other. Yet ny loyalties were clear. |

bel onged to the human race and should use all ny power to help defend nmy kind. Humanity had to be
saved.

"The Eldren?' | |ooked up at King R genos. 'Wat do they say?
"What do you nean?' Katorn growl ed. 'Say? You speak as if you do not believe our king

"l amnot questioning the truth of your statenents,' | told him 'I wish to know the exact terms
in which the Eldren justify their war against us. It would help if |I had a clearer idea of their
anmbi tions."'

Kat orn shrugged. 'They would wipe us out,' he said. 'Is that not enough to know?

"No,' | said. 'You nust have taken prisoners. Wiat do the prisoners tell you? | spread ny hands.
"How have the Eldren | eaders justified their war agai nst humanity?

King Rigenos sniled patronisingly. 'You have forgotten a great deal, Erekosé, if you have
forgotten the Eldren. They are not human. They are clever. They are cold and they have snoot h,
deceitful tongues with which they would lull a man into a fal se sense of tranquillity before
tearing his heart fromhis body with their bare fangs. They are brave, though, I'Il give them
that. Under torture they die, refusing to tell us their true plans. They are cunning. They try to
make us believe their talk of peace, of nutual trust and nutual help, hoping that we will drop our
defences | ong enough so that they may turn and destroy us, or get us to look themfull in the face
so that they can work the evil eye upon us. Do not be naive, Erekosé. Do not attenpt to deal wth
an Eldren as you would deal with a human being, for if you did so, you would be dooned. They have
no souls, as we understand souls. They have no | ove, save a cold loyalty to their cause and to
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their naster Aznobaana. Realise this, Erekosé-the Eldren are denons. They are fiends to whom
Azrmobanna in his dreadful blaspheny has granted sonething like a human form But you nust not be
blinded by the form That which is inside an Eldren is not human-it is everything, in fact, that
i s unhuman . '

Katorn's face tw sted.

"You can't trust an Eldren wol f. They are treacherous, imoral and evil. W shall not be safe
until their whole race is destroyed. Uterly destroyed-so that not a fragment of their flesh, not
a droplet of their blood, not a splinter of their bone, not a strand of their hair is left to
taint the Earth. And | speak literally, Erekosé& , for while one finger-clipping of an Eldren
survives upon our world, then there is the chance that Aznpbanna can re-create his servants and
attack us again. That denon brood nust be burnt to the finest ash-every man, every fenal e and
every youngling. Burnt-then cast to the winds, the clean winds. That is our nission, Erekosé. The
nm ssion of Humanity. And we have the Good Ones' blessing for that mssion.

Then | heard another voice, a sweeter voice, and | glanced towards the door. It was |olinda.

"You nust lead us to victory, Erekosé,' she said candidly. 'Wat Katorn says is true-no matter how
fiercely he declains it. The facts are as he tells you. You nust lead us to victory.

| 1 ooked again into her eyes. | drew a deep breath and ny face felt hard and col d.

"I will lead you,' | said.

CHAPTER FOUR
| OLI NDA
The next nmorning | awoke hearing the sounds of the slaves preparing ny breakfast. O was it the

slaves? Was it not nmy wife noving about the room getting ready to wake the boy up as she did
every norni ng?

I opened ny eyes expecting to see her
I did not see her. Nor did | see ny roomin ny apartnent where | had |ived as John Daker
Nor did | see slaves.

Instead | saw lolinda. She was smiling down at ne as she prepared the breakfast with her own
hands.

| felt guilty for a monent, as if | had betrayed ny wife in some obscure way. Then | realised that

there was nothing | could be ashaned of. | was the victimof Fate-of forces which I could not hope
to understand. | was not John Daker. | was Erekosé. | realised that it would be the best for nme if
| were to insist on that. A man divided between two identities is a sick man. | resolved to forget

John Daker as soon as possible. Since | was Erekosé now, | should concentrate on being Erekosé
only. In that | was a fatalist.

| oli nda brought a bow of fruit towards ne. 'Wuld you eat, Lord Erekosé?

| selected a strange, soft fruit with a reddish yellow skin. She handed ne a small knife. | tried
to peel it but since the fruit was newto ne, | was not sure howto begin. She gently took it from
me and began to peel it for ne, sitting on the edge of ny | ow bed and concentrating rather
excessively, in nmy opinion, on the fruit she held.

At last the fruit was peel ed and she quartered it and placed it on a plate and handed the plate to
me, still avoiding ny direct gaze, but smling a little mysteriously as she | ooked about her.

pi cked up a piece of the fruit and bit it. It was sharp and sweet at the sane tinme and very
refreshing

"Thank you,' | said. "It is good. | have never had this fruit before.’
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'Have you not?' She was genuinely surprised. 'But the ecrex is the commonest fruit in Necralala.'
"You forget | ama stranger to Necralala,' | pointed out.

She put her head on one side and | ooked at ne with a slight frown. She pushed back the flinsy blue
cloth that covered her golden hair and made a great play of arrangi ng her matching bl ue gown. She
really did seemto be puzzled. 'A stranger . . .' she murnured.

"A stranger,' | agreed.

"But' -she paused-'but you are the great hero of humanity, Lord Erekosé. You knew Necranal as it
was in its greatest glory-when you ruled here as the Chanpion. You knew the Earth in ancient
times, when you set it free fromthe chains the El dren had bound around it. You know nore of this
world than | do, Erekosé.

| shrugged. 'l admt that nuch of it is famliar-and growing increasingly famliar. But unti
yesterday nmy nanme was John Daker and | lived in a city very different from Necranal and ny
occupation was not that of warrior or, indeed, anything like it. | do not deny that | am Erekosé-

the nane is familiar and | amconfortable with it. But | do not know who Erekosé was, any nore
than do you. He was a great hero of ancient times who, before he died, swore that he would return
to decide the issue between El dren and Mankind if he were needed. He was placed in a rather gloony
tonb on a hillside along with his sword, which only he could wield . '

' The Sword Kanaj ana,' nurmnured |olinda.
"It has a name, then?

"Aye-Kanajana. It-it is nore than a nanme, | believe. It is sone sort of nystic description-a
description of its exact nature-of the powers it contains.'

"And is there any | egend that explains why only | can bear that blade? | asked her
"There are several,' she said.
"Which do you prefer? | sniled.

Then, for the first time that norning, she |ooked directly at ne and her voice |owered and she
said: 'l prefer the one that says that you are the chosen son of the Good One, the Great One-that
your sword is a sword of the Gods and that you can handle it because you are a God-an Imortal .’

| laughed. 'You do not believe that?

She dropped her gaze. 'If you tell ne that it is not true, then | nust believe you,' she said. 'O
course."'

"I admt that | feel extrenely healthy,' | told her. "But that is a long way fromfeeling as a God
nmust feel! Besides, | think | would knowif | were a God. | would know other Gods. | would dwel |
in sone place where the Gods dwell. | would count Goddesses anong ny friends . . .' | stopped. She

seened di st urbed

I reached out and touched her and said softly: 'But then perhaps you are right. Perhaps | am a God-
for | amcertainly privileged to know a Goddess.

She shrugged off ny hand. 'You are naki ng nock of nme, my |ord.
"No. | swear it.'

She got up. 'I nust appear foolish to such a great lord as yourself. | apologise for wasting your
time with ny chatter.'

"You have not wasted ny tinme,' | said. 'You have helped nme, in fact.’

Her |ips parted. 'Hel ped you?
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"Yes. You have filled in part of nmy sonewhat peculiar background. | still do not remenber ny past
as Erekosé, but at |east | know as nmuch about that past as anyone here. Wiich is not a
di sadvant age!

' Perhaps your centuries |long sleep has washed your m nd free of menory,' she said.

"Perhaps,' | agreed. 'Or perhaps there have been so nmany other nenories during that sleep-new
experi ences, other lives . '

"What do you nean?

"Wll, it seens to ne that | have been nore people than just John Daker and Erekosé. O her nanes
spring to nmind-strange nanes in unfamliar tongues. | have a vague-and perhaps stupid notion-that
while | slept as Erekosé, ny spirit took on other shapes and nanes. Perhaps that spirit cannot

sl eep, but nust forever be active . . .' | stopped. | was getting deep into the real ns of

met aphysi cs-and net aphysi cs had never been ny strong point. | considered nyself a pragmatist, in
fact. Such notions as reincarnation, | had always scoffed at-still scoffed at, really, in spite of

t he evidence, such as it was.

But lolinda pressed me to continue what | considered to be pointless speculation. 'Go on,' she
said. 'Please continue, Lord Erekosé.

If only to keep the beautiful girl beside me for a short while longer, | did as she asked.

"Wll," | said, '"while you and your father were attenpting to bring ne here, | thought |
renenbered other lives than this one as Erekosé or the other one, as John Daker. | renenbered,
very dimy, other civilisations-though | could not tell you whether they existed in the past or in
the future. In fact, the idea of past and future seenms neaningless to ne now | have no idea, for

i nstance, whether this civilisation lies in the "future" that | knew as John Daker or in the
"past". It is here. | amhere. There are certain things that | will have to do. That is all | can
say.'

"But these other incarnations,' she said. 'Wat do you know of thent

| shrugged. 'Nothing. | amattenpting to describe a dimfeeling, not an exact inpression. A few
nanes which | have now forgotten. A few inages which have al nbst conpletely faded away as dreans
fade. And perhaps that is all they ever were-just dreanms. Perhaps ny life as John Daker, which in
its turn is beginning to fade in nmy menory, was nerely that, a dream Certainly I know nothing of

any supernatural agencies of whom your father and Katorn have spoken. | know of no "Aznobaana", no
Good and Great One, no denons or, indeed, angels. | knowonly that | ama nan and that | exist.'
Her face was grave. 'That is true. You are a man. You exist. | saw you materialise.’

'"But fromwhere did | cone?

"Fromthe Ot her Regions,' she said. 'Fromthe place where all great warriors go when they die-and
where their wonen go to join themto live in eternal happiness.'

Again | smled, but then snothered the smle for I did not wish to offend her beliefs.
remenbered no such place. 'l renenber only strife. If | have been away fromhere it was not in
sone | and of eternal happiness-it was in nmany | ands-1ands of eternal warfare.'

Suddenly | felt depressed and weary. 'Eternal warfare,' | repeated and | sighed.

Her | ook becanme synpathetic. 'Do you think that that is your fate-to war for ever against the
eneni es of humanity?

I frowned. 'Not quite-for | seemto remenber times when | was not human as you woul d under st and
the word. If | have a spirit, as | said, that inhabits many forms, then there have been tinmes when
it has inhabited forms that were-different . . .'" | rejected the thought. It was too difficult to
grasp, to frightening to tol erate.

It disturbed lolinda. She rose and darted a | ook of inconprehension at ne. 'Not-not as an
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| smiled. "An Eldren? | do not know. But | do not think so, for the nane is not fanmliar to ne in
that respect.'
She was relieved. "It is so hard to trust . . .' she said sadly.

"To trust what? Wrds?

"To trust anything,' she said. 'I once thought | understood the world. Perhaps | was too young.
Now | understand nothing. | do not know whether | shall even be alive next year.'
"I think that may be described as a cormmon fear to all we nortals,’ | said gently.

"W nortals? Her smle was without hunour. 'You are not nortal, Erekosé!

I had not up to now considered it. After all, | had been summobned into existence in thin air! |
| aughed. 'We shall soon know whether | amor not,' | said, 'when we have joined battle with the
El dren!’

Alittle npan escaped her lips then. 'Oh!' she cried. 'Do not consider it!' She noved towards the
door. 'You are inmortal, Erekosé! You are invulnerable! You are-eternal! You are the only thing of
which I can be sure. The only person | can trust! Do not joke so! Do not joke so, | beg you!'

| was astonished at this outburst. | would have risen fromthe bed to hold her and confort her
but | was naked. Adnittedly she had seen ne naked once before, when | had originally naterialised
in Erekosé's tonmb, but | did not know enough of the custons of these people to guess whether it
woul d shock her or not.

"Forgive ne, lolinda,' | said. 'I did not realise
What had | not realised? The extent of the poor girl's insecurity? Or sonething deeper than that?
"Do not go,' | begged.

She stopped by the door and turned and there were tears in her huge, w de eyes. 'You are eternal
Er ekosé. You are imortal. You can never die!’

I could not reply.
For all | knew | would be dead in the first encounter with the El dren.

Suddenly | becane aware of the responsibility | had. A responsibility not just to this beautifu
wonman but to the whol e human race. | swallowed hard and fell back on ny pillows as |olinda rushed
fromthe room

Coul d | possibly bear such a burden?

Did | wish to bear such a burden?

I did not. | had no great faith in ny own powers and there was no reason to believe that those
powers were any nore potent than, say, Katorn's. Katorn was, after all, far nore experienced in
warfare than |I. He had a right to be resentful of ne. | had taken over his role, robbed himof his

power and of a responsibility which he had been prepared to shoul der-and | was unproven. Suddenly
| saw Katorn's point of view and synpathised with it.

What right had | to lead humanity in a war that could decide its very existence?

None.

And then another thought canme to me-a nore self-pitying thought.

What right had humanity to expect so nmuch of ne?

They had, |et us say, awakened ne froma slunmber which | had earned, |eading the quiet, decent

life of John Daker. And now they were inposing their will upon ne, demanding that | give back to
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them the sel f-confidence and-yes-sel f-righteousness that they were |osing.

| lay there in the bed, and for a while | hated King Ri genos, Katorn and the rest of the hunan
race-including the fair lolinda who had been the one to bring this question to nmy m nd.

Er ekosé t he Chanpi on, Defender of Humanity, G eatest of Warriors, lay wetched and snivelling in
his bed and felt very sorry for hinmself indeed.
CHAPTER FI VE

KATORN

| arose at last and dressed nyself in a sinple tunic, having been washed and shaved-nmuch to ny
enbarrassnent-by ny slaves. | went by nyself into the weapons roons and there took down ny sword
fromwhere it hung in its scabbard on a peg.

I unsheat hed the blade and again a sort of exultation filled ne. Inmediately |I forgot mnmy qual ns
and scrupl es and | aughed as the sword whistled around ny head and nmy nuscles flexed with the
wei ght of it.

| feinted with the sword and it seened that it was part of ny very body, that it was another linb
whose presence | had been unaware of until now | thrust it out at full reach, pulled it back,
swng it down. It filled me with joy to wield it!

It made ne into sonething greater than | had ever felt | was before. It nade nme into a man. A
warrior. A chanpion.

And yet, as John Daker, | had handl ed swords perhaps twice in my |ife-and handl ed t hem nost
clumsily, according to those friends of m ne who had considered thensel ves experts.

At last | reluctantly sheathed the sword as | saw a sl ave hovering sone di stance away.
renenmbered that only I, Erekosé', could hold the sword and live.

"What is it?" | said.

'The Lord Katorn, master. He would speak with you.' | put the sword back on its peg. 'Bid him
enter,' | told the slave.

Katorn came in rapidly. He appeared to have been waiting some tinme and was in no better a nood
than when | had first encountered him H's boots, which seenmed to be shod with nmetal, clattered on
the flagstones of the weapons room

'Good nmorning to you, Lord Erekosé,' he said.

| bowed. 'Good norning, Lord Katorn. | apologise if you were nade to wait. | was trying out that
swor d. '

"The Sword Kanajana . . .' Katorn | ooked at it specul atively.

'The Sword Kanajana,' | said. 'Wuld you have sonme refreshnment, Lord Katorn?' | was making a great

effort to please himnot only because it would not do to have so experienced a warrior as an eneny
when pl ans of battle were being prepared, but because | had, as | said, cone to synpathise with
his situation.

But Katorn refused to be nollified. 'I broke my fast at dawn,' he said. '| have come to discuss
nore pressing matters than eating, Lord Erekosé.

"And what are those?' Manfully, | restrained nmy own tenper

"Matters of war, Lord Erekosé. What el se?
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"I ndeed. And what specific nmatters would you wish to discuss with ne, Lord Katorn?
"It seens to ne that we should attack the El dren before they cone agai nst us.'
"Attack being the best form of defence, eh?

He | ooked surprised at this. He had plainly not heard the phrase before. 'Eloquently put, nmy |ord.
One woul d think you an Eldren yourself, with such a way with words. ' He was deliberately
trying my tenper. But | swallowed the insinuation

"So,' | said, 'we attack them Were?

"That is what we shall have to discuss with all those concerned in planning this war. But it seens
there is one obvious point.'

"And that is?

He wheel ed and strode into another chanmber, returning with a map which he spread on a bench. It
was a map of the third continent, the one entirely controlled by the El dren, Mernadin.

Wth his dagger he stabbed at a spot | had seen indicated the night before.
' Paphanaal ,' | said.

"VWiile it is the logical point of an initial attack in a canpaign of the sort we plan, it seens to
me unlikely that the Eldren will expect us to nake so bold a nove, knowi ng that we are weary and
under strength . '

"But if we are weary and weak,' | said, "would it not seema good idea to attack sone | ess
important city first?

"You are forgetting, ny lord, that our warriors have been heartened by your coning,' Katorn said
dryly.

I could not help grinning at this cut. But Katorn scow ed, angry that | had not taken offence.

| said quietly: "W must learn to work together, ny lord Katorn. | bow to your great experience as
a warrior |leader. | acknow edge that you have had rmuch nore recent know edge of the Eldren than
have |I. | need your help surely as nuch as King Ri genos believes he needs nine.'

Katorn seermed slightly conforted by this. He cleared his throat and conti nued.

' Once Paphanaal , province and city, are taken, we shall have a beachhead from which other attacks
inl and can be made. Wth Paphanaal again in our hands, we can decide our own strategy-initiate
action rather than react to the Eldren's strategy. Only once we have pushed them back into the
mountains will we have the wearying task of clearing themall out. It will take years. But it is
what we shoul d have done in the first place. That, however, will be a matter for ordinary mlitary
adm nistration and will not concern us directly.

" And what kind of defences has Paphanaal ?* | asked.

Katorn smled. 'She relies alnost entirely on her warships. If we can destroy her fleet, then
Paphanaal is as good as taken.' He bared his teeth in what | gathered was a grin. And he | ooked at
me, his expression changing to one of sudden suspicion, as if he had reveal ed too nuch to ne.

I could not ignore the expression. 'Wat is on your nmind, Lord Katorn?' | asked. 'Do you not trust
me?'

He controlled his features. 'l nust trust you,' he said flatly. 'W all nust trust you, Lord
Er ekosé. Have you not returned to fulfil your ancient pronise?

| gazed searchingly into his face. 'Do you believe that?

"I nust believe it.'
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"Do you believe that | am Erekosé the Chanpion returned?
"I nust believe that also.

"You believe it because you surmise that if | amnot Erekosé-the Erekosé of the |egends-then the
human race is dooned?

He | owered his head as if in assent.
"And what if | am not Erekosé&, ny |ord?

Katorn | ooked up. 'You nust be Erekosé-ny lord. If it were not for one thing, | would suspect

"What woul d you suspect ?'
' Not hi ng. "

"You woul d suspect that | were an Eldren in disguise. Is that it, Lord Katorn? Some cunning
unhuman who had assuned the outer appearance of a man? Do | read your thoughts correctly, ny
| ord?

"Too correctly.' Katorn's thick brows cane together and his nouth was thin and white. 'The Eldren
are said to have the power to probe minds-but not human bei ngs . '

"And are you, then, afraid, Lord Katorn?

"Cf an Eldren? By the Good One, I'lIl showyou . . .' and Katorn's heavy hand rushed to the hilt of
hi s sword.
| raised ny own hand and then pointed at the sword that hung sheathed on the peg on the wall. 'But

that is the one fact that does not fit your theory, isn't it? If | amnot Erekosé, then howis it
that | can handl e Erekosé's bl ade?

He did not draw his sword, but his grip remained on the hilt.

"It is true, is it not, that no living creature-human or Eldren-can touch that blade and live?' |
said quietly.

"That is the |l egend,’ he agreed.

Legend?'

"l have never seen an Eldren try to handle the Sword Kanaj ana

But you nust assume that it is true. O herw se

O herwise, there is little hope for humanity.' The words were dragged fromhis |ips.

"Very well, Lord Katorn. You will assune that | am Erekosé&, sumoned by King Rigenos to |ead
humanity to victory.'

"l have no choice but to assune that.
"Good. And there is something that I, too, nust assume, for ny part, Lord Katorn.'
"You? What ?

"l must assunme that you will work with me in this enterprise. That there will be no plots behind
my back, that there will be no information withheld fromnme that m ght prove vital, that you wll
not seek to nmake allies against ne within our own ranks. You see, Lord Katorn, it could be your
suspi cions that mght weck our plans. A man jeal ous and resentful of his | eader is capable of
doi ng nore harmthan any eneny .
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He nodded his head and straightened his shoulders, the hand falling away fromhis sword. 'l had
consi dered that question, ny lord. I amnot a fool."'
"l know you are not a fool, Lord Katorn. If you were a fool, | should not have bothered to have

had this conversation.'

Hi s tongue bulged in his cheek as he nulled this statenent over. Eventually, he said: 'And you are
not a fool, Lord Erekosé.

"Thank you. | did not suspect that you judged ne that
"Hrph.' He renoved his helnmet and ran his fingers through his thick hair. He was still thinking.

I waited for himto say sonething further, but then he replaced his helnmet firmy on his head, dug
his thunb into the side of his nmouth and picked at a tooth with the nail. He withdrew the thunb
and stared at it intently for a noment. Then he | ooked at the map and nurmnured, 'Well, at |east we
have an understanding. Wth that, it will be easier to fight this stinking war.'

| nodded. ' Much easier, | think.'

He sniffed.
"How good is our own fleet? | asked him
"It's a good fleet still. Not as large as it was, but we are renedying that, too. Qur shipyards

wor k night and day to build nore and larger nen-o'-war. And in our ironworks up and down the | and
we forge powerful guns with which to armthose ships.'

" And what of nen to crew then?'

"W are recruiting all we can. Even wonen are used in certain tasks-and boys. You were told that,
Lord Erekosé, and it was true-the whole of humanity fights the Eldren warriors.'

| said nothing, but | have begun to adnmire the spirit of this people. | was less divided in ny
m nd concerning the rights or wongs of what | did. The folk of this strange tine and place in
which I found nyself were fighting for nothing nore nor |ess than the survival of their species.

But then another thought cane to ne. Could not the same be said of the Eldren?
| dismssed the thought.

At | east Katorn and | had that in comon. W refused to concern ourselves with specul ati on on
nmoral and sentinental issues. W had a task to perform W had assuned the responsibility for that
task. W& should do it to the best of our ability.

CHAPTER SI X

PREPARI NG FOR WAR

And so | talked with generals and with admrals. W pored over maps and di scussed tactics,

| ogi stics, available nen, aninmals and ships, while the fleets nmassed and the Two Continents were
scoured for warriors, fromboys of ten years old to nen of fifty or older, fromgirls of twelve to

wonen of sixty. Al were marshal |l ed beneath the doubl e banner of Humanity which bore the arnms of
Zavara and Necral al a and the standards of their king, Ri genos, and their war chanpi on, Erekosé.

As the days passed, we planned the great |and-sea invasion of Mernadin's chief harbour, Paphanaal
and the surroundi ng province which was al so call ed Paphanaal

When not conferring with the conmanders of the arnies and navies, | practised weaponry, riding,
until | becane skilled in those arts.

It was not a question of learning so nuch as renmenbering. Just as the feel of ny strange sword had
been fam liar, so was the sensation of a horse between ny |egs. Just as | had al ways known ny nane
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was Erekosé (which, | had been told, nmeant The One Who Is Always There in sone ancient tongue of
humani ty which was no | onger used) so | had always known how to pull an arrow on a bowstring and
let fly at a target as | gall oped past on horseback

But | olinda-she was not fanmiliar in this way. Though there was sone part of ne that seened able to
travel through tine and space and assunme many incarnations, they were plainly not the sane
incarnations. | was not living an episode of nmy life over again, | had nerely becone the sane
person again, going through a different series of actions, or so it seened. | had a sense of free
will, within those terns. | did not feel that ny fate was pre-ordai ned. But perhaps it was.
Perhaps | amtoo rmuch of an optim st. Perhaps | am after all, a fool and Katorn was wong in his
assessnent of me. The Eternal Foo

Certainly I was willing to nake a fool of nyself where |olinda was concerned. Her beauty was

al nost unbearable. But with her | could not be a fool. She wanted a hero-an Immortal -and not hi ng
less. So | must play the hero for her, to confort her, though it went ill with ny preferred
manner, which has always been pretty casual. Sonetines, in fact, | felt nore like her father than
her woul d-be lover, and with ny pat twentieth-century notions of human notivation, wondered if |
were really nothing nore than a substitute for the strong father she expected in Rigenos.

I think that she secretly despised Rigenos for not being nore heroic, but | synpathised with the
older man (older? | think- it is | who amolder-infinitely ol der-but enough of that . . .) for

Ri genos bore a great responsibility and bore it pretty well as far as | could nmake out. After all
he was a man who woul d rather plan pl easant gardens than plan battles. It was not his fault that
he had been born a king without a close nmale successor to whom he could have, if he had been

| uckier, transferred responsibility. And | had heard that he bore hinself well in battle and never
backed away from any responsibility. King R genos was neant for a gentler |life, maybe-though he
could be fierce enough when it canme to hating the Eldren. | was to be the hero that he felt

i ncapabl e of being. | accepted that. But | was nuch nore reluctant to be the father than he could
not be. | wanted a nmuch healthier relationship with [olinda or, so | told nyself, |I did not want
one at all!

I amnot sure | had a choice. | was mesnerised by her. | would probably have accepted her on any
terns.

W spent whatever time we coul d together, whenever | could get away fromthe mlitary men and ny
own martial training. W would wander armin arm al ong the closed bal conies that covered the

Pal ace of Ten Thousand W ndows |ike a creeping plant, winding fromtop to bottom of the great

pal ace and containing a great variety of flowers, shrubs and caged and uncaged birds that
fluttered through the foliage of these spiralling passages and perched anong the branches of the
vines and the small trees and sang to us as we wandered. | learned that this, too, had been King
Ri genos's idea, to nake the bal conies nore pleasant. But that had been before the coning of the
El dren.

Slowy the day approached when the fleet woul d gather together and sail for the distant conti nent
where the Eldren ruled. | had begun by being inpatient to get to grips with the Eldren, but now
was beconing nore and nore reluctant to | eave-for it would nean |eaving lolinda and ny lust for
her was growing quite as strongly as ny |ove.

Al though | gathered that day by day the society of hunanki nd was becom ng | ess and | ess open, nore
and nore bound by unpl easant and unnecessary restrictions, it was still not considered wong for
unwed | overs to sleep together, so long as they were of an equal social standing. | was nuch
relieved when | discovered this. It seemed to ne that an Imortal-as | was assuned to be-and a
princess were quite decently matched. But it was not the social conventions that hampered ny
anbition-it was lolinda herself. And that is one thing that no amount of freedomor 'license or

" perm ssiveness' or whatever the old fogies call it can cope with. That is the odd assunption the
twentieth century (I wonder if you who read this will know what those two stupid words nean?)
makes-that if the |laws that man nakes concerning 'norality'-particularly sexual norality-are done
away with, then one huge orgy will begin. It forgets that people are, generally speaking, only
attracted to a few other people and only fall in love with one or two in their whole lives. And
there may be many other reasons why they may not be able to nake | ove, even if their love is
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confirmed.

"Wiere | olinda was concerned, | hesitated because, as | have said, | did not wish to be nerely a
substitute for her father-and she hesitated because she needed to be absolutely sure she could
“trust' nme. John Daker would have called this a neurotic attitude. Perhaps it was, but on the
other hand was it neurotic for a relatively normal girl to feel a bit peculiar about soneone she
had only lately seen materialise fromthin air?

But enough of this. Al | should say is that although we were both deeply in love at this point,
we did not sleep together-we did not even discuss the matter, though it was often on the tip of ny
t ongue .

What, in fact, began to happen was, oddly, that ny |ust began to wane. My love for |olinda
remai ned as strong-if not stronger-than ever, but | did not feel any great need to express it in
physical terms. It was not like ne. O perhaps | should say that it was not |ike John Daker

However, as the day of departure canme closer, | began to feel a need to express ny love in sone
way and, one evening as we wandered through the bal conies, | paused and put ny hand under her hair
and stroked the back of her neck and gently turned her to face ne.

She | ooked sweetly up at me and smled. Her red lips parted slightly and she did not nove her head

as | bent nmy own lips to hers and kissed her softly. My heart leapt. | held her close against ne,
feeling her breasts rise and fall against ny chest. | lifted her hand and held it against my face
as | | ooked down at her beauty. | thrust ny hand deep into her hair and tasted her warm sweet

breath as we kissed again. She curled her fingers in mne and opened her eyes and her eyes were
happy-truly happy for the first tine. W drew apart.

Her breathi ng was now nuch | ess regular and she began to murnur sonething but | cut her off short.
She smled at nme expectantly, with a m xture of pride and tenderness.

"When | return,' | said softly, '"we shall be married.'

She | ooked surprised for a nonent and then she realised what | had said-the significance of what |
had said. | was trying to tell her that she could trust ne. It was the only way | could think of
to do it. Perhaps a John Daker reflex, | don't know

She nodded her head, drawi ng off her hand a wonderfully worked ring of gold, pearls and rose-
col oured di anonds. This she placed on ny little finger

"A token of my love,' she said. 'An acceptance of your proposal. A charm perhaps, to bring you
luck in your battles. Sonething to rem nd you of ne when you are tenpted by those unhunman El dren
beauties . ' She sniled when she nade this last retort.

"It has many functions,' | said, '"this ring.'
"As many as you wi sh,' she replied.

' Thank you.'

"l love you, Erekosé,' she said sinply.

"l love you, lolinda.' | paused, then added, 'But | ama crude sort of lover, aml| not? | have no
token to give you. | feel enbarrassed and a bit inadequate . '

"Your word is enough,' she said. 'Swear that you will return to ne.

| | ooked at her nonplussed for a second. Naturally | would return to her
"Swear it,' she said.

"I'lIl swear it. There is no question . . .'

"Swear it again.'
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"I'l'l swear it a thousand times if once is not enough. | swear it. | swear that | will return to
you, lolinda, ny love, ny delight '

' Good.' She seened satisfied.

There cane the sound of hurried footsteps along the bal cony and we saw a sl ave | recogni sed as one
of my own rushing towards us.

"Ah, nmaster, there you are. King Ri genos has asked ne to bring you to him'
It was late. 'And what does King Ri genos want?' | asked.
‘He did not say, mmster.'

I snmiled down at lolinda and tucked her armin nmine. 'Very well. W shall cone.’

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ARMOUR OF EREKOSE

The slave led us to ny apartnents. They were enpty of anyone save ny retinue.
"But where is King Rigenos? | asked.

'"He said to wait here, master.'

| smiled at lolinda again. She smiled back. 'Very well,' | said. 'W shall wait.'

We did not wait long. Presently slaves began to arrive at ny apartnents. They were carrying bul ky
pi eces of netal wrapped in oiled parchnent and they began to pile it in the weapons room |
wat ched themwith as little expression as possible, though | was greatly puzzled.

Then at last King Ri genos entered. He seemed nuch nore excited than usual, and Katorn was not,
this time, with him

'Geetings, Father,' said lolinda. "I . . .'

But King Rigenos raised a hand and turned to address the slaves. 'Strip off the coverings,' he
said. 'Hurry.

"King Rigenos,' | said. 'I would like to tell you that

"Forgive ne, Lord Erekosé. First look at what | have brought. It has lain for centuries in the
vaults of the palace. Waiting, Erekosé-waiting for you!'

"Waiting . . . 7

Then the oiled parchnent was torn away and lay in curling heaps on the flagstones, revealing what
was to me a magnificent

"This,' said the king, 'is the arnmour of Erekosé. Broken fromits tonb of rock deep beneath the
pal ace's | owest dungeons so that Erekosé can wear it again.'

The arnour was black and it shone. It was as if it had been forged that day and forged by the
greatest smth in history, for it was of exquisite worknmanship.

| picked up the breastplate and ran ny hand over it.

Unlike the arnour, worn by the Inperial Guard, this was snooth, w thout any kind of raised
enmbel | i shment. The shoul der pieces were grooved, fanning high and away fromthe head, to channel a
bl ow of sword, axe or lance away fromthe wearer. The hel net, breastplates, greaves and the rest
were all grooved in the same manner
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The nmetal was light, but very strong, like that of the sword. But the black | acquer shone. It
shone brightly-almost blindingly. Inits sinplicity, the arnour was beautiful-as beautiful as only
really fine craftsmanship can be. Its only ornanent was a thick plune of scarlet horsehair which
sprang fromthe crest of the hel net and cascaded down the snooth sides. | touched the arnour with
the reverence one has for fine art. In this case it was fine art designed to protect ny life and
ny reverence was, if anything, that nuch greater

' Thank you, King R genos,' | said-and | was honestly grateful. 'I will wear it on the day we set
sai|l against the Eldren.

"That day is tomorrow,' said King R genos quietly.
" What ?

"The last of our ships has cone in. The |ast nmenber of the crewis on board. The |ast cannon has
been fitted. It will be a good tide tonorrow and we cannot miss it.'

I glanced at him Had | been misled in some way? Had Katorn prevailed upon the king not to let me

know t he exact tine of sailing? But the king' s expression showed no sign of a plot. | dism ssed
the idea and accepted what he said. | turned ny gaze to lolinda. She | ooked stricken
" Tonorrow . ' she said.

"Tonorrow,' confirmed King Rigenos.

I bit ny lower lip. '"Than | nust prepare
She said: 'Father . . .’

He | ooked at her. 'Yes, |olinda?

| began to speak and then paused. She glanced at ne and was al so silent. There was no easy way of
telling himand suddenly it was as if we should keep our |ove, our pact, a secret. Neither of us
knew why.

Tactfully, the king withdrew. "I will discuss last mnute matters with you later, Lord Erekosé.'
| bowed. He left.

Sonewhat stunned, lolinda and | stared at each other and then we npved into each other's arns and
we wept.

John Daker would not have witten this. He would have | aughed at the sentinents, just as he would
have scoffed at anyone who considered the arts of war inportant. John Daker would not have witten
this, but | nust:

| began to feel a rising sense of excitenent for the comng war. The old exultant nood started to
sweep through ne again. Overlaying ny excitenment was ny love for lolinda. This |ove seened to be a
cal mer, purer love, so nuch nore satisfying than casual, carnal love. It was a thing apart.
Perhaps this was the chivalrous | ove which the Peers of Christendomwere said to hold above al

ot her.

John Daker woul d have spoken of sexual repression and of swords as substitutes for sexua
i ntercourse and so forth.

Per haps John Daker woul d have been right. But it did not seemto ne that he was right, though I
was well aware of all the rationalist argunents that supported such a view. There is a great
tendency for the human race to see all other tinmes inits own terms. The ternms of this society
were subtly different-1 was only dimy aware of many of the differences. | was responding to
lolinda in those terns. It is all | can say. And later events, | suppose, were also played out in
those terns.

I took lolinda's face in ny two hands and | bent and | kissed her forehead, and she kissed ny |ips
and then she left.
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"Shall | see you before |I |leave?' | asked as she reached the door

"Yes,' she said. 'Yes, ny love, if it is possible.

When she had gone | did not feel sad. | inspected the arnpbur once again and then | went down to
the main hall where King Rigenos stood with many of his greatest captains, studying a | arge nap of
Mernadi n and the waters between it and Necral al a.

"W start here in the norning,' Rigenos told ne, indicating the harbour area of Necranal. The
Ri ver Droonaa flowed through Necranal to the sea and the port of Noonos where the fleet was

assenbl ed. ' There nust be a certain anount of cerenony, | fear, Erekosé. Various rituals to
perform | have already sketched themto you, | believe.'
"You have,' | said. 'The cerenony seenms nore arduous than the warfare.'

The captai ns | aughed. Though somewhat distant and a trifle wary of nme, they liked ne well enough
for I had proved (to my own astoni shnent) to have a natural grasp of tactics and the warlike arts.

"But the cerenpny is necessary,' Rigenos said, 'for the people. It nmakes a reality for them you
see. They can experience sonething of what we shall be doing.

"We?' | said. '"Am|l wong? | thought you inplied that you were sailing too.
"Il am' Rigenos said quietly. 'l decided that it was necessary.'
' Necessary?

"Yes.' He would say no nore-particularly in front of his marshals. 'Now, let us continue. W nust
all of us rise very early tonorrow norning.'

As we discussed these final matters of order and tactics and logistics, | studied the king's face
as best | could.

No one expected himto sail with his arnmies. He would I ose no face at all by remaining behind in
his capital. Yet he had nade a decision which would put himin a position of extrene danger and
make himtake actions for which he had no pal ate.

Wy had he nmade the decision? To prove to hinself that he could fight, perhaps? Yet he had proved
it already. Because he was jeal ous of ne? Because he did not altogether trust me? | glanced at
Katorn, but saw nothing in Katorn's face to indicate satisfaction. Katorn was nerely his usua
surly self.

Mental ly, | shrugged. Specul ation at this-point would get ne nowhere. The fact was that the king,
not an altogether robust man now, was conming with us. It mght give extra inspiration to our
warriors, at least. It nmight also help control Katorn's particular tendencies.

Eventual | y we di spersed and went our ways. | went straight to ny bed and, before | slept, |ay
there peacefully, thinking of lolinda, thinking of the battle-plans | had hatched, wondering what
the Eldren would be like to fight-1 still had no conpletely clear idea of how they fought (save

"treacherously and ferociously') or even what they |ooked |ike (save that they resenbl ed ' denons
fromthe deepest pits').

I knew | woul d soon have sone of the answers, at any rate. Soon | was asl eep

My dreanms were strange dreans on that night before we sailed for Mernadin.

| saw towers and narshes and | akes and arnmies and | ances that shot flanes and netallic flying
machi nes whose wi ngs flapped |ike those of gigantic birds. | saw nonstrously | arge flam ngos,
strange mask-1i ke helnets resenbling the faces of beasts .
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| saw dragons-huge reptiles with fiery venom flapping across dark, noody skies. | saw a beautifu
city tunbling in flanmes. | saw unhuman creatures that | knew to be gods. | saw a worman about whom
I could not nane, a small, red-headed nman who seened to be ny friend. A sword-a great, black sword

nore powerful than the one | know owned-a sword that perhaps, oddly, was nyself!

| saw a world of ice across which strange, great ships with billowi ng sails ran and bl ack beasts
| i ke whal es propell ed thensel ves over endl ess pl at eaux of white.

| saw a world-or was it a universe?-that had no horizon and was filled with a rich, jewelled
nosai ¢ at nosphere whi ch changed all the time and from whi ch people and objects energed only to

di sappear again. It was sonewhere beyond the Earth, | was sure. Yes-l was aboard a spaceship-but a
ship that travelled through no universe conceived of by Mn

| saw a desert through which | stunbl ed weeping and | was al one-lonelier than any man had ever
been.

| saw a jungle-a jungle of primtive trees and gigantic ferns. And through the ferns | saw huge,
bi zarre buil dings and there was a weapon in ny hand that was not a sword and was not a gun, but it
was nore powerful than either

| rode strange beasts and encountered stranger people. | noved through | andscapes that were
beautiful and terrifying. | piloted flying machi nes and spaceships and | drove chariots. | hated.
I fell inlove. |I built enpires and caused the collapse of nations and | slew many and was sl ain
many tinmes. | triunphed and | was humiliated. And | had many nanes. The names roared in ny skull

Too many nanes. Too many .

And there was no peace. There was only strife.

CHAPTER El GHT

THE SAI LI NG

Next norning | awoke and ny dreams went away and | was left in an introspective nmood and there was
only one thing that | desired.

That thing was an Upmann's Coronas Mjor cigar

| kept trying to push the nane fromny mnd. To ny know edge John Daker had never snpoked an
Upmann's. He woul d not have known one cigar from another! Were had the nane cone fron? Anot her
name cane into ny head-Jeremiah . . . And that, too, was vaguely famliar

| sat up in bed and | recognised nmy surroundi ngs and the two nanes nerged with the other nanes |
had dreanmed of and | got up and entered the next chanber where slaves were finishing preparing ny
bath. Wth relief | got into the bath and, as | washed ny body, | began to concentrate once again
on the problem at hand. Yet a sense of depression renmained with ne and again for a nmonent |
wondered if | were nad and involved in sonme conplicated schi zophrenic fantasy.

When the slaves brought in my arnour | began to feel nuch better. Again | marvelled at its beauty
and its craftsmanship;

And now the tine had conme to put it on. First |I donned my underclothes, then a sort of quilted
overalls and then | began to strap the arnour about ne. Again it was easy to find the appropriate
straps and buckles. It was as if | had clad nyself in this armour every norning of nmy life. It
fitted perfectly. It was confortable and no weight at all, though it conpletely covered by body.

Next, | strode to the weapons room and took down the great sword that hung there and | drew the
belt of metal |inks around ny waist and settled the poisonous sword in its protecting scabbard
against nmy left hip, tossed the scarlet plune on nmy helnet, lifted the visor and was ready.

Sl aves escorted ne down to the Great Hall where the Peers of Humanity had assenbled to nmake their
final |eavetaking with Necranal
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The tapestries which had earlier hung on the walls of beaten silver had now been renoved and in
their place were hundreds of bright banners. These were the banners of the Marshals, the Captains
and the Knights who were gathered there in splendid array, assenbl ed according to rank

On a specially erected dais the throne of the king had been placed. The dais was hung with a cloth
of enerald green and behind it were the twin banners of the Two Continents. | took nmy place before
the dais and we waited tensely for the arrival of the king. | had already been coached concerning

the responses | was to nake in the forthconi ng cerenony.

At |last there came a great yelling of trunpets and beating of martial drums fromthe gallery above
us and through a door cane the king.

Ki ng Ri genos had gathered stature, it seemed, for he wore a suit of gilded arnmour over which was
hung a surcoat of white and red. Set into his helnmet was his crown of iron and di anonds. He wal ked
proudly to the dais and ascended it, seating himself in his throne with both arns stretched al ong
the arns of the seat.

We raised our hands in salute:
"Hai |, King Rigenos!' we roared.

And then we kneeled. | kneeled first. Behind ne kneeled the little group of Marshals. Behind them
were a hundred Captains, behind themwere five thousand Knights, all kneeling. And surroundi ng us,
along the walls, were the old nobles, the Ladies of the Court, nen-at-arns at attention, slaves
and squires, the mayors of the various quarters of the city and fromthe various provinces of the
Two Conti nents.

And all watched Rigenos and hi s Chanpi on, Erekosé.

King Rigenos rose fromhis throne and took a step forward. | |ooked up at himand his face was
grave and stern. | had never seen himlook so much a king before.
Now | felt that the attention of the watchers was on nyself alone. |, Erekosé&, Chanpion of

Humanity, was to be their saviour. They knew it.
In my confidence and pride, | knewit, also.
King Ri genos raised his hands and spread them out and began to speak

' Er ekosé the Chanpi on, Marshals, Captains and Knights of Humanity-we go to wage war agai nst

i nhuman evil. We go to fight something that is nore than an eneny bent on conquest. W go to fight
a nenace that would destroy our entire race. W go to save our two fair continents fromtota

anni hilation. The victor will rule the entire Earth. The defeated will becone dust and will be
forgotten-it will be as if he had never existed.

"Thi s expedition upon which we are about to enbark will be decisive. Wth Erekosé to | ead us we
shall win the port of Paphanaal and its surrounding province. But that will only be the first
stage in our canpaigns.'

Ki ng Ri genos paused and then spoke again into the al nost absolute silence that had fallen in the
G eat Hall.

"More battles nmust foll ow fast upon the first so that the hated Hounds of Evil will, once and for
all, be destroyed. Men and wonen-even chil dren-nust perish. W drove themto their holes in the
Mount ai ns of Sorrow once, but this time we nmust not let their race survive. Let only their nenory
remain for alittle while-to rem nd us what evil is!’

Still kneeling, | raised both ny hands above ny head and cl enched ny fists.

'Erekosé,' said King R genos. 'You who by the power of your eternal will nade yourself into flesh
again and canme to us at this tinme of need, you will be the power with which we shall destroy the
Eldren. You will be Humanity's scythe to sweep this way and that and cut the El dren down as weeds.
You will be Hurmanity's spade to dig up the roots wherever they have grown. You will be Hunmanity's
fire to burn the waste to the finest ash. You, Erekosé&, wll be the wind that will blow those
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ashes away as if they had never existed! You will destroy the Eldren!’

"I will destroy the Eldren!' | cried and ny voice echoed through the G eat Hall |ike the voice of
a God. 'l will destroy the Enem es of Hunmanity! Wth the Sword Kanajana | will ride upon themwth
vengeance and hatred and cruelly in ny heart and | wll vanquish the El dren!’

From behi nd me now canme a mighty shout:

"WE SHALL VANQUI SH THE ELDREN '

Now the king raised his head and his eyes glittered and his nouth was hard.

"Swear it!' he said.

We were intoxicated by the atnosphere of hate and rage in the Great Hall.

"W so swear!' we roared. 'W will destroy the Eldren!’

Hatred now boiled fromthe king' s eyes, seared in his voice:

'Go now, Pal adins of Mankind. Go-destroy the Eldren offal. Cean our planet of the Eldren filth!'

As one man, we rose to our feet and yelled our battle-cries, turned in precision and marched from
the Great Hall, out of the Palace of Ten Thousand Wndows and into a day noisy with the swelling
cheers of the people.

But as we marched, one thought preyed on ny m nd. Were was |olinda? Wiy had she not conme to nme?
There had been so little tinme before the ceremony and yet | woul d have thought she woul d have sent
a nmessage at | east.

Down the wi nding streets of Necranal we marched in glorious procession. Through di e cheering day
with the bright sun shining on our weapons and our arnour and our flags of a thousand rich colours
wavi ng in the w nd.

And | led them |, Erekosé, the Eternal, the Chanpion, the Vengeance Bringer-I led them M arns
were raised as if | was already celebrating ny victory. Pride filled me. I knew what G ory was and
I relished it. This was the way to live-as a warrior-a | eader of great armies-a w el der of
weapons.

On we marched, down towards the waiting ships which were ready on the river. And a song cane to ny
lips-a song that was in an archaic version of the | anguage | now spoke. | sang the song and it was
taken up by all the warriors that nmarched behind ne. Druns began to beat and trunpets to shout and
we cried aloud for blood and death and the great, red reaping that would cone to Mernadin.

That is how we narched. That is how we felt.

Do not judge ne until | have told you nore.

We reached the wide part of the river where the harbour was and there were the ships. There were
fifty ships stretched al ong both quays on either side of the river. Fifty ships bearing the fifty
standards of fifty proud pal adi ns.

And these were only fifty. The fleet itself waited for us to join it at the port of Noonos. Noonos
of the Jewel |l ed Towers.

The peopl e of Necranal lined the banks of the river. They were cheering, cheering-so that we
becane used to their voices as nen becane used to the sounds of the sea, scarcely hearing them

| regarded the ships. Richly decorated cabins were built on the decks and the ships of the

Pal adi ns had several masts bearing furled sails of painted canvas. Already oars were being slipped
through the ports and dipped into the placid river waters. Strong nen, three to a sweep, sat upon
the rowi ng benches. These nen were not, as far as | could see, slaves, but free warriors.
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At the head of this squadron of ships lay the king's huge battle barge-a nmagnificent nman-o'-war.

It had eighty pair of oars and eight tall masts. Its rails were painted in red, gold and bl ack

its decks were polished crinson, its sails were yellow, dark blue and orange and its huge craved
figurehead, representing a goddess holding a sword in her two outstretched hands, was

predoni nantly scarlet and silver. Ornate and splendid, the deck cabins shone with fresh varnish
whi ch had been laid over pictures of ancient human heroes (I was anong them though die |ikenesses
were poor . . .) and ancient hunman victories, of nythical beasts and denons and gods.

Det achi ng nyself fromthe main force that had drawn itself up on the quayside, | walked to the
tapestry-covered gangway and strode up it and boarded the ship. Sailors rushed forward to greet
ne.

One said: 'The Princess lolinda awaits you in die Gand Cabin, Excellency.

| turned and then paused, |ooking at die splendid structure of the cabin, smling slightly at the
representations of nyself painted upon it. Then | noved towards it and entered a conparatively |ow
door into a roomwhich was covered, floor, walls and ceiling, with thick tapestries in deep reds
and bl acks and golds. Lanterns hung in the room and in the shadows, clad in a sinple dress and a
thin, dark cloak, stood ny |olinda.

"l did not wish to interrupt the preparations this norning,' she said. 'My father said that they
were inportant-that there was little tine to spare. So | thought you would not want to see e .

I snmled. '"You still do not believe what | say, do you, lolinda? You still do not trust ne when
proclaimmy love for you, when | tell you that | would do anything for you.' | went towards her
and held her in my arns. 'I love you, lolinda. | shall always |ove you.'

"And | shall always |ove you, Erekosé. You will live forever, but . . .'

"There is no proof of that,' | said gently. "And I am by no neans invul nerabl e, |olinda.

sust ai ned enough cuts and bruises in ny weapons practice to realise that!
"You will not die, Erekosé.'

"I would be happier if | shared your conviction!

"Do not laugh at nme, Erekosé. | will not be patronised.'

"I amnot |aughing at you, lolinda. I amnot patronising you. | only speak the truth. You nust
face that truth. You nust.

"Very well," she said. 'I will face it. But | feel that you will not die. Yet, | have such strange
premoni tions-1 feel that sonething worse than death could befall us.'

"Your fears are natural, but they are baseless. There is no need for gloom ny dear. Look at the
fine armour | wear, the powerful sword | bear, the mighty force I command.

"Kiss nme, Erekosé.’

| kissed her. | kissed her for a long tinme and then she broke fromny arns and ran to the door and
was gone

| stared at the door, half thinking of running after her, of reassuring her. But | knew that |
could not reassure her. Her fears were not really rational-they reflected her constant sense of
insecurity. | prom sed nyself that later | would give her proof of security. |I would bring
constants into her life-things she could trust.

Trunpets sounded. King Ri genos was com ng aboard.

A few nonments later the king entered the cabin, tugging off his crowned helm Katorn was behind
him as sullen as ever.
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' The people seementhusiastic,' | said. 'The cerenpny seened to have the effect you desired, King
Ri genos.'

Ri genos nodded wearily. 'Aye.' The ritual had plainly taken nuch fromhimand he slunped into a
hangi ng chair in the corner and called for wine. 'W'Ill be sailing soon. \Wen, Katorn?

"Wthin the quarter hour, nmy lord king.' Katorn took the jug of wine fromthe slave who brought it
and poured Rigenos a cup without offering one to ne.

Ki ng Ri genos waved his hand. 'Wuld you have some w ne, Lord Erekosé?

| declined. 'You spoke well in the hall, King Rigenos,'" |I said. 'You fired us with a fine
bl oodl ust .’

Katorn sniffed. 'Let us hope it lasts until we get to the eneny,' he said. 'W have sone raw
soldiers sailing on this expedition. Half our warriors have never fought before-and half of those

are boys. There are even sonme wonen in sonme detachnents, |1've heard.'
'You seem pessimstic, Lord Katorn,' | said.
He grunted. "It is as well to be. Al this finery and grandeur is all right for cheering up the

civilians, but it's best you don't believe it yourself. You should know, Erekosé. You should know
what real war is all about. Pain, fear, death. There's nothing else to it.

"You forget,' | said. "My nenory of nmy own past is clouded."’

Katorn .sniffed and gobbl ed down his wine. He replaced the cup with a clatter and left. '"I'll see
to the casting off.’

The king cleared his throat. 'You and Katorn . . .' he began, but broke off. 'You

"W are not friends,' | said. 'l dislike his surly, mstrustful manner-and he suspects ne of being
a fraud, a traitor, a spy of sone sort.'

Ki ng Ri genos nodded. 'He has hinted as nuch to ne.' He sipped his wine. 'l told himthat | saw you
materialise with ny own eyes. That there is no question you are Erekosé&, that there is no reason
not to trust you-but he persists. Wiy, do you think? He is a sane, sensible soldier.’

"He is jealous,' | said. 'l have taken over his power.'

"But he was as agreed as any of us that we needed a new | eader who would inspire our people in the
fight against the Eldren.

"In principle, perhaps,' | said. | shrugged. 'It does not matter, King Rigenos. | think we have
wor ked out a conprom se.

King Rigenos was lost in his own thoughts. 'There again,' he murnmured, 'it could have nothing to
do with war, at all.’

"What do you nean?

He gave ne a candid look. "It mght concern matters of |ove, Erekosé. Katorn has al ways been
pl eased by Il olinda's nmanner.'

"You could be right. But again there is nothing | can do. |lolinda seens to prefer ny conpany.'

Katorn might see it as mere infatuation with an ideal rather than a real person.'

Do you see it as that?

"l do not know. | have not talked to l|olinda about it.'
"Well," | said, 'perhaps we shall see when we return.'
"If we return,' said King Rigenos. 'In there, | nust admit, |I'min agreement with Katorn. Over-
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confi dence has often been the main cause of many defeats.'
| nodded. 'Perhaps you are right."'

There canme shouts and cries fromoutside and the ship lurched suddenly as the ropes were cast off
and the anchors haul ed in.

"Come,' said King Rigenos. 'Let us go out on deck. It will be expected of us.' Hastily he finished
his wi ne and pl aced his crowned hel net upon his head. We |eft the cabin together and, as we came
out, the cheering on the quayside swelled | ouder and | ouder

W stood there waving to the people as the drunms began to pound out the slow rowing rhythm | saw
I olinda seated in her carriage, her body half turned to watch as we left. | waved to her and she
rai sed her own armin a final salute.

' Goodbye, lolinda,' | murmnured.
Katorn darted ne a cynical |ook fromthe corner of his eye as he passed to supervise the row ng.
Goodbye, |olinda.

The wi nd had dropped. | was sweating in nmy wargear, for the day was oppressed by a great flam ng
sun, blazing in a cloudl ess sky.

I continued to wave fromthe stern of the swaying vessel, keeping ny gaze on |olinda as she sat
there erect in her carriage, and then we had rounded a bend in the river and saw only the rearing
towers of Necranal above and behind us, heard only the distant cheering.

We beat down the Droonaa River, noving fast with the current towards Noonos of the Jewel |l ed Towers-
and the fleets.
CHAPTER NI NE

AT NOONGCS

Oh these blind and bl oody wars .

"Real 'y, bishop, you fail to understand that human affairs are resolved in terns of action .
Brittle argunments, pointless causes, cynicismdisguised as pragnatism

"Woul d you not rest, ny son?

'l cannot rest, Father, while the Paynimhorde is already on the banks of the Danube .

Peace.
"WIIl they be content with peace?

Per haps. '

"They won't be satisfied with Vietnam They won't be content until the whole of Asia is their's
And after that, the world . . .°

"W are not beasts.'
"W nmust act as beasts. They act as beasts.'
"But if we tried . '

"W have tried.'

' Have we?'
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"Fire nust be fought with fire.'
"I's there no other way?'

"There is no other way.'

"The children . . .’

"There is no other way.'

A gun. A sword. A bonb. A bow. A vibrapistol. A flanmelance. An axe. A club .

"There is no other way .

On board the flagship that night, as the oars rose and fell and the drum continued its steady beat
and the tinbers creaked and the waves | apped at the hull, | slept poorly. Fragnents of
conversations. Phrases. Inmages. They tunbled in ny tired brain and refused to | eave ne in peace. A
t housand different periods of history. Anillion different faces. But the situation was always the
sanme. The argunent-made in myriad tongues-did not change.

Only when | rose fromny bunk did nmy head clear and at length | resolved to go on deck

VWhat sort of creature was I? Wiy did it seemthat | was forever doonmed to drift fromera to era
and act out the sane role wherever | went? What trick-what cosm c joke had been played upon ne?

The night air was cool on ny face and the noonlight struck through the light clouds at regul ar
intervals so that the beans | ooked |i ke the spokes of some gigantic wheel. It was as if the
chariot of a God had sunk through the | ow cloud and becone enbedded in the coarser air beneath.

| stared at the water and saw the clouds reflected in it, saw them break to reveal the noon. It
was the sane noon | had known as John Daker. The sanme bl and face could be made out staring down in
contentnent at the antics of the creatures of the planet it circled. How nany disasters had that
nmoon wi t nessed? How many foolish crusades? How many wars and battles and nurders?

The cl ouds noved together again and the waters of the river grew black as if to say that | would
never find the revelation | sought.

| looked to the banks. We were passing through a thick forest. The tops of the trees were

sil houetted against the slightly lighter darkness of the night. A few night aninmals voiced their
cries fromtinme totine and it seenmed to ne that they were lonely cries, lost cries, pitiful
cries. |1 sighed and | eaned against the rail and watched the water creaned grey by the sl ashing
oars.

I had better accept that | nust fight again. Again? Wiere had | fought before? What did ny vague
menori es nmean? What significance had ny dreans? The sinple answer-the pragmatic answer (or
certainly one that John Daker could have best understood) was that | was mad. My imagination was
overw ought. Perhaps | had never been John Daker. Perhaps he, too, was another crazed invention

I nust fight again.
That was all there was to it. | had accepted the role and | nust play it to the finish
My brain began to clear as the nmoon set and dawn lightly touched the horizon

I watched the sun rise, a huge scarlet disc noving with steady grandeur into the sky, as if
curious to discover the sounds that disturbed the world-the beat of the drum the crack of the
oars.

"You are not sleeping, Lord Erekosé. You are eager, | see, to do battle.’
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I felt I did not need Katorn's banter added to the burden. 'I thought | would enjoy watching the
sun rise,' | said.

"And the noon set?' Katorn's voice inplied sonmething that | could not quite grasp. 'You seemto
Iike the night, Lord Erekosé.'

"Sonetines,’ | said. 'It is peaceful,' | added as significantly as | could. 'There is little to
disturb a man's thoughts in the night.

"True. You have something in conmon with our enem es, then
| turned inpatiently, regarding those dark features with anger. 'What do you nean?
"I meant only that the Eldren, too, are said to prefer the night to the day.'

"If it is true of me, my lord," | said, "then it will be a great asset to us in our war with them
if I can fight them by night as well as by day.'

"l hope so, ny lord."'

"Way do you mistrust ne so, Lord Katorn?

He shrugged. 'Did | say that | did. W struck a bargain, renmenber?
"And | have kept ny part of it.'

"And | mine. | will follow you, do not doubt that. Whatever | suspect, | will follow you.'

"Then | would ask you to discontinue these little jibes of yours. They are naive. They serve no
pur pose. '’

' They serve a purpose for me, Lord Erekosé. They ease ny tenper-they channel it into a suitable
area.'

"I have sworn nmy oath to Humanity,' | told him 'I will serve King R genos's cause. | have ny own
burdens to bear, Lord Katorn. '

‘I am deeply synpatheti c.

I turned away. | had come close to making a fool of nyself-appealing to Katorn for nercy, al npst,
by claimng my own problens as an excuse.

' Thank you, Lord Katorn,' | said coldly. The ship began to turn a bend in the river and | thought
I could see the sea ahead. 'I amgrateful for your understanding.' | slapped at ny face. The ship
was passing through a cloud of m dges hovering over the river. 'These insects are irritating, are
t hey not ?'

"Perhaps it would be best if you did not allow yourself to be subjected to their intentions, ny
lord,” Katorn replied.

"I ndeed, | think you are right, Lord Katorn. | will go bel ow.'
"Good norrow, ny lord.'

" Good norrow, Lord Katorn.

I left himstanding on the deck and staring noodily ahead.

In other circunstances, | thought, | would slay that nman

As it was, there seened a growi ng chance that he would do his utnopst to slay me. | wondered if
Ri genos were correct and Katorn was doubly jeal ous of ne. Jealous of ny reputation as a warri or
Jeal ous of lolinda's |ove for ne.

I washed and dressed nyself in nmy war-gear and refused to bother nyself with all these pointless
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thoughts. A little later | heard the hel nsman shout and went on deck to see what his cal
signified.

Noonos was in sight. W all crowded the rails to get a glinpse of this fabulous city. W were hal f-
blinded by the glare fromthe towers for they were truly jewelled. The city flared with light-a
great white aura speckled with a hundred ot her col ours-green and viol et and pi nk and nmauve and
ochre and red-all dancing in the brighter glow created by a mllion gens.

And beyond Noonos | ay the sea-a cal msea gleanm ng in the sunshine.

As Noonos cane closer, the river widened until it was clear that this was where it opened into the
ocean. The banks becane nore and nore di stant and we kept closer to the starboard bank, for that
was the bank on which Noonos was built. There were other towns and villages dotted anong the
wooded hills overlooking the river mouth. Some of them were picturesque, but they were al

dom nated by the port we were approaching.

Now seabirds began to squeal around our topnast and with a great flapping of wings settle in the
yards and began squabbling, it appeared, for the best spot in the rigging.

The rhythm of the oars becane slower and we began to back water as we approached the harbour
itself. Behind us the squadron of proud ships dropped anchor. They would join us |ater when, the
pil ot had come out to give themtheir nooring order

Leavi ng our sister ships behind, we rowed slowy into Noonos, flying the standard of King Ri genos
and the standard of Erekosé-a black field supporting a silver sword.

And the cheering began again. Held back by soldiers in armour of quilted | eather, the crowds
craned their necks to see us as we di senmbarked. And then, as | wal ked down the gangpl ank and
appeared on the quayside a huge chanting began that startled nme at first when |I realised what the
word was that they were chanting.

' EREKOSE. ' EREKOSE! EREKOSE! EREKOSE!*

I raised my right armin salute and al nost staggered as the noise increased until it was literally
deafening. | could barely refrain fromcovering ny ears!

Prince Bl adagh, Overlord of Noonos, greeted us with due cerenony and read out a speech that could
not be heard for the shouting and then we were escorted through the streets towards the quarters
we were to use while making our brief stay in the city.

The jewel l ed towers were not di sappointing, though | noticed that the houses built closer to the
ground nade a great contrast. Many of themwere little better than hovels. It was quite plain
where the nmoney came fromto encrust the towers with rubies, pearls and eneral ds .

I had not noticed this great disparity between the rich and the poor in Necranal. Either | had
been too inpressed by the newness of the sights or the royal city took pains to disguise any areas
of poverty if they indeed existed.

And there were ragged people here, to go with the hovels, though they cheered as loudly as the
rest-if not louder. Perhaps they blamed the Eldren for their msery.

Prince Bl adagh was a sall owfeatured man of about forty-five. He had a | ong, drooping noustache
and rather blank eyes and he noved rather |like a fussy vulture. It emerged, and | was not
surprised, that he would not be joining us in our expedition but would renmain behind 'to protect
the city' -or his own gold, nost likely, I thought.

"Ah, now, ny liege,' he nuttered as we reached his palace and the jewel |l ed gates swung back to
admt us (I noticed that they woul d have shone better if they had been cleaned). 'Ah, now ny
pal ace is yours, King Ri genos. And yours, too, Lord Erekosé&, of course. Anything you need

"A hot neal-and a sinple one,' King Ri genos said, echoing my own sentinments. 'No banquets-| warned
you not to nake a |l arge cerenony of this, Bladagh.
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"And | have not, ny liege.' Bladagh | ooked relieved. He did not seemto ne to be a man who enj oyed
spendi ng noney. 'I| have not.'

The nmeal was sinple, though not particularly well-prepared. W ate it with Prince Bl adagh, his
plunp, stupid wife, Princess |lonante and their two scrawny children. Privately, | was anused at
the contrast between the city seen froma di stance and the appearance and way of life of its
rul er.

A short while later the various comranders, who had been assenbling in Noonos for the past severa
weeks, arrived to confer with Rigenos and nyself. Katorn was anong them and was able to outline
very succinctly and graphically the battle-plans we had worked out between us in Neciranal

Among the commanders were several fanobus heroes of the Two Continents-Count Roldero, a burly

ari stocrat whose arnour was as workmanli ke and free from decoration as ny own-al so there was
Prince Malihar and his brother, Duke Ezak, both of whom had been through nmany canpai gns; Earl
Shanura of Karakoa, one of the furthest provinces and one of the nost barbaric. Shanura wore his
hair long, in three plaits that hung down his back. Hs pale features were gaunt and criss-crossed
with scars and he spoke sel dom and usually to ask specific questions. The variety of the faces and

the costumes surprised nme at first. At least, | thought ironically, humanity was united on this
wor | d, which was nore than could be said for the world John Daker had | eft. But perhaps they were
only united for the nonent, to defeat the commopn eneny. After that, | thought, their unity m ght

wel | suffer a set-back. Earl Shanura, for instance, did not seemtoo happy about taking orders
from Ki ng R genos who he probably considered soft.

| hoped that | could keep so disparate a group of officers together in the battles that were to
foll ow.

At last we were finished with our discussions and | had spoken a word or two with every conmrander
there. King Rigenos glanced at the bronze clock that stood on the table and which was narked with
sixteen divisions. "It will be tine to put to sea soon,' he said. 'Are all ships ready?

"M ne have been ready for nonths,' Earl Shanura said gruffly. 'I was beginning to feel they would
rot before they saw

The others agreed that their ships would be able to sail with little nmore than an hour's notice.

Ri genos and | thanked Bl adagh and his fanmily for their hospitality and they seened rather nore
cheerful now that we were |eaving.

Instead of marching fromthe palace, we now hurried in coaches to the quayside and rapidly boarded
our ships. The king's flagship was called the lolinda, a fact which | had not noticed before, ny

t houghts being full of the woman who bore that name. Qur other ships from Necranal were now in
port and their sailors were refreshing thenmselves in the short tinme they had, while slaves took on
board the | ast provisions and armanents that were needed.

There was still a nmood of slight depression hanging over me frommy strange hal f-dreans of the
previous night, but it was beginning to disperse as ny excitement grew. It was still a nmonth's
sailing to Mernadin, but already | was beginning to relish the chance of action. At |east action
woul d help nme forget the other problens. | was rem nded of sonmething that Pierre told Andrei in
War and Peace-sonet hing about all nmen finding their own ways of forgetting the fact of death. Sone
wonani sed, sone ganbl ed, some drank and sone, paradoxically, nade war. Well, it was not the fact
of death that obsessed me-indeed, it seened that it was the fact of eternal existence that was
preying on ny mind. An eternal life involving eternal warfare.

Wuld | at sone stage discover the truth? | was not sure that | wanted to know the truth. The

t hought frightened me. Perhaps a God coul d have accepted it. But | was not a God. | was a nan.
knew | was a man. My problens, nmy ambitions, ny enotions were on a hunman scal e-save for the one
abi di ng problemthe question of how!| cane to exist in this formof how | had become what | was.
O was | truly eternal ? WAs there no begi nning and no end to ny exi stence? The very nature of Tinme
was held in question. | could no longer regard Tine in linear terns, as | had once done as John
Daker. Time could not be conceived of any nore in spatial terns.
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I needed a phil osopher-a magician-a scientist to help me on that problem O else | could forget
it? But could | forget it? | would have to try.

The seabirds squawked and circled as the sails smacked down and swelled in the sultry wi nd that
had started to blow. The tinbers creaked as the anchors were wei ghed and the nooring ropes cast
off fromthe capstans and the great flagship, lolinda, heaved herself fromthe port, her oars
still rising and falling, but making faster speed now as she sailed towards the open sea.

CHAPTER TEN

FI RST SI GN OF THE ELDREN

The fleet was huge and contained great fighting ships of many ki nds, some resenbling what John
Daker woul d have called nineteenth-century tea-clippers, some that |ooked |ike junks, sone with
the lateen rig of Mediterranean craft, sonme that were very |like Elizabethan caravels. Sailing in
their separate formations, according to their province or origin, they synbolised the differences
and the unity of mankind. | was proud of them

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

Yet | still felt the need to know nore of the Eldren. My cloudy nmenory of the life of an earlier
Erekosé could only confer an inpression of confused battles against them and al so, perhaps,
somewhere a feeling of enotional pain. That was all. | had heard that they had no orbs to their
eyes and that this was their chief distinguishing unhunan characteristic. They were said to be

i nhumanl y beautiful, inhumanly nercil ess and with i nhunan sexual appetites. They were slightly
taller than the average man, had | ong heads with slanting cheek-bones and slightly slanting eyes.
But this was not really enough for me. There were no pictures of Eldren anywhere on the Two
Continents. Pictures were supposed to bring bad luck, particularly if the evil eyes of the Eldren
wer e depi ct ed.

As we sailed, there was a great deal of ship-to-ship comunication, wth commanders being rowed or
hauled in slings to and fromthe flagship, depending on how good the weather was. W had worked
out our basic strategy and had contingency plans in case it should not prove possible to exercise
this strategy. The idea had been mine and seened a new one to the others, but they soon grasped it
and the details had now all been deci ded upon. Each day the warriors of every ship were drilled in
what they were to do when the Eldren fleet was sighted, if it was sighted. If it was not' we
shoul d despatch part of the fleet straight to Paphanaal and begin the attack on the city. However,
we expected the Eldren to send out their defence fleet to neet us before we reached Paphanaal and
it was on this probability that we based our main plan

Katorn and | avoi ded each other as much as possible. There were, in those first few days of

sai ling, none of the verbal duels of the sort we had had in Necranal and on the Droonaa River.

was polite to Katorn when we had need to communi cate and he, in his surly way, was polite to ne.
Ki ng Rigenos seened to be relieved and told ne that he was glad we had settled our differences. W
had not, of course, settled anything. W had nerely wai ved those differences until such tine as we
coul d decide themonce and for all. | knew eventually that | nust fight Katorn or that he would
try to nmurder ne

I took a liking to Count Roldero of Stalaco, though he was perhaps the nost bl oodthirsty of al
when it cane to discussing the Eldren. John Daker would have called hima reactionary-but he would
have |iked him He was a staunch, stoical, honest man who spoke his mind and all owed others to
speak theirs, expecting the same tolerance fromthem as he gave to them Wen | had once suggested
to himthat he saw things too plainly in black and white he had smled wearily and replied:

"Erekosé, ny friend, when you have seen what | have of the events that have taken place in ny

lifetime on this planet of ours, then you would see things quite as clearly in black and white as
I do. You can only judge people by their actions, not by their protestations. People act for good
or they act for ill and those who do great ill are bad and those who do great good-they are good.

"But people may do great good accidentally, though with evil intentions-and conversely people my
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do great evil though having the best of intentions,' | said, anused by his assunption that he had
lived | onger and seen nore than | had-though | think his assunption was nmeant in jest.

"Exactly!'" Count Roldero replied. 'You have only repeated nmy point. | do not care, as | said, what
peopl e protest their intentions to be. | judge themby the results they achi eve. Take the Eldren .
| raised ny hand, laughing. 'l know how wi cked they are. Everyone has told ne of their cunning,

their treachery, their black powers.

"Ah, you seemto think | hate Eldren individuals, | do not. For all | know they nay be kind to

their own children, love their wives and treat their aninals well. | do not say that they are, as
i ndi vidual s, nonsters. It is as a force that they nust be considered-it is what they do that nust
be judged-it is on the threat of their own anmbitions that we nust base our attitude towards them'

"And how do you consider that force?' | asked.

"It is not human, therefore its interests are not human. Therefore in ternms of its own self-
interest, it needs to destroy us. In this case, because the Eldren are not hunan, they threaten us
merely by existing. And, by the sanme token, we threaten them They understand this and would w pe
us out. We understand this and woul d wi pe them out before they have the chance to destroy us. You
under st and?

The argurment seened convincing enough to the pragnmatist that | considered nyself to be. But one
t hought cane to mind and | voiced it.

"Are you not forgetting one thing, Count Roldero? You have said it yourself-the Eldren are not
human. You are assuning that they have hunan interests . '

"They are flesh and blood,' he said. 'They are beasts, as we are beasts. They have those inpul ses,
just as we have them

"But many species of beast seemto live together in basic harmony,' | renminded him 'The |ion does
not constantly war with the | eopard-the horse does not war with the cow -even anong thensel ves
they rarely kill each other, no matter how i nportant the issue to them'

"But they would,' said Count Roldero, undaunted. 'They would if they could anticipate events. They
would if they could work out the rate at which the rival animal is consum ng food, breeding,
expanding its territory.

| gave up. | felt we were both on shaky ground now. W were seated in my cabin, |ooking out at a
beautiful evening and a cal msea through the open porthole. | poured Count Roldero nmore w ne from
my dwindling store (I had taken to drinking a good deal of wi ne shortly before | went to bed, to
ensure nyself of a rest not broken by visions and nenories).

Count Rol dero quaffed the wine and stood up. 'It's getting late. | nust return to ny ship or ny
men will think |'ve drowned and be celebrating. | see you're running short of wine. I'll bring a
skin or two on ny next visit. Farewell, friend Erekosé. Your heart's in the right place, |I'msure.
But you're a sentinentalist, for all you say to the contrary.

I grinned. 'Good night, Roldero.' | raised nmy half-full wine cup. 'Let's drink to peace when this
busi ness is over!’

Rol dero snorted. 'Aye, peace-like the cows and the horses! Good night, my friend.' He |eft
| aughi ng.

Rat her drunkenly, | renoved ny clothes and fell into nmy bunk, chuckling foolishly at Roldero's
parting remark. 'Like the cows and the horses. He's right. Wio wants to lead a life like that.
Here's to Var!' And | flung the wine cup through the open porthole and fell to snoring al nost
before ny eyes had cl osed.

And | dreaned.

But this tine | dreamed of the wine cup | had hurled through the porthole. | imagined | saw it
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bobbi ng on the waves, its gold and jewels glittering. | inmagined | saw it caught by a current and
borne far away fromthe fleet-out to a |lonely place where ships never sailed and | and was never in
sight-tossed for ever on a bl eak sea.

For the whole nonth of our sailing, the sea was calm the wind good and the weather, on the whol e,
fine.

Qur spirits rose higher. W took this to be a sign of good luck. Al of us were cheerful. Al
that is, save Katorn, who grunbled that this could well be the cal mbefore the storm that we nust
expect the worst of the Eldren when we eventual |y engaged.

"They are tricky,' he would say. 'Those filth are tricky. Even now they could know of our com ng
and have planned sone nmanoeuvre we are not expecting. They m ght even be responsible for the
weat her '

I could not help Iaughing openly at this and he stal ked off up the deck in anger. 'You wll see,
Lord Erekosé,' he called back. "You will see!’

And the next day the opportunity cane.

According to our charts, we were nearing the coasts of Mernadin. W posted nore | ook-outs,
arranged the Fleets of Humanity in battle order, checked our armanent and cut our speed.

The norning passed slowy as we waited, the flagship in the forefront rocking on the waves, its
sails reefed, its oars raised

And t hen, around noon, the |ook-out in our toprmast yelled through his nmegaphone:
"Ships for'ard! Five sails!'

King Rigenos, Katorn and | stood on the foredeck, staring ahead. | | ooked at King Ri genos and
frowned. 'Five ships? Five ships only?

Ki ng Ri genos shook his head. 'Perhaps they are not Eldren ships

"They'll be Eldren craft,' Katorn grunted. 'Wat else could they be in these waters? No hunan
merchants would trade with the creatures!’

And then the cry of the | ook-out reached us again.
"Ten sails now Twenty! It's the fleet-the Eldren fleet! They are sailing fast upon us!

And now | thought | glinpsed a flash of white on the horizon. Had it been the crest of a wave? No.
It was the sail of a ship, | was sure

"Look,"' | said. 'There.' And | pointed.

Ri genos screwed up his eyes and shielded themwi th his hand. '|I see nothing. It is your
i magi nati on. They could not be comng in so fast '

Katorn, too, peered ahead. 'Yes! | see it too. A sail! They are that swift! By the Sea CGod's
scal es-sliny sorcery aids thenl It is the only explanation.

Ki ng Ri genos seened sceptical. 'They are lighter craft than ours,' he reninded Katorn, 'and the
wind is in their favour.

Katorn, in turn, was not convinced. 'Maybe,' he grow ed. 'Perhaps you are right, sire

'Have they used sorcery before? | asked him | was willing to believe anything. | had to if |I was
to believe what had happened to ne!

"Aye!' spat Katorn. 'Many times. Al kinds! OGoph! | can snell sorcery on the very air!
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"When?' | asked him 'Wat kind? I wish to know so that | can take counter neasures.'

' They can nake thensel ves invisible sonetines. That's how they took Paphanaal, so it's said. They
can wal k on water-sail through the air.'

"You have seen them do this?

"Not nyself. But |'ve heard many tales. Tales | can believe frommen who do not lie.'
"And these nmen have experienced this sorcery?

"Not themnsel ves. But they have known nen who did.

"So their use of sorcery remains a runour,' | said.

"Ach! Say what you like!' Katorn roared. 'Do not believe ne-you who are the very essence of
sorcery-who owes his existence to an incantation. Wy do you think |I supported the notion to bring
you back, Erekosé&? Because | felt we needed sorcery that woul d be stronger than theirs! Wat el se
is that sword at your side than a sorcerous bl ade?

| shrugged. 'Let us wait, then,' | said, 'and see their sorcery.'
King Rigenos called up at the | ook-out. 'How big's the fleet you see?

" About half our size, ny liege!' he shouted back, his words distorted by the negaphone. 'Certainly
no larger. And | think it is their whole fleet. | see no nore conming.'

'They do not seemto be coming any closer at this nmonent,' | murnured to King R genos. 'Ask himif
they're noving.'

"Has the Eldren fleet hove to, master |ook-out?' called King R genos.
"Aye, ny liege. It no |l onger speeds hither and they seemto be furling their sails.'

"They are waiting for us,' Katorn nuttered. 'They want us to attack them Well, we shall wait
too.'

| nodded. 'That is the strategy we agreed.'
And we wait ed.

W waited as the sun set and night fell and far away on the horizon we caught the occasi ona
glinmpse of silver that could have been a wave or a ship. Hasty nmessages were sent by swi mmers back
and forth anong the vessels of the fleet.

And we continued to wait, sleeping as best we could, wondering when, if at all, the El dren would
attack.

Katorn's footsteps could be heard pacing the deck as | lay awake in ny cabin, trying to do the
sensible thing and preserve ny energy for the next day. O all of us, Katorn was the nost

i rpatient to engage the eneny. | felt that if it had been up to him we should even now be sailing
on the Eldren, having thrown our carefully worked out battle-plans overboard.

But luckily it was up to ne. Even King Rigenos did not have the authority, except under
exceptional circunstances, to counternmand any of my orders.

I rested, but | could not sleep. | had ny first glinpse of an Eldren craft, but | still did not
know what the ships really |ooked Iike-or what ny inpression of their crews woul d be.

| lay there, praying that our battle should soon begin. A fleet of only half our size! | sniled
wi t hout hunour. | smled because | knew we shoul d be victorious.

When woul d the El dren attack?

It might even be tonight. Katorn had said that they |oved the night.
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I would not care if it was at night. | wanted to fight. A huge battle-lust was building within ne.
| wanted to fight!
CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE FLEETS ENGAGE

A whol e day passed and anot her night and still the Eldren renmi ned on the horizon

Were they deliberately hoping to tire us, nakes us nervous? O were they afraid of the size of our
fleet? Perhaps, | thought, their own strategy depended on us attacking them

On the second night | did sleep, but not the drink sodden slunber | had trained nmyself to. There
was no drink left. Count Roldero had never had a chance to bring his wi neskins on board.

And the dreans, if anything, were worse than ever
| saw entire worlds at war, destroying thenselves in senseless battles.

| saw Earth but this was an Earth without a Moon. An Earth which did not rotate, which was half in
sunlight, half in a darkness relieved only by the stars. And there was strife here, too, and a

nmor bi d quest that as good as destroyed ne . . . name-C arvis? Sonething of the sort. | grasped at
t hese nanes, but they al nost always eluded nme and, | suppose, they were really the | east inportant
parts of the dreans.

| saw Earth-a different Earth again. An Earth which was so old that even the seas had begun to dry
up. And | rode across a nmurky | andscape, beneath a tiny sun, and | thought about Tine.

| tried to hang on to this dream this hallucination, this nmenory, whatever it was. | thought
there m ght be a clue here to what | was, what had begun it all

Anot her nane-the Chronarch . . . Then it faded. There seened to be no extra significance to this
dreamthan to the rest.

Then this dream had faded and | stood in a city beside a large car and | was |aughing and there
was a strange sort of gun in nmy hand and bonbs were raining fromplanes and destroying the city.
tasted an Upmann ci gar

I woke up, but was al nost at once dragged back into ny dreans.

I wal ked, insane and lonely, through corridors of steel and beyond the walls of the corridors was
enpty space. Earth was far behind. The steel nachine in which | paced was headi ng for another
star. | was tornented. | was obsessed with thoughts of nmy fam|ly. John Daker? No-John .

And then, as if to confuse nme further, the nanes began. | saw them | heard them They were
spelled in many different forns of hieroglyphics, chanted in many tongues.

Aubec. Byzantium Cornelius. Colvin. Bradbury. London. Ml ni bone. Hawknobon. Lanjis Liho. Powys.
Marca. Elric. Miuldoon. Dietrich. Arflane. Sinon. Kane. Allard. Corom Traven. Ryan. Asqui nol
Pepin. Seward. Mennell. Tallow Hallner. Koln .

The nanmes went on and on and on
| awoke scream ng.

And it was norning.

Sweating | got out of my bunk and splashed cold water all over ny body.

Wiy did it not begin? Wy?
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I knew that once the fighting started the dreans would go away. | was sure of it.

And then the door of my cabin burst open and a sl ave entered.

"Master--'

A trunpet voiced a brazen bellow. There were the sounds of running nmen all over the ship.
"Master. The eneny ships are noving.

Wth a great sigh of relief |I dressed nyself, buckling on ny arnmour as quickly as | could and
strappi ng ny sword about ne.

Then | ran up on deck and clinbed to the forward deck where King R genos stood, clad in his own
arnmour, his face grim

Everywhere in the fleet the war signals were being flown and voices called fromship to ship,
trunpets snarled like netallic beasts and drums began to beat.

Now | could see for certain that the Eldren ships were on the nove.

"Qur commanders are all prepared,’ Rigenos nurnured tensely. 'See, our ships are already taking

their positions.'

I looked with pleasure as the fleet began to formitself according to our nuch rehearsed battle-
plan. Now, if only the Eldren woul d behave as we had antici pated, we should be the victors.

I |1 ooked forward agai n and gasped as the El dren ships drew closer, marvelled at their rare grace
as they leapt lightly over the water |ike dol phins.

But they were not dol phins, | thought. They were sharks. They would rend us all if they could. Now
I understood sonet hing of Katorn's suspicion of everything Eldren. If | had not known that these
were our enemes, that they intended to destroy us, | would have stood there entranced at their
beauty.

They were not galleons, as nost of our craft were. They were ships of sail only-and the sails were
di aphanous on slimnasts. White hulls broke the darker white of the surf as they surged wildly,
wi thout faltering, towards us.

| studied their armanment intently.

They mounted a few cannon, but not so nmany as ours. Their cannon, however, were slender and silver
and when | saw them | feared their power.

Katorn joined us. He was snarling with pleasure. 'Ah, now,' he growl ed. 'Now. Now. See their guns,
Er ekosé? Beware of them There is sorcery, if you do not believe ne!’

"Sorcery? What do you nean--'
But he was off again, shouting at the men in the rigging to hurry their work.

| began to nake out tiny figures on the decks of the Eldren ships. | caught glinpses of eldritch
faces, but still could not, at that distance, discern any special characteristics. They noved
swiftly about their ships as they swam steadily towards us.

Now our own fleet's manoeuvres were al nost conplete and the flagship began to nove into position

I nyself gave the orders to heave to and we rocked in the sea, awaiting the El dren shark-ships
rushi ng towards us.

As pl anned, we had manoceuvred to forma square that was strong on three sides, but weak on the
side facing the Eldren fleet.

Sone hundred ships were at the far end of the square, set stemto stern with cannon bristling. The
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two other strong sides also had about a hundred ships a piece and were at a far enough di stance
fromeach other so that their cannon could not accidentally sink one of their own craft. W had

pl aced a thinner wall of ships-about twenty-five-at the side of the square where the El dren were
drawing in. W hoped to give the inpression of a tightly closed square formation, with a few ships
inthe mddle flying the royal colours, to give the inpression that this was the flagship and its
escorts. These ships were bait. The true flagshi p-the one on which |I stood-had tenporarily taken
down its colours and lay roughly in the mddle of the starboard side of the square.

Cl oser and cl oser now the Eldren ships approached. It was al nbst true what Katorn had said. They
did seemto fly through the air rather than through the waves.

My hands began to sweat. Wuld they take the bait? The plan had struck the comranders as ori gi nal
which neant that it was not the classical nanoeuvre it had been in sonme periods of the Earth's
history. If it did not work, |I would |l ose Katorn's confidence still further and it would not make
my position with the king, whose daughter | hoped to marry, any better

But there was no point in worrying about that. | watched.
And the Eldren took the bait.

Cannon roaring, the Eldren craft smashed in a delta formation into the thin wall and, under their
own inpetus, sailed on to find thenmsel ves thickly surrounded on three sides.

"Rai se our colours!' | shouted to Katorn. 'Raise the colours! Let themsee the originator of their
defeat!’

Katorn gave the orders. My own banner went up first-the black field with the silver sword-and then
the king's. W noved to tighten the trap, to crush the Eldren as they realised they had been
tricked.

I had never seen such highly manoeuvrable sailing craft as those sl ender ships used by the Eldren
Slightly smaller than our nen-o' -war, they darted about seeking an opening in the wall of ships.
But there was no opening. | had seen to that.

Now t heir cannon bellowed fiercely, gouting balls of flane. Was this what Katorn had nmeant by
"sorcery'? The Eldren amunition was fire-bonbs rather than solid shot of the sort we used. Like
conmets the fireballs hurtled through the noonday air. Many of our ships were fired. They bl azed,
crackling and groaning as the flanes consuned t hem

Li ke conmets they were and the ships were like flashing sharks.

But they were sharks caught in a net that could not be broken. Inexorably we tightened the trap
our own guns boom ng heavy iron that tore into those white hulls and |l eft black gapi ng wounds,
that ripped through those slimmasts and brought the yards splintering dow, the diaphanous sails
flapping and faing |like the wi ngs of dying noths.

Qur own nonstrous nen-o' -war, their heavy tinbers clothed in brass, their huge oars churning the
water, their dark, painted sails bulging, drewin to crush the Eldren

Then the Eldren fleet divided into two roughly equal parts and dashed for the far corners of the
net of ships-its weakest points. Many Eldren craft broke through, but we were prepared for this
and wi th nonunental precision our ships closed around them

The Eldren fleet was now divided into several groups and it nmade our work easier. |nplacably, we
sailed in to crush them

Now the skies were filled with snmoke and the seas with flam ng weckage and the air was popul at ed
by screans, yells and warshouts, the whine of the Eldren fireballs, the roar of our own shot, the
shattering bellow ngs of the cannon. My face was covered by a filmof grease and ash fromthe
snoke, and | sweated in the heat fromthe flanes.

Fromtinme to tinme | caught a glinpse of a tense Eldren face and | wondered at their beauty and
feared that perhaps we had been overconfident in our assunption of our victory. They were clad in
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i ght arnour and noved about their ships as gracefully as trained dancers and their silver cannon
did not once pause in their bonmbardnent of our craft. Werever the fireballs | anded, the decks or
rigging becane instantly alight with a shrieking, all-consum ng flane that burnt green and bl ue
and seened to devour netal as easily as it did wood.

I gripped the rail of the foredeck and | eaned forward, trying to peer through the stinging snoke.
Al at once | saw an Eldren ship side-on inmedi ately ahead of us.
"Prepare to ram' | yelled. 'Prepare to ram

Li ke many of our ships, the lolinda possessed an ironshod ramlying just below the waterline. Now
was our chance to use it. | saw the El dren commander on his poop-deck shout orders to his nmen to
turn the ship. But it was too |late even for the speedy Eldren. W bore down on the smaller craft
and, our whol e ship reverberated with the nmighty roar, we drove into its side. Iron and tinber

screanmed and ruptured and foam | ashed skyward. | was thrown back agai nst the mast |osing ny
footing and, as |I clanbered to nmy feet. | saw that we had broken the Eldren craft conpletely in
two. | | ooked on the sight with a mxture of horror and exultation. | had not guessed the bruta

power of the |olinda.

On either side of our flagship | saw the two halves of the eneny ship rear in the water and begin
to go down. The horror on ny face seened matched by that on the Eldren commander's as he fiercely
strove to hold hinself erect on his sloping poop-deck while his nmen threw up their arns and | eapt
into the dark, surging sea that was already full of smashed tinbers and drifting corpses.

Swiftly now the sea swall owed the slimship and | heard King Rigenos |aughing behind ne as the
El dren dr owned.

| turned. His face was sneared by soot and his red-rinmmed eyes stared wildly out of his haggard
skull. The hel nmet-crown of iron and di anonds was askew on his head as he continued to laugh in his
nmorbid triunph.

' Good work, Erekosé'! The nost satisfying nmethod of all when dealing with these creatures. Break
them open. Send themto the depths of the ocean so that they can be that much closer to their
master, the Lord of Hell!

Katorn clinmbed up. H s face, too, was exultant. '"I'Il give you that, Lord Erekosé. You have proved
you know how to kill Eldren.’
"I know how to kill many kinds of men,' | said quietly. | was disgusted by their response. | had

admred the way in which the Eldren commander had died. '|I nerely took an opportunity,' | said.
"There is nothing clever in a ship of this size crushing lighter craft."’

But there was no tine to dispute the issue. Qur ship was noving through the weckage it had
created, surrounded by orange tongues of flame, shrieks and yells, thick snmoke which obscured
vision in all directions so that it was inpossible to tell how the Fleets of Humanity fared.

"W nmust get out of this,'" | said. 'Into clearer sea. W nust |et our own ships know that we are
unharmed. WII you give the orders, Katorn?

"Aye.' Katorn went back to his duties.

My head was beginning to throb with the din of the battle. It becane one great wall of noise, one
huge wave of snoke and flane and the stench of death.

And yet-it was all famliar to ne.

Up to now ny battle-tactics had been sonewhat notional-intellectual rather than instinctive. But
now it did seemthat old instincts came into play and | gave orders without working them out
first.

And | was confident that the orders were good. Even Katorn trusted them

Thus it had been with the order to ramthe Eldren craft. | had not stopped to think. It was
probably just as well.
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Its oars pulling strongly, the lolinda cleared the worst of the snoke and her trunpets and druns
call ed out to announce her presence to the rest of the fleet. A cheering went up fromsone of the
nearby ships as we energed into an area relatively free of snoke, weckage or other ships.

A few of our craft had begun to single out individual Eldren vessels and were hurling out their
grappling irons towards the shark ships. The savage barbs cut into the white rails, ripped through
the shining sails, bit into flesh even and tore off arns and | egs. The great nen-o'-war dragged
the Eldren craft towards them as whalers haul in their hal f-dead prey.

Arrows began to fly fromdeck to deck as archers, their legs twisted in the rigging, shot at eneny
archers. Javelins rattled on the decks or pierced the armour of the warriors, Eldren and Human,
and threw t hem prone. Now the sound of cannon could still be heard, but it was not the steady
poundi ng it had been. The shots became nore intermttent and were replaced by the clash of swords,
the shouts of warriors fighting hand to hand.

Snmoke still formed acrid blossons in the air above that watery battlefield. And when | could see
through the nmurk to the green, weckage-strewn ocean itself | saw that the foam was no | onger
white. It was red. The sea was covered by a slick of bl ood.

As our ship beat on to join battle once again, | saw upturned faces staring at me fromthe sea.
They were the faces of the dead, both El dren and Human, and they seened to share a common
expressi on-an expression of astonished accusation

After a while, | tried to ignore the sight of those faces.

CHAPTER TVELVE

THE BROKEN TRUCE

Two nore ships fell to our ramand we sustai ned hardly any damage at all. The |olinda noved
through the battle like a dignified juggernaut, as if assured of her own invulnerability.

It was King Rigenos who saw it first. He screwed up his eyes and pointed through the snoke, his
open mouth red in the bl ackness of his soot-covered face.

"There! See it, Erekosé? There!'
| saw a magnificent Eldren ship ahead of us, but | did not know why Rigenos singled it out.

"It is the Eldren flagship, Erekosé&,' Rigenos said. 'The Eldren flagship. It could be that their

| eader hinself is aboard. If that cursed servant of Aznpbaana does ride his own flagship and if we
can destroy him then our cause will be truly won. Pray that the Eldren Prince rides her, Erekosé!
Pray for it!'

Katorn snarled frombehind us: 'l would like to be the one to bring himdown.' He had a heavy
crossbow in his mailed hands, and he stroked its butt as another man m ght stroke a favourite
kitten.

"Ch, let Prince Arjavh be there. Let himbe there,' hissed Rigenos thirstily.
| paid themlittle heed, but shouted the order for grappling irons to be readied.

Luck, it seened, was still with us. Qur huge vessel reared up on a surging wave at exactly the
right nonent and we rode it down upon the Eldren flagship, our tinmbers scraping its sides and
turning it so that it lay in a perfect position for our grapples to seize it. The iron cl aws
shaked out on thick ropes, clanped in the rigging, stabbed into the deck, snatched at the rails.

Now the Eldren craft was bound to us. W held it close, like a lover holds his mstress.
And that sane smile of triunph began to cross ny face. | had the sweet taste of victory on ny
lips. It was the sweetest taste of all. |, Erekosé, signed for a slave to run forward and w pe ny
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face with a danp cloth. | drew nyself up proudly on ny deck. Just behind ne was King R genos, on
my right. On ny left was Katorn. | felt a conradeship with them suddenly. | |ooked proudly down on
the Eldren deck. The warriors | ooked exhausted. But they stood ready, with arrows strung on bows,
with swords clenched in white fists and shields raised. They watched us silently, nmaking no
attenpt to cut the ropes, waiting for us to nake the first nove.

When two fl agships |Iocked in this way, there was al ways a pause before fighting broke out. This
was to enable the eneny conmanders to speak and, if both desired it, decide a truce and the terns
of that truce.

Now Ki ng Ri genos bel |l owed across the rail of his high deck, calling out to the Eldren who | ooked
up at him their strange eyes snmarting with the snoke as nuch as ours did.

"This is King Rigenos and his chanpion, the imortal Erekosé&, your ancient eneny come again to
defeat you. W& would speak with your commander for a nonment, in the usual truce.’

From beneath a canvas awni ng on his poop-deck, a tall man now energed. Through the shifting snoke
| saw, dimy at first, a pointed golden face with nilky blue-flecked eyes staring sadly fromthe
sockets of the slanting brow An eldritch voice, |ike nusic, sang across the sea:

"I am Duke Baynahn, Commander of the Eldren Fleet. W will make no conplicated peace terns with
you, but if you let us sail away now we will not continue to fight.'

Ri genos sm | ed and Katorn snorted. 'How gracious!' Katorn grunted. 'He knows he is dooned.'
Ri genos chuckl ed at this. Then he call ed back to Duke Baynahn
"I find your proposal sonewhat naive, Duke Baynahn.'

Baynahn shrugged wearily. 'Then let us finish this,' he sighed. He raised his gloved hand to order
his nen to | oose their arrows.

"Hold a moment!' Rigenos shouted. 'There is another way, if you would spare your nen.
Sl ow y Baynahn | owered his hand. 'What is that?' H s voice was wary.

"I'f your master, Arjavh of Mernadin, is aboard his own flag-snip-as he should be-let himcone out
and do battle with Lord Erekosé&', humanity's chanpion.' King R genos spread out his palms. 'If
Arjavh should win-why, you will go in peace. |If Erekosé should win, then you will become our
prisoners.’

Duke Baynahn fol ded his arns across his chest. '|I have to tell you that our Prince Arjavh could
not get to Paphanaal in time to sail with our fleet. He is in the West-In Loos Ptokai.

Ki ng Rigenos turned to Katorn

"Kill that one, Katorn,' he said quietly.
Duke Baynahn continued: 'However, | am prepared to fight your chanpion if . . .'
"No!" | cried to Katorn. 'Stop! King Rigenos, that is dishonourabl e-you speak during a truce.'

"There is no question of honour, Erekosé', when extermi nating vernmin. That you will soon |earn.
Kill him Katorn!'

Duke Baynahn was frowning, plainly puzzled at our nuted argunent, striving to catch the word.
"I will fight your Erekosé,' he said. 'Is it agreed?

And Kat orn brought up the crossbow and the bolt whirred and | heard a soft gasp as it penetrated
the Eldren speaker's throat.

H s hand went up towards the quivering bolt. H's strange eyes filned. He fell.

| was enraged at the treachery shown by one who so often spoke of treachery in his enenies. But
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now there was no tine to renonstrate for already the Eldren arrows were whistling towards us and
had to ensure our defences and prepare to |l ead the boarding party agai nst the betrayed crew of the
eneny ship.

| grasped a trailing rope, unsheathed ny glowi ng sword and | et the words cone fromny |ips, though
I was still full of anger against Katorn and the king.

"For Humanity!' | shouted. 'Death to the Hounds of Evil!'

I swung down through the heated air that slashed against ny face in that swift passage and
dropped, with how ing human warriors behind me, anong the Eldren ranks.

Then we were fighting.

My followers took care to stay away fromne as the sword opened pale wounds in the Eldren foes,
destroying all whomit even lightly cut. Many Eldren died beneath the Sword Kanaj ana but there was
no battle-joy in ne as | fought, for I was still furious with ny own people's actions and there
was no skill needed for such slaying-the Eldren were shocked at the death of their conmander and
they were plainly half-dead with weariness, though they fought bravely.

I ndeed, the slender shark ships seened to hold nore nen than | had estimated. The |ong-skulled
El dren, well aware that nmy sword touch was lethal, flung thenselves at me with desperate and
feroci ous courage.

Many of them wi el ded | ong-hafted axes, swinging at ne out of reach of nmy sword. The sword was no
shar per than any ordinary blade and, although | hacked at the shafts, | succeeded only in
splintering themslightly. | had constantly to duck, stab beneath the whirling axe bl ades.

A young, golden-haired Eldren | eapt at ne, swung his axe and it snmashed agai nst ny shoul der plate,
knocki ng me off bal ance.

I rolled, trying desperately to regain ny footing on the bl ood-sneared deck. The axe snashed down
again, on to ny breastplate, winding ne. | struggled up into a crouching position, plunged forward
beneat h the axe and sl ashed at the Eldren's bared wist.

A pecul i ar sobbing grunt escaped his lips. He groaned and di ed. The 'poison' of the blade had done

its work yet again. | still did not understand how the nmetal itself could be poisoned, but there
was no doubting its effectiveness. | straightened up, my bruised body throbbing as | stared down
at the brave young El dren who now lay at nmy feet. Then | | ooked about ne.

| saw that we had the advantage. The | ast pocket of fiercely fighting Eldren was on the nmain deck
back to back around their banner-a scarlet field bearing the Silver Basilisk of Mernadin.

| stunmbled towards the fray. The Eldren were fighting to the last nman. They knew t hey woul d
receive no nercy fromtheir human enem es.

| stopped. The warriors had no need of help fromme. | sheathed ny sword and watched as the El dren
were engul fed by our forces and, although all badly wounded, continued to fight until slain.

| 1 ooked about me. A peculiar silence seemed to surround the two | ocked ships, though in the
di stance the sound of cannon could still be heard.

Then Katorn, who had |l ed the attack on the |ast Eldren defenders, snatched down their basilisk
banner and flung it into the flowing Eldren blood. Insanely he began to tranple the flag until it
was conpl etely soaked and unrecogni sabl e.

"Thus will all the Eldren perish!' he screaned in his mad triunph. "Al! All Al
He stunbl ed below to see what | oot there was.

The silence returned. The drifting snoke began to dissipate and hang higher in the air above us,
obscuring the sunlight.
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Now that the flagship was taken, the day was won. Not one prisoner would be taken. In the distance
the victorious human warriors were busy firing the Eldren vessels. There seened to be no El dren
ships left uncaptured, none fleeing over the horizon. Many of our own ships had been destroyed or
were sinking in flanes. Both sides' craft were stretched across a vast expanse of water and the
ocean itself was covered by a great carpet of weckage and corpses so that it |ooked as if the
remai ni ng ships were trapped init, as if in sone Sargasso Sea.

I, for one, felt trapped by it. | wanted to |eave this scene as soon as possible. The snell of the
dead choked ne. This was not the battle | had expected to fight. This was not the glory | had
hoped to w n.

Katorn re-energed with a | ook of satisfaction on his dark face.
"You're enpty-handed,' | said. 'Wwy so pleased.’

He wi ped his lips. 'Duke Baynahn had his daughter with him'

"I's she still alive?

"Not now.'

| shudder ed.

Katorn stretched up his head and | ooked around him 'Good. We've finished them 1'I| give orders

to fire the renunining vessels.'
"Surely," | said, '"that is a waste. We could use those ships to replace those we have |lost.'

"Use these cursed craft-never.' He spoke with a twist of his nmouth and strode to the rail of the
El dren fl agshi p, shouting to his nen to follow himback to their own vessel

| cane reluctantly, |ooking back to where the corpse of the betrayed Duke Baynahn still lay, the
crossbow bolt projecting fromhis slender neck

Then | cl anbered aboard our ship and | gave the orders to save what grapples we could and cut away
the rest.

King Rigenos greeted nme. He had taken no part in the actual fighting. 'You did well, Erekosé. Wy,
you coul d have taken that ship single-handed."

"I could have done,' | said. 'l could have taken the whol e fleet single-handed
He | aughed. 'You are very confident! The whole fleet!'

"Aye. There was one way.'

He frowned. 'What do you nean?'

"I'f you had let ne fight Duke Baynahn-as he suggested-nmany lives and nmany shi ps woul d have been
saved. Qur lives. Qur ships.'

"You surely did not trust hinf? The Eldren will always try sone trick |like that. Doubtless if you
had agreed to his plan, you woul d have stepped aboard his ship and been cut down by a hundred
arrows. Believe nme, Erekosé, you nmust not be deceived by them Qur ancestors were so deceived-and
| ook how we suffer now'

| shrugged. 'Maybe you are right.'

"OF course | amright.' King Rigenos turned his head and called to our crew. 'Fire the ship! Fire
that cursed Eldren craft! Hurry up, you |l uggards!

He was in a good hunour was King Ri genos. A great good hunour.

| watched as blazing arrows were accurately shot into bales of conbustible materials which had
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been placed in strategic parts of the El dren ship.

The sl ender vessel soon caught. The bodies of the slain began to burn and oily snoke struck upward
to the sky. The ship drifted away, its silver cannon |ike the snouts of slaughtered beasts, its
glistening sails dropping in flaming ribbons to the already flam ng deck. It gave a | ong shudder
suddenly as if expiring the last of its life.

"Put a couple of shots below the waterline,' Katorn shouted to his gunners. 'Let's make sure the
thing sinks once and for all.'

Qur brazen cannon snarled and the heavy shot smashed into the Eldren flagship, sending up gouts of
wat er and crashi ng through the tinbers.

The flagship yawed, but still seemed to be trying to stay upright Her drifting went slower and
sl ower as she settled lower in the water until she had stopped altogether. And then all at once
she sank swiftly and was gone.

I thought of the Eldren duke. | thought of his daughter

And in a way | now envied them They woul d know eternal peace, just as it seened | should know
not hi ng but eternal strife.

Qur fleet began to reassenble.

We had lost thirty-eight nmen-o' -war and a hundred and ten smaller craft of different types.

But not hing remai ned of the Eldren fleet.

Not hi ng but the burning hul ks which we now | eft, sinking, behind us as we sailed, in battle-
thirsty glee, for Paphanaal

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

PAPHANAAL

For the rest of our sailing towards Paphanaal, | avoided both Katorn and King Ri genos. Perhaps
they were right and the Eldren could not be trusted. But should we not set sonme kind of exanple?
On the second night of the voyage after the big battle with the Eldren, Count Roldero visited ne.

"You did well there,' he said. 'Your tactics were superb. And | hear you accounted well for
yoursel f in the hand-to-hand fighting.' He | ooked about himin nock fear and whispered, jerking
his thunb at a vague spot above him 'But | hear Rigenos decided that it was best he did not put
the royal person in danger, lest we warriors |ose heart.'

"Ch,' | said, 'Rigenos has a fair point. He cane with us, don't forget. He could have stayed
behind. W all expected himto. Did you hear of the order he gave while the truce was on with the
eneny conmmander ?

Rol dero sniffed. 'Had hi mshot by Katorn, right?
"Yes.'

"Well . . .' Roldero grinned at nme. 'You nake all owances for Rigenos's cowardice and |'Il make
al | owances for his treachery!' He burst into gusty laughter. 'That's fair, eh?

I could not help smling. But later, nore seriously, | said: 'Wuld you have done the sane,
Rol der o?'

"Ch, | expect so. War, after all . . .
"But Baynahn was prepared to fight ne. He nust have known his chances were slim He nust have

known, too, that R genos could not be trusted to keep his word . . .'
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"I'f he did, then he would have acted as Rigenos acted. It was just that R genos was qui cker
Merely tactics, you see-the trick is to gauge the exact nonent to be treacherous.'
' Baynahn did not | ook |ike one who woul d have acted treacherously.'

"He is probably a very kind man and treated his famly well. | told you, Erekosé, it is not
Baynahn's character | dispute. | just say that, as a warrior, he would have tried what R genos
succeeded in doing-elimnating the enemy's chief. It is one of the basic principles of warfare!'

"I'f you say so, Roldero . '
"l do say so. Now drink up.'

| did drink up. And | drank deep and | drank myself stupid. Now there were not merely the dream
menories to contend with, but nore recent nenories, too.

Anot her night canme before we reached the harbour city of Paphanaal and we lay at anchor, a sea
| eague or so offshore.

Then, in the shifting dawm of the norrow, we upped anchors and rowed in towards Paphanaal, for
there was no wind to fill our sails.

Nearer we cane to | and.

I saw cliffs and bl ack mountains rising.

Near er .

| saw a flash of brighter colour to the east of us.

" Paphanaal !' shouted the | ook-out fromhis precarious perch in the top trees.
Near er .

And t here was Paphanaal

She was undefended as far as we could nake out. We had | eft her defenders on the bottom of the
ocean, far behind.

There were no domes on this city, no mnarets. There were steeples and buttresses and battl enents,
all close together. They nade the city seemlike one great palace. The materials of their
constructi on were breathtaking. There was white marble veined with pink, blue, green and yell ow
Orange marble, veined with black. Marble faced with gold, basalt and quartz and bluestone in
abundance.

It was a shining city.

As we cane closer, we saw no one on the quaysides, no one in the streets or on the battlenents. |
assuned that the city had been deserted.

| was wrong.

We put in to the great harbour and di senbarked. | forned our armies into disciplined ranks and
war ned them of a possible trap, although | did not really believe there could be one.

The warriors had spent the rest of the voyage repairing their clothes and their arnour, cleaning
their weapons and naking repairs to their ships.

Al'l the ships crowded the harbour now, their banners waving in the |ight breeze that had conme up
al nrost as soon as we set foot on the cobbl estones of the quay. Cloud came in with the breeze and
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made the day grey.

The warriors stood before King Ri genos, Katorn and nysel f. Rank upon rank they stood, their arnour
bright, banners noving sluggishly in the breeze

There were seven hundred divisions, each hundred divisions cormanded by a Marshal who had as his
commanders his Captains, who controlled twenty-five divisions each, and his Knights, who
control | ed one divi sion.

The wi ne had hel ped fade the nenory of the battle and I felt a return of nmy old pride as | stood
| ooki ng at the Paladins and Arm es of Humanity assenbl ed before ne. | addressed them

" Marshal s, Captains, Knights and Warriors of Humanity, you have seen ne to be a victorious \War
Leader.'

"Aye!' they roared, jubilant.

"We shall be victorious here and el sewhere in the |and of Mernadin. Go now, with caution, and
search these buildings for Eldren. But be careful. This city could hide an arny, remenber!’

Count Rol dero spoke up fromthe front rank
"And booty, Lord Erekosé. What of that?

Ki ng Ri genos waved his hand. ' Take what booty you desire. But remenber what Erekosé has said-be
wary for such things as poisoned food. Even the w ne-cups could be snmeared with poi son. Anything
in this damed city could be poi soned!

The divi sions began to narch past us, each taking a different direction

I watched themgo and | thought that while the city received theminto its heart, it did not
wel cone them

I wondered what we would find in Paphannal. Traps? Hi dden snipers? Everything poi soned, as Ri genos
had sai d?

We found a city of wonen.
Not one Eldren man had renai ned.
Not one boy over twelve. Not one old man of any age.

We had slain themall at sea.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ERM ZHAD

I did not know how they slew the children. | begged King R genos not to give the order. | pleaded
with Katorn to spare themto drive themfromthe city if he nust, but not to kill them

But the children were slain. | do not know how many.

We had taken over the pal ace which had bel onged to Duke Baynahn hinmsel f. He had, it transpired,
been Warden of Paphanaal

| shut nyself in ny quarters while the slaughter went on outside. | reflected sardonically that

for all their talk of the Eldren "filth', they did not seemto nmind forcing their attentions on
t he El dren wonen.
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There was nothing | could do. | did not even know if there was anything | should do. | had been
brought here by Rigenos to fight for Humanity, not to judge it, | had agreed to answer his
summons, after all-doubtless with reason. But | had forgotten any reason

| sat in a roomthat was exquisitely furnished with delicate furniture and fine, light tapestries

on walls and floor. | |ooked at the Eldren craftsmanship and | sipped the aromatic El dren w ne and
| tried not to listen to the cries of the Eldren children as they were butchered in their beds in

the houses in the streets beyond the thin palace walls.

I looked at the Sword Kanaj ana which | had propped in a corner and | hated the poisoned thing. |
had stripped nyself of nmy arnmour and | sat al one.

And | drank nore w ne.

But the wine of the Eldren began to taste of blood and | tossed the cup away and found a skin that
Count Rol dero had given ne and sucked it dry of the bitter wine it contained.

But | could not get drunk. | could not stop the screams fromthe streets. | could not fail to see
the flickering shadows on the tapestries | had drawn over the windows. | could not get drunk and

therefore | could not even begin to try to sleep, for I knew what ny dreams would be and | feared
those al nost as nmuch as | feared thinking of the inplications of what we were doing to those who

were | eft in Paphanaal

Wy was | here? Ch, why was | here?

There was a noi se outside nmy door and then a knock
"Enter,' | said.

No one entered. My voice had been too | ow.

The knock sounded agai n.

I rose and wal ked unsteadily to the door flinging it open
"Can you not |eave nme in peace?

A frightened soldier of the Inperial Guard stood there. 'Lord Erekosé, forgive me for disturbing
you, but | bear a message from Ki ng Ri genos.'

"What's the nessage?’ | said without interest.
"He would like you to join him He says that there are still plans to discuss.'
| sighed. "Very well. | will conme down shortly."'

The soldier hurried off along the corridor

At last, reluctantly, | rejoined the other conquerors. Al the nmarshals were there, |ounging on
cushions and celebrating their victory. King Ri genos was there and he was so drunk that | envied
him And, to ny relief, Katorn was not there.

Doubt | ess he was | eading the |ooters.

As | came in to the hall, a huge cheer went up fromthe narshals and they raised their w ne-cups
in atoast to ne.

I ignored them and wal ked to where the king was seated al one, staring vacantly into space.
"You wi sh to discuss further canpaigns, King Rigenos,' | said. 'Are you sure . . . ?

"Ah, ny friend Erekosé. The immortal. The Chanpi on. The saviour of Humanity. G eetings, Erekosé.'
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He put a hand drunkenly on ny arm ' You di sapprove of my unkingly insobriety, | see.’
"l disapprove of nothing,' | said. 'lI have been drinking nmuch nyself.'
"But you-an inmortal -can contain your . . .' he belched . . . 'can contain your |iquor '

| took pains to smile and said: 'Perhaps you have stronger liquor. If so, let me try it.'
"Slave!' screaned King Rigenos. 'Slave! Mire of that wine for ny friend Erekosé!'’

A curtain parted and a trenbling El dren boy appeared. He was bearing a w neskin al nost as |arge as
hi msel f.

'l see you have not slain all the children,' | said.
King Rigenos giggled. 'Not yet. Not while there are uses for then

I took the wineskin fromthe child and nodded to him 'You may go.' | held the skin and put the
opening to ny lips and began to drink deeply. But still the wine refused to dull ny brain. |
hurled the skin away and it fell heavily and sl opped wi ne over the tapestries and cushi ons
covering the floor.

Ki ng Ri genos continued to giggle. 'Good! Cood!'

These peopl e were barbarians. Suddenly | wi shed that | was John Daker again. Studious, unhappy
John Daker, living his quiet, cut-off life in the pursuit of pointless |earning.

| turned to | eave
"Stay, Erekosé. 1'll sing you a song. It's a filthy song about the filthy Eldren

Tonorrow .

It's already tonorrow'
"I nmust rest '

"I amyour king, Erekosé. You own your nmaterial formto me. Do not forget that!'
"l have not forgotten.'

The doors of the hall burst open then and they dragged in the ' Katorn was in the |ead and he was
grinning like a sated

She was a bl ack-haired, elfin-faced girl. Her alien features were conposed agai nst the fear she
felt. She had a strange, shifting beauty which was al ways there but which seenmed to change with
every breath she took. They had torn her garments and brui sed her arms and face.

'Erekosé!' Katorn followed his nmen in. He, too, was very drunk. 'Erekosé-Ri genos, ny lord king-
| ook!"

The king blinked and | ooked at the girl with distaste. 'Wy should we take interest in an Eldren
want on? CGet hence, Katorn. Use her as you will-that is your private decision-but be sure she is
not still alive when we | eave Paphanaal .'

"No!" |l aughed Katorn. 'Look! Look at her!’
The ki ng shrugged and inspected the wine swilling in his cup
"Why have you brought her here, Katorn?' | asked quietly.

Katorn rocked with laughter. H's thick Iips opened wi de and he roared in our faces. 'You know not
who she is, that's plain!

' Take the Eldren wench away, Katorn!' The king's voice rose in drunken irritation
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"My lord king-this-this is Erm zhad!

"What ?' The king |l eaned forward and stared at the girl. 'Wat? Erm zhad, that whore! Erm zhad of
t he CGhost Worlds!’

Kat orn nodded. ' The sane.'

The king grew nore sober. 'She's lured nany a nortal to his death, so |I've heard. She shall die by
torture for her lustful crinmes. The stake shall have her.'

Kat orn shook his head. 'No, King Rigenos-at |east, not yet. Forget you that she's Prince Arjavh's
sister?

The king nodded in a nmockery of gravity. 'OF course, Arjavh's sister.'

"And the inplications, nmy lord? W should keep her prisoner, should we not? She will nake a good
host age, eh? A good bargai ning counter, should we need one?

"Ah, of course. Yes. You did right, Katorn. Keep her prisoner.' The king grinned a silly grin.
"No. It is not fair. You deserve to enjoy yourself further this night. Wo does not wish to enjoy
hi nsel f . ' He | ooked at nme. 'Erekosé'-Erekosé who cannot get drunk. She shall be put in your
charge, Chanpion.'

| nodded. 'l accept the charge,' | said. | pitied the girl, whatever terrible crimes she had
conmi tted.

Katorn | ooked at ne suspiciously.

‘Do not worry, Lord Katorn,' | said. 'Do as the king says-continue to enjoy yourself. Slay sone
nmore. Rape sone nore. There nust be plenty left.

Katorn drew his brows together. Then his face cleared a little.

"A few maybe,' he said. 'But we've been thorough. Only she will live to see the sun rise, |
think.' He jabbed a thunb at his prisoner, then signed to his nmen. 'Cone! Let's finish our task.'

He stal ked out.
Count Roldero got up slowy and cane towards nme where | stood | ooking at the Eldren girl.

The king | ooked up. 'Good. Keep her fromharm Erekosé,' he said cynically. 'Keep her from harm
She'll be a useful piece in our gane with Arjavh.

'Take her to ny apartnents in the East wing,' | told the guards, 'and make sure she's unnol ested
and has no chance to escape.'

They took her away and al nost as soon as she had left King Rigenos nade to stand up, swayed and
fell with a crash to the floor.

Count Rol dero gave a slight smile. "Qur liege is not hinmself,' he said. 'But Katorn is right. The
Eldren bitch will be useful to us.'

"l understand her useful ness as a hostage,' | said, 'but |I do not understand this reference to
"the CGhost Worlds". 1've heard them spoken of once before. What are they, Rol dero?

' The Ghost Worlds? Wiy, we all know of them | should have thought that you would, too. But we do
not often speak of them. . .'

"Wy so?'

" Humanki nd fear Arjavh's allies so much that they will rarely mention them in terror of conjuring
them up by their words, you understand . '

‘I do not understand.'
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Rol dero rubbed his nose and coughed. '|I am not superstitious, Erekosé,' he said. 'Like yourself.'
"I know. But what are the Ghost Wrl ds?

Rol dero seened nervous. 'I'Il tell you, but I'munconfortable about doing so in this cursed place
The Eldren know better than we what the Ghost Wrlds are. W had thought, at first, that you
yourself were a prisoner there. That was why | was surprised.

"Where are they?

"The Ghost Wrlds lie beyond the Earth-beyond Tinme and beyond Space-linked to the Earth only by
t he nost tenuous of bonds.

Rol dero' s voi ce dropped, but he whispered on.

"There, on the torn CGhost Wirlds, dwell the many-coiled serpents which are the terror and the
scourge of the eight dinensions. Here, also, live ghosts and nen-those who are nanlike and those
who are unlike nmen-those who know that their fate is to live without Tinme, and those who are
unaware of their doom And there, also, do kinfolk to the Eldren dwell-the hal flings.

"But what are these worlds?' | asked inpatiently.

Rol dero licked his lips. 'They are the worlds to which human sorcerers sonetines go in search of
alien wisdom and fromwhich they draw hel pers of horrible powers and di sgusting deeds. It is said
that within those worlds an initiate may neet his | ong-slain conrades who may sonetines help him
his dead |l oves and his dead kin, and particularly his enem es-those whom he has caused to die.

Mal evol ent enenies with great power-or wetches who are hal f-souled and inconplete."’

Hi s whi spered words convinced ne, perhaps because | had drunk so nmuch. WAs it these Ghost Wrlds
that were the origin of ny strange dreans? | wanted to know nore

"But what are they, Rol dero? Were are they?

Rol dero shook his head, '|I do not concern nyself with such mysteries, Erekosé&. | have never been
much of a mystic. | believe-but I do not probe. I know of no answer to either of your questions.
They are worlds full of shadow and gl oony shores upon which drab seas beat. The popul ace can
soneti mes be summoned by powerful sorcery to visit this Earth, to haunt, to help-or to terrorise
W think that the Eldren cane, originally, fromthese half-worlds if they were not, as our |egends
say, spawned fromthe wonb of a wicked Queen who gave her virginity to Azmobaana in return for
imortality-the imortality which her offspring inherited. But the Eldren are material enough, for
all their lack of souls, whereas the Ghost Armies are rarely solid flesh.

"And Erm zhad . . . ?'
' The Wanton of the Ghost Wrlds.'
"Wy is she called that?

"It is said that she mates with ghouls,' nmuttered Count Rol dero. He shrugged and drank nore w ne.
"And in return for giving her favours to them she receives special powers over the hal flings who
are friends with the ghouls. The halflings Iove her, I"'mtold, as far as it's possible for such
creatures to |ove.'

I could not believe it. The girl seened young. Innocent. | said as much.

Rol dero gestured di sm ssively. 'How can you tell the age of an immortal ? Look at yourself. How old
are you, Erekosé? Thirty? You | ook no ol der.'

"But | have not lived for ever,' | said. 'At least, not in one body, | do not think.
"But how do you tell?

| could not answer him of course.
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"Wll, | think there's a great deal of superstition mxed up in your tale, Roldero,' | said. 'l
woul d not have expected it of you, old friend.'

"Believe me or not,' Roldero nmuttered. 'But you would do better to believe me until | am proved a
liar, eh?

"Possibly you're right.'

"l sonetinmes wonder at you, Erekosé,' he said. 'Here you are owi ng your own exi stence to an
i ncantation, and you are the nobst sceptical man | know '

| smled at this. 'Yes, Roldero. | should believe nore. | should believe nore.'

' Come,"' said Roldero, nmoving towards the prone king who lay on his face in a pool of wine. 'Let's
get our lord to bed before he drowns.

Toget her we picked up the king and called for soldiers to help us as we haul ed R genos up the
stairs and dunped hi mon his bed.

Rol dero put a hand on ny shoul der. 'And stop brooding, friend. It will do no good. Think you that
| enjoy the slaughter of children? The rape of young girls? He rubbed his nmouth with the back of
his hand as if torid it of a foul taste. "But if it is not done now, Erekosé', it will be done at
some tine to our children and our young girls. | know the Eldren are beautiful. But so are many
snakes. So are sone kinds of wolf that prey on sheep. It is braver to do what has to be done than
it is to pretend to yourself that you are not doing it. You follow ne?

We stood there in the king' s bedchanber staring at each other.
"You are very kind, Roldero,' | said.

It's well neant advice,' he told ne.

"I know it is.
"I't was not your decision to slaughter the children,' he said.

"But it was nmy decision to say nothing of it to King Rigenos,' | replied.

At the mention of his nanme, the king stirred and began to munble in his stupor

"Cone,' grinned Roldero. 'Let's get out of here before he renenbers the words of that dirty song
he promised to sing us.'

W parted in the corridor outside the chanber. Count Rol dero | ooked at me with some concern

" These actions nust be made,' he said. 'It has befallen us to be the instruments of a decision
made sone centuries ago. Do not bother yourself with matters of conscience. The future may see us
as bl oody- handed butchers. But we know we are not. W are nmen. We are warriors. And we are at war
with those who woul d destroy us.'

| said nothing, but put ny hand on his shoul der then turned and wal ked back to ny |onely
apartnents.

In ny nmental disconfort, | had all but forgotten the girl until | saw the guard at ny door.
"I's the prisoner secure? | asked him

"There is no way out,' the guard said. 'No way, at |least, Lord Erekosé&, that a human coul d take.
But if she were to sumon her halfling allies . '

"W'l | concern ourselves with those when they naterialise," | told him He unl ocked the door for
me and | entered.

There was only one lanmp burning and I could barely see. | took a taper froma table and with it
lit another |anp.
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The Eldren girl lay on the bed. Her eyes were closed, but her cheeks were stained with tears.
So they cry like us, too, | thought.

| tried not to disturb her, but she opened her eyes and | thought | saw fear in them though it

was difficult to tell, for the eyes really were strange-w thout orbs and flecked with gold and
bl ue. Seeing those eyes, | renenbered what Roldero had told ne and | began to believe him
"How are you?' | asked, somewhat inanely.

Her |ips parted, but she did not speak

‘"l do not intend to harmyou,' | said weakly. 'I would have spared the children if | could. |
woul d have spared the warriors in the battle. But | have only the power to | ead nen to kill each
other. 1 have no power to save their lives.'

She frowned.
"l am Erekosé,' | said.

' Erekosé' ?' The word was nusi ¢ when she spoke it. She pronounced it nore fanmliarly than | did
mysel f.

"You know who | an®'

"I know who you were.'

"I amreborn,' | said. 'Do not ask me how.'

"You do not seem happy to be reborn, Erekosé.'

I shrugged.

' Erekosé,' she said again. And then she voiced a low, bitter |augh
"Way do you | augh?’

But she woul d not speak again. | tried to converse with her further. She closed her eyes. | left
the roomand went to the bed next door

The wi ne had worked at |ast-or something had-for | slept reasonably well.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

THE RETURNI NG

Next norning | arose, washed nyself, dressed and knocked on Erm zhad's door
There was no reply.

Thi nki ng that she had, perhaps, escaped and that Katorn would be instantly suspicious that | had
hel ped her, | flung open the door and entered.

She had not escaped. She still lay on the bed, but now her eyes were open again as she stared at
the ceiling. Those eyes were as nysterious to me as the star-flecked depths of the universe.

"Did you sleep well? | asked.
She did not reply.

"Are you unwel |l ?' was my next rather stupid, question. But she had plainly decided to conmunicate
with me no further. | made one last attenpt and the left, going down to the great hall of the

file:/l/G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20The%20Eternal%20Champion.txt (55 of 103) [2/6/2004 5:31:58 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%20-%20The%20Eternal %620Champion.txt

slain Warden. Here Roldero was waiting for me and there were a few ot her marshals, |ooking the
worse for wear, but King Rigenos and Katorn were not present.

Rol dero's eyes twi nkled. 'There are no drums beating in your skull by the | ook of you.

He was right. | had not considered it, but | had no after effects fromthe huge quantities of w ne
drunk the ni ght before.

"I feel very well,' | said.

"Ah, now | believe you are an imortal!' he laughed. '|I have not escaped so lightly. Neither, it
seenms, have King Rigenos and Lord Katorn, or sonme of the others who were enjoying thensel ves so
much last night.' He drew closer and said quietly: '"And | hope you are in better spirits today, ny
friend.'

"l suppose | am' | said. | felt drained of enotion, in fact.
' Good. And what of that Eldren creature? Still safe?
"Still safe.'’

"She did not try to seduce you?
"On the contrary-she will not speak to ne at all!

"Just as well.' Roldero | ooked around inpatiently. 'l hope they get up soon. There's nuch to
di scuss. Do we carry on inland or what?

"I thought we agreed that the best plan was to | eave a good force here, strong enough to defend
the city, and get back to the Two Continents to re-equip and to check any attenpt to invade us
while our fleet's at Paphanaal .’

Rol dero nodded. 'It's the nost sensible plan. But | do not like it very much. Wiile it has logic
it does not suit my inpatience to get at the eneny as soon as possible.'

| agreed with him 'l would like to have done with this as soon as | could," | told him

But we had little clear idea where the rest of the Eldren forces were marshalled. There were four
other major cities on the continent of Mernadin. The chief of these was Loos Ptokai which |ay near
to the Plains of Melting Ice. This was Arjavh's headquarters and, fromwhat the Eldren on the
flagship had said, he was either there now or marching to recapture Paphanaal. It seened to us
that he would attenpt this, because Paphanaal was the nost inportant position on the coast. Wth
it in our hands we had a good harbour in which to bring our ships and | and our nen.

And if Arjavh did march against us, then all we had to do was save our energy and wait. W thought
that we could | eave our main force in Paphanaal, return to our own base at Noonos, bringi ng back
the divisions of warriors who, because of insufficient ships, had been unable to come with us on
the prelimnary expedition

But Rol dero had sonething el se on his mind. 'W nust not forget the sorcerous fortress of the
Quter Islands,' he told ne. 'They lie at Wrld' s Edge. The Quter |slands shoul d be taken as soon
as possi bl e.

"What exactly are the Quter |Islands? Wiy are they so strategic,' | asked him 'And why haven't
t hey been nentioned before in our plans?

"Ah,' said Count Roldero. 'Ah, it is because of our reluctance, particularly when at hone, to
di scuss the CGhost Worlds . . .'

I nmade a sign of nock despair. 'The Ghost Wrlds again!'’

"The Quter Islands lie in the Gateway to the Ghost Wrlds,' Roldero said seriously. 'Fromthere
the Eldren can sunmon their ghoulish allies. Perhaps, now Paphanaal is taken, we should
concentrate on smashing their strength in the west-at Wrld' s Edge.'
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Had | been wwong to be so sceptical? O was Rol dero overestimating the power of the Ghost World
deni zens. ' Rol dero-have you ever seen these halflings? | asked him

"Ch yes, ny friend," he replied. 'You are wong if you believe them|egendary beings. They are, in
one sense, real enough.’

| becane nmore convinced. | trusted Rol dero's opinions nore than nost.

' Then perhaps we should alter our strategy slightly,' |I said. 'W can |leave the main arny here to
wait for Arjavh to march against the city and waste his strength trying to take it fromthe | and
side. W return to Noonos with the large portion of the fleet, add any new ships that are ready to
our force, take fresh warriors aboard-and sail against the Quter Islands while, if we are right,
Arjavh expends his own force trying to retake Paphanaal .’

Rol dero nodded. 'It seems a wise plan to nme, Erekosé. But what of the girl-our hostage? How shal
we use her to our best advantage?'

I frowned. | did not like the idea of using her at all. | wondered where she woul d be safest.

"I suppose we should keep her as far away from here as possible,' | said. 'Necranal would be best.
There is little chance of her people being able to rescue her and she would have a difficult tine
getting back if she managed to escape. What do you think?

Rol dero nodded. 'I think you are right. That's sensible.’

"We nust discuss all this with the king, of course,' | said gravely.
"OF course,' said Roldero, and w nked.

"And Katorn,' | added.

"And Katorn,' he agreed. 'Especially Katorn.'

It was well after noon before we had a chance to speak with Katorn or the king. Both were
pal efaced and were quick to agree with our suggestions as if they would agreed to anything so | ong
as they were |l eft al one.

"We'l|l establish our position here,” | told the king, 'and set sail back to Noonos within the
week. W& should waste no tine. Now that we have gai ned Paphanaal, we can expect savage counter-
attacks fromthe Eldren . '

"Aye,' muttered Katorn. He was red eyed. 'And you are right to try to block off Arjavh's sunmoning
of his frightful Ghost Armies.'

‘"I am gl ad you approve of ny plan, Lord Katorn,' | said.

Hs smle was twi sted. 'You're beginning to prove yourself, ny lord, I'll say that for you. Still
alittle soft towards our enenmies, but you' re beginning to realise what they're like . '

"I wonder,' | said.

There were minor details of the plan to discuss and, while the victorious warriors continued to
pl easure thensel ves on El dren spoils, we tal ked of these matters until they were conpletely
settl ed.

It was a good plan.
It would work if the Eldren reacted as we expected And we were sure that they woul d.

We agreed that | and King Rigenos would return with the fleet, leaving Katorn to command the arny
at Paphanaal. Roldero also elected to return with us. The bul k of the warriors would renain
behind. W& had to hope that the Eldren did not have another fleet in the vicinity, for we would be
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sailing back with just the mininmmcrews and woul d be hard-pressed to defend ourselves if attacked
at sea.

But there were risks to all the different possibilities and we had to deci de which actions the
El dren were nost likely to take and act accordingly.

The next few days were spent in preparation for the voyage back and soon we were ready to sail

We sailed out of Paphanaal on a dawn tide, our ships noving sluggishly through the water, for they
groaned with captured Eldren treasure.

Begrudgi ngly the king had agreed to giving Erm zhad decent quarters next to mine. His attitude
towards me seened to have changed since the first drunken night in Paphanaal. He was reserved,

al nost enbarrassed by ny presence. Doubtl ess he renenbered vaguely that he had nmade sone sort of
fool of hinself. Perhaps he remenbered ny own refusal to celebrate the victory, perhaps the glory
that | had won for himnade himjeal ous, though the gods knew | wanted nothing of that tainted

gl ory.

O perhaps he sensed ny own disgust with the war | had agreed to fight for himand was nervous
that | mght suddenly refuse to be the Chanpion he felt he so desperately needed?

I had no opportunity to discuss this with himand Count Rol dero could offer no explanation save to
say, in the king's favour, that the slaughter m ght have wearied the king just as it had wearied
ne.

I was not sure of this, for the king seenmed to hate the Eldren even nore than before, as was made
evident by his treatnment of Erm zhad.

Erm zhad still refused to speak. She hardly ate and she rarely left her cabin. But one evening, as
| strolled on deck, | saw her standing at the rail and staring down into the sea as if she
contenplated hurling herself into its depths.

| increased ny pace so that | should be near if she did attenpt to throw herself overboard. She
hal f turned as | approached and then | ooked away agai n.

At this point the king energed on the poop-deck and called down to ne.

"I see you've taken pains to nmake sure the wind s behind you when you get near to the Eldren
bitch, Lord Erekosé.'

| stopped and | ooked up. At first | hardly understood the reference. | glanced at Ermi zhad who
pretended not to have heard the king's insult. I, too, pretended | had not understood the
significance of the remark and gave a slight, polite bow.

Then, deliberately, | wal ked past Erm zhad and paused near the rail, staring out to sea.
' Perhaps you have no sense of smell, Lord Erekosé&,' the king called. Again, | ignored the remark.

"It seens a pity that we nust tolerate vernmin on our ship when we took such pains to scrub our
decks free of their tainted blood,' the king went on

At last, furious, | turned round, but he had | eft the poop-deck. | |ooked at Erm zhad, She
continued to stare down into the dark waters as they were pierced by our oars. She seened al npst
mesneri sed by the rhythm | wondered if she really had not heard the insults.

There were several nore occasions of that kind on board the flagship lolinda as we sailed on for
Noonos.

Whenever King Rigenos got the opportunity, he would speak of Ernizhad in her presence as if she
were not there; spoke disdainfully of her and his disgust for all her kind.

Increasingly, | found it harder to control ny anger, but control it | did and Erm zhad, for her
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part, showed no sign that she was of fended by the king's crude references to her and her race.

| saw | ess of Ermi zhad than | wished but, in spite of the king's warnings, cane to |ike her. She
was certainly the nost beautiful woman | had ever seen. Her beauty was different fromthe coo
beauty of lolinda, my betrothed.

What is |ove? Even now, now that the whole pattern of ny particular destiny seens to have been
fulfilled, I do not know Oh yes, | still loved lolinda, but I think that, while | did not know
it, I was falling in love with Ernm zhad, too.

I refused to believe in the stories told about her and held affection for her though, at that
time, | had no thought of letting this affect nmy attitude towards her. That attitude had to be of
a gaoler for his prisoner-an inmportant prisoner, at that. A prisoner who could hel p decide the war
agai nst the Eldren in our favour

| did pause, once or twi ce, to wonder about the |ogic of keeping her as a hostage. If, as King
Ri genos insisted, the Eldren were col d-hearted and unhuman, then why should Arjavh care if his
sister were nurdered by us?

Erm zhad, if she were the creature King R genos believed her to be, showed no signs of her evil.
Rat her she seened to be to exhibit a singular nobility of soul that was in excellent contrast to
the king's rude banter

And then | wondered if the king realised the affection | felt for Erm zhad and was afraid that the
uni on between his daughter and his imortal Chanpi on was threatened.

But | renmmined loyal to lolinda. It did not occur to me to question that we should not be married
on nmy return, as we had agreed.

There nust be countless fornms of love. Wiich is the formwhich conquers the rest? | cannot define
it. 1 shall not try,

Erm zhad' s beauty had the fascination of being an unhuman beauty, but close enough to ny own
race's ideal to attract ne.

She had the long pointed Eldren face that John Daker night have tried to describe as 'elfin' and
failed to do justice to its nobility. She had the slanting eyes that seened blind in their strange
m | ki ness, the slightly pointed ears, the high slanting cheekbones and a sl ender body that was

al rost boyish. Al the Eldren wonen were slender like this, small-breasted and narrow wai sted. Her
red lips were fairly wide, curving naturally upwards so that she al ways seened to be on the point
of smling when her face was in repose.

For the first two weeks of our voyage she continued to refuse to speak, although I showed her
every courtesy. | saw that she had everything for her confort and she thanked me through her
guards, that was all. But one day | stood outside the set of cabins where she, the king and nyself
had our apartnents, |eaning over the rail and |ooking at a grey sea and an overcast sky, and | saw
her approach ne.

"Greetings, Sir Chanpion,' she said hal f-nockingly as she cane out of her cabin.
| was surprised

"Greetings, Lady Ermizhad,' said |I. She was dressed in a cloak of midnight blue flung around a
simpl e snock of pal e blue wool.

"A day of omens, | think,' she said, |ooking at the gl oomy sky which boiled darkly now above us,
full of heavy greys and dusty yell ows.

"Way think you?' | enquired.

She | aughed. It was lovely to hear-crystal and gold-strung harps. It was the nusic of heaven, not
of hell. 'Forgive ne,' she said. 'l sought to disturb you-but | see you are not so prone to
suggestion as others of your race.’
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| grinned. 'You are very conplinentary, ny lady. | find their superstitions a trifle tedious, I
must admit. Not to nmention their insults . '

"One is not troubled by those,' she said. 'They are sad little insults, really."'
"You are very charitable.

"W Eldren are a charitable race, | think.'

"l have heard ot herwi se.

"l suppose you have.'

"l have bruises that prove otherwise!' | smiled. 'Your warriors did not seemparticularly
charitable in the seafight beyond Paphanaal .’

She bowed her head. 'And yours were not charitable when they came to Paphanaal. Is it true? Aml
the only survivor?

I licked my lips. They were suddenly dry. 'I believe so,'" | said quietly.
"Then | amlucky,' she said, her voice rising a little.

There was, of course, no reply | could nake.

We stood there in silence, |ooking at the sea.

Later she said quietly: 'So you are Erekosé. You are not like the rest of your race. In fact, you
do not seemwholly of that race . '

"Aha,' | replied. "Now | know you are ny eneny.'

"What do you nean?

"My enemies-the Lord Katorn in particul ar-suspects nmy humanity.
"And are you human?'

"I amnothing else. | amsure of that. | have the problens of any ordinary nortal. | am as
confused as the rest, though ny problens are, perhaps, different. How | came here, | do not know.
They say | ama great hero reborn. Cone to aid them agai nst your people. They brought ne here by
means of an incantation. But then it sonmetines seenms to ne, in dreams, at night, that | have been
many heroes . '

"And all of them human?'

‘I amnot sure. | do not think ny basic character has altered in any of those incarnations. | have
no special wi sdom no special powers, as far as | know. Wuld you not think that an imortal would
have gathered a great store of w sdon®

She nodded slightly. 'l would think so, my |ord.

‘I amnot even sure where | am' | continued. 'l do not knowif | canme here fromthe far future or
fromthe far past '

"The terns nmean little to the Eldren,' she said. 'But some of us believe that past and future are
the sane-that time noves in a circle, so that the past is the future and the future is the past.

"An interesting theory,' | said. '"But a rather sinple one, is it not?

"I think | would agree with you,' she nurnured. 'Tine is a subtle thing. Even our w sest

phi | osophers do not fully understand its nature. The Eldren do not think very rmuch about tine-we
do not have to, normally. O course, we have our histories. But history is not mne. History is
merely a record of certain events.'
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"l understand you,' | said.

Now she canme and stood by the ship's rail, one hand resting lightly upon it.

At that moment | felt the affection that | suppose a father might have for a daughter. A father

who delights in his offspring's assured i nnocence. She could not have been, | felt, nmuch nore than
ni neteen. Yet her voice had a confidence that conmes with know edge of the world, her carriage was
proud, also confident. | realised then that King Ri genos m ght well have spoken the truth. How,

i ndeed, could you gauge the age of an imortal ?

"I thought at first,' | said, '"that | canme fromyour future. But now | amnot sure. Perhaps | cone
fromyour past-that this world is, inrelation to what | call the "twentieth century", in the far
future.'

"This world is very ancient,' she agreed.
‘"I's there a record of a tinme when only human bei ngs occupi ed the Earth?

"We have no such records,' she snmiled. 'There is an echo of a nyth, the thread of a | egend, which
says that there was a tinme when only the Eldren occupied the Earth. My brother has studied this. |
bel i eve he knows nore.'

| shivered. | did not know why but ny vitals seened to chill within me. | could not, easy,
continue the conversation, though | wanted to.

She appeared not to have noticed nmy disconfort.

At last | said: 'A day of onmens, madam | hope to talk with you again soon.' | bowed and returned
to nmy cabin.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

CONFRONTATI ON W TH THE KI NG

That night | slept without my usual precaution of a jug of wine to send ne into deeper slunber. |
did it deliberately, though with trepidation

"EREKCSE . . .

I heard the voice calling as it had called once before to John Daker. But this tinme it was not the
voi ce of King Rigenos.

' Er ekosé .
Thi s voi ce was npre nusi cal

| saw green, swaying forests and great, green hills and gl ades and castles and delicate beasts
whose nanmes | did not know .

"Erekosé? My nane is not Erekosé,’ | said. "It is Prince Coram Prince Coram Prince Coram Bannan
Fl urunn of the Scarlet Robe-and | seek ny people. O where are ny people? Wiy is there no
cessation to this quest?

I rode a horse. The horse was nantled in yellow vel vet and hung about with panniers, two spears, a
plain, round shield, a bow and a quiver holding arrows. | wore a conical silver helmand a double
wei ght of chain-mail, the | ower |ayer of brass and the upper of silver. And | bore a long, strong
sword that was not the Sword Kanaj ana

" Erekosé. '’

'l am not Erekosé
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Er ekosé!’

"l am John Daker!'

Er ekosé!"
"I amJerry Cornelius.'
" Erekosé. '
"l am Konrad Arflane.'

Er ekosé. "
"What do you want?' | asked.
"W want your hel p!’

You have ny hel p!’
' Erekosé.'
"I am Karl d ogauer!’

Er ekosé!"’

The nanes did not matter. | knewit now Only the fact mattered. The fact that | was a creature
i ncapabl e of dying. A creature eternal. Dooned to have nmany shapes, to be called many names, but
to be for ever battling .

And perhaps | had been wrong. Perhaps | was not truly hunan, but only assunmed the characteristics
of a human being if | were caught in a human body.

It seenmed to ne that | howed in msery then. What was |1? What was 1? If | was not a man . . .?

The voice was still calling, but | refused to heed it. How | wi shed | had not heeded it before, as
I lay in nmy confortable bed, in the confortable identity of John Daker

| awoke and | was sweating. | had found out nothing nore about nyself and the nystery of ny
origin. It seemed | had only succeeded in confusing nyself further.

It was still night, but | dared not fall asleep again.

| peered through the darkness. | |ooked at the curtains pulled across the wi ndows, the white
coverlet of the bed, ny wife beside ne.

| began to scream

' EREKOSE- EREKCSE- EREKOSE . . ."
"l am John Daker!' | screaned. 'Look-I am John Daker!'
' EREKCSE . . .

"I know nothing of this name, Erekosé. My nanme is Elric, Prince of Melnibone. Elric the Kinslayer.
I am known by nany nanes . '

Many nanmes- many nanmes-nmany nanes .

How was it possible to possess dozens of identities all at the same tinme. To nove fromperiod to
period at random To nove away fromthe Earth itself, out to where the cold stars gl ared?
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There was a rushing noise and now | plunged through dark airless places, down, down, down. And
there was nothing in the universe but drifting gas. No gravity, no colour, no air, no intelligence
save nmy own-and perhaps, somewhere, one anot her

Agai n | screaned.

And | refused to let myself know further.

What ever the doom upon ne, | thought next norning, | would never understand it. And it was
probably for the best.

I went on deck and there was Erm zhad, standing in the sanme place at the rail, as if she had not
nmoved all night. The sky had cl eared sonewhat and sunlight pushed thick beans through the cl ouds,
the rays slanting down on the choppy sea so that the world seened half dark, half light.

A noody day.

W stood for a while in silence, |eaning out over the rail, watching the surf slide by, watching
the oars smash into the waters in nonotonous rhythm

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

"You will be a hostage against the eventuality of your brother, Prince Arjavh, ever attacking
Necranal ," | told her. It was only half the truth. There were other ways of using her against her
brother, but there was no point in detailing them 'You will be safe-King R genos will not be able
to bargain if you are harned.'

She si ghed.

"Whay did not you and the other Eldren wonmen flee when our fleets put in to Paphanaal ?' | asked.
Thi s had puzzled me for sone tine.

"The Eldren do not flee,' she said. 'They do not flee fromcities that they build thensel ves.'
"They fled to the Muntains of Sorrow sonme centuries ago,' | pointed out.

"No.' She shook her head. 'They were driven there. That is the difference.

"That is a difference,' | agreed.

"Who speaks of difference? A new, harsher voice broke in. It was King Ri genos. He had cone
silently out of his cabin and stood behind us, feet apart on the swayi ng deck. He did not |ook at
Ermi zhad but stared directly at ne. He did not | ook well.

"Greetings, sire,' | said. 'W were discussing the neaning of words.'

"You' ve becone unconmon friendly with the Eldren bitch,' he sneered. What was it about a man who
had shown hinself kind and brave in nmany ways that, when the El dren were concerned, he becane an
uncout h barbari an?

"Sire," | said, for | could no longer be polite. 'Sire, you speak of one who, though our eneny, is
of nobl e bl ood."

Agai n he sneered. 'Noble blood! The vile stuff which flows in their polluted veins cannot be
terned thus! Beware, Erekosé! | realise that you are not altogether versed in our ways or our
know edge, that your nenory is hazy-but renmenber that the Eldren wanton has a tongue of liquid
gol d which can beguile you to your doom and ours. Pay no heed to her!'’

It was the nost direct and nobst portentious speech he had nade thus far
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"Sire. . .'" | said.
"She'll weave such a spell that you'll be a fawning dog at her nercy and no good to any of us.
tell, you, Erekosé, beware. Gods! |'ve half a mind to give her to the rowers and |l et them have

their way with her before she's thrown over the side!'

"You placed her under my protection, ny lord king," | said angrily. "And | amsworn to protect her
agai nst all dangers!"’

"Fool! | have warned you. | do not want to |ose your friendship, Erekosé-and nore, | do not want
to | ose our War Chanpion. |If she shows further signs of enchanting you, | shall sky her. None
shall stop ne!’

"I am doing your work, king,' | said, '"at your request. But renmenber you this-l1 am Erekosé. | have
been nany ot her Chanpions. Wat | do is for the human race. | have taken no oath of loyalty to you
or to any other king. | am Erekosé&, the War Chanpi on- Chanpi on of Hunmanity-not Ri genos's Champion!'

His eyes narrowed. 'Is this treachery, Erekosé? It was alnost as if he hoped it was.

"No, King Rigenos. Disagreenent with a single representative of humanity does not constitute
treachery to mankind.'

He said nothing, but just stood there, seeming to hate ne as nuch as he hated the Eldren girl. Hs
breat hi ng was heavy and rasped in his throat.

"Gve nme no reason to regret ny sumoni ng of thee, dead Erekosé,' he said at | ength and turned
away, goi ng back into his cabin.

I think it would be for the best if we discontinued our conversation,' said Erm zhad quietly.

' Dead Erekosé, eh?" | said and then grinned. 'If |I'mdead, then |I'm strangely prone to enotion for
a corpse.' | made |ight of our dispute, yet events had taken a turn which caused ne to fear that
he woul d not, anobng other things, allow nme the hand of lolinda-for he still did not know that we

wer e betrot hed.

She | ooked at me strangely and noved her hand as if to confort ne.

"Perhaps | amdead,' | said. 'Have you seen any creatures |ike ne on the CGhost Wrl ds?
She shook her head. "Not really.’

"So the Ghost Worlds do exist? | said. Really, | had been speaking rhetorically.

"Of course they exist!' She |laughed. 'You are the greatest sceptic | have ever net!’
"Tell me about them Erm zhad.'

"What is there to tell? She shook her head. 'And if you do not believe what you have heard
already, then there's little point if | tell you nore that you will not believe, is there?

| shrugged. '| suppose not.' | felt she was being unduly secretive, but | did not press the
matter.
"Answer one thing,' | said. 'Wuld the nystery of ny existence be found on the Ghost Worl ds?'

She snil ed synpathetically. 'How could | answer that, Erekosé?
"l don't know | thought the Eldren knew nore of-of sorcery .

"Now you are showi ng yourself to be as superstitious as your fellows,' she said. 'You do not
bel i eve . '

‘Madam ' | said, 'l do not know what | should believe. The logic of this world-both human and
Eldren-is, | amafraid, a nystery to ne.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

NECRANAL AGAI N

Al t hough the king refrained fromfurther outbursts against either nyself or Ermizhad, it could not
really be said that he warnmed to ne again, though he grew nore rel axed as the shores of Necral al a
drew cl oser.

And eventual Iy Noonos was sighted and we left the better part of the fleet there to refit and
reprovi sion and sail ed back up the Ri ver Droonaa to come again to Necranal

The news of our great sea victory was already in Necranal. Indeed it had been amplified and it
seened that | had sunk some score of ships and destroyed their crews single-handed!

| did nothing to deny the truth of this for the reason that | was worried King R genos woul d begin
to work against me. The adul ation of the people, however, neant that he could not be seen to deny
me anything. My power had grown on ny return, for | had achieved a victory, | had proved nyself

t he Champi on the peopl e want ed.

It now seened that if King Rigenos acted against me, he would arouse the wath of the people
agai nst himand that wath would be so great it could | ose himhis crown-and his head.

This did not nean, of course, that he had to |ike ne, but in fact when we had once again reached
the Pal ace of Ten Thousand W ndows he was al nost in an affable nood.

I think he had begun to see ne as a threat to his throne, but the sight of his palace, his people
and his daughter, reassured himthat he was still the king and woul d al ways be the king. | was not
interested in his crown-only his daughter

Guards escorted Erm zhad away to her quarters when we arrived and she had departed before |olinda
came running down the stairs into the Geat Hall, her face radiant, her carriage graceful, kissing
first her father and then nyself.

"Have you told Father of our secret? she asked.

"I think he knew before we left,' | laughed, turning to R genos upon whose face there had cone
sonet hi ng of an abstracted | ook. 'W would be betrothed, sire. Do you give us your consent?

Ki ng Ri genos opened his nmouth, wi ped his forehead and swal | owed before nodding. 'O course. M
bl essings to you. This will make our unity even stronger.'

A slight frown cane to lolinda's brow 'Father-you are pleased, are you not?

"Of c-yes, naturally |I am pleased-naturally. But | amweary with travelling and with fighting, ny
dear. | need to rest. Forgive ne . . .

"Ch, | amsorry, Father. Yes, you rmust rest. You are right. You do not look well. | will have the
sl aves prepare sonme food for you and you can dine in bed . '

‘Yes,' he said, 'yes .

VWhen he had gone |l olinda | ooked at me curiously. 'You, too, seemto have suffered fromthe
fighting, Erekosé&. You are not hurt, are you?

"No. The battle was bloody. And I did not enjoy nmuch of what we had to do.
"Warriors kill men-that is the way.'
"Aye,' | said hoarsely. 'But do they kill wonen, lolinda? Do they kill children? Babies?

She noi stened her lips with her tongue. Then she said: 'Come. Let's eat in ny apartments. It is
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nore restful there.'

When we had eaten, | felt better, but | was still not conpletely at ease.

"VWhat happened?’ she asked. 'At Mernadin?

'There was a great sea fight. W won it.'

"That is good.'

"Yes.'

"You took Paphanaal. You storned it and took it.

"Who told you we "stormed” it?" | asked in astonishnent.

"Way you do-the returning warriors. We heard the news shortly before you came back . . .'

'There was no resistance in Paphanaal,' | told her. 'There were some wonen there and there were
sone children there and they were butchered by our troops.'

" Sonme worren and children always get harned in the stormng of a city,' said lolinda. 'You nmust not
bl ame yourself if . . .'

"W did not stormthe city,' | repeated. 'It was undefended. There were no nmen there. Every one of
the mal e i nhabitants of Paphanaal had sailed with the fleet we destroyed.

She shrugged. Evidently she could not visualise the true picture. Perhaps it was just as well. But
I could not resist one further conment:

" And, al though we shoul d have won anyway, part of our sea victory was due to our treachery,'
sai d.

"You were betrayed, did you say?' She |ooked up eagerly. 'Sone treachery of the Eldren?
' The El dren fought honourably. We sl aughtered their commander during a truce.'
"l see,' she said. Then she sniled. 'Well, we nust help you forget such terrible things, Erekosé.

"l hope you can,' | said.

The ki ng announced our betrothal the next day and the news was received with joy by the citizens
of Necranal. We stood before themon the great bal cony overlooking the city. W smled and waved
but, when we went inside again, the king left us with a curt word and hurried away.

"Father really does seemto di sapprove of our match,' lolinda said in puzzlement, 'in spite of his
consent.'
"A disagreement about tactics while at war,' | said. 'You know how i nmportant we soldiers think

these things. He will soon forget.'

But | was perturbed. Here | was a great hero, |loved by the people, marrying the king' s daughter as
a hero should, and something was beginning to strike me as being not quite right.

I had had the feeling for sone tinme, but | could not trace the source. | did not know whether it
was to do with nmy peculiar dreans, nmy worries concerning my origin or nerely the crisis that
seermed to be building between the king and nyself. It was probably very little and nmy anxi ety was
basel ess.

lolinda and | now went to the bridal bed together, as was the customin the Human Ki ngdons.
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But, that first night, we did not make | ove.

Hal f-way through the night |I felt my shoul der being touched and | strai ghtened up al nost
instantly. | smiled in relief.

"Ch, it is you, lolinda.
"It is |, Erekosé. You noaned and groaned so in your sleep that | thought it better to wake you.'

"Aye . . .' | rubbed ny eyes. 'l thank you.' My nmenory was unclear! but it seened to ne that | had
been experiencing the usual dreans.

"Tell me sonething of Erm zhad, |olinda said suddenly.
"Erm zhad?' | yawned. 'What of her?

'You have seen nuch of her, | heard. You conversed with her. | have never conversed with an
El dren. Usually, we do not take prisoners . '

| smled. "Well, | gather it's heresy to say so-but | found her quite-hunman.'

"Ch, Erekosé. That's a joke in bad taste. They say she's beautiful. They say she has a thousand
human lives to account for. She's evil, is she not? She had lured many nen to their deaths . . .'

"l did not ask her about that,' | said. 'W discussed matters of philosophy, mainly.’
"She is very clever, then?

"l do not know. She seened al nost innocent to ne.' | added hastily, diplomatically. 'But perhaps
that's her cleverness-to seeminnocent.’

lolinda frowned. 'Ilnnocent! Ha!'

| was disturbed. 'l only offer nmy inpression, lolinda. | have no opinions, really, concerning
Erm zhad or the rest of the Eldren, for that matter.'

"Do you | ove ne, Erekosé?

'O course.’

"You woul d not-you woul d not-betray nme?'

I laughed and took her in ny arms. 'How could you fear such a thing?

W fell, again, asleep

Next norning, King Rigenos, Count Roldero and nyself got down to the serious business of planning
our strategy. Concerning ourselves with naps and battle-plans, it becane | ess strained and R genos
was al nost cheerful. W were in unison about what should be done. By now it was quite likely that
Arjavh woul d be attenpting to retake Paphanaal -and assuredly failing. Probably he would |lay siege
toit, but we could bring in supplies and weapons by ship and he woul d waste his time. Meanwhil e,
our expedition to the CGhost Wirlds would attack Eldren positions there and, Roldero and Ri genos
assured ne, nmake it inpossible for themto call on their halfling allies.

The plan, of course, depended on Arjavh's attacki ng Paphanaal

"But he woul d have been already on his way when when we sailed in,' Ri genos reasoned. 'It would be
pointless for himto turn back. Wat coul d he achi eve by doing that?

Rol dero agreed. 'I think it's pretty certain that he'll concentrate on Paphanaal ,' he said.
"Anot her two or three days and our fleets will be ready to sail again. We'll soon have the Quter
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I sl ands subdued, then we nove on to Loos Ptokai itself. Wth luck, Arjavh will still have his main
force concentrated on Paphanaal. By the end of this year, every Eldren position will have fallen
to us.'

| was a trifle pessinmistic about his over-confidence. | would give that to Katorn-he would have
been less sure. | half wished, in fact, that Katorn was here. | respected his advice as a sol dier
and strategist.

And it was the next day, while we still pored over maps, that the news cane.

It astonished us. It altered every plan we had nade. It made nonsense of our strategy. It put us
in a frightening position.

Arjavh, Prince of Mernadin, Ruler of the Eldren, had not attacked Paphanaal. A great proportion of
our troops waited there to greet him but he had not deigned to pay thema visit.

Per haps he had never intended to march on Paphanaal

Per haps he had al ways pl anned to do what he had done now and it was we who were the dupes!
Qut manoeuvr ed! Fool ed!

"l said that the Eldren were clever,' said King Ri genos when we received the news. 'I told you
Er ekosé. "'

"I believe you now,' | said softly, trying to grasp the enormty of what had happened.

" Now how do you feel about them ny friend? Roldero said. 'Are you still divided?

| shook ny head. My loyalties lay with humanity. There was no tinme for conscience, no point in
trying to understand these unhunman people. | had underestimated them and now it seened that
humanity itself might have to pay the price.

El dren shi ps had beached on the coasts of Necralala, on the Eastern seaboard and reasonably cl ose
to Necranal. An Eldren arny was pushing towards Necranal herself and, it was said, none could
stand against it.

I cursed nmysel f then. Rigenos-Katorn-Rol dero-even lolinda-had all been right. | had been deceived
by their gol den tongues, their alien beauty.

And there was hardly a warrior in Necranal. Half our available force was in Paphanaal and it would
take a nmonth to bring them back. The fleet Eldren craft had probably crossed the ocean in half
that tinme! We thought we had defeated their fleet at Paphanaal. W had only defeated a fraction of
it!

There was fear on all our faces as we nade hasty conti ngency pl ans.

"There's no point in recalling the troops in Paphanaal at this stage,' | said. 'By the tinme they
got here the battle would have been decided. Send a fast nessenger there, Roldero. Tell them what
has happened and | et Katorn decide his own strategy. Tell himl trust him'

"Very well,' Roldero nodded. 'But our available warriors are scarce in nunber. W can get a few
di visions by sending fast to Zavara. There are troops at Stal aco, Cal odem a and sonme at Dratarda
Per haps they can reach us in a week. Then we have sone nmen at Shilaal and Sinana, but | hesitated
to recomrend their w thdrawal '

'l agree,' | said. 'The ports nust be defended at all costs. Wio knows how many ot her fleets the
El dren have?' | cursed. 'If only we had had sone neans of gathering intelligence. Sone spies

"That's idle talk,' Roldero said. 'Wo anong our people could disguise hinself as an El dren? \Wo
woul d be able to stonach their company |ong enough, for that matter.'

Ri genos said: 'The only large force we have is at Noonos. We'll have to send for them and pray
that Noonos is not attacked in their absence.' He |ooked at nme. 'This is not your fault, Erekosé
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| synpathise with you. We expected too nuch of you
"Well," | promised him 'you can expect nore of me now, King Rigenos. |I'll drive the Eldren back.

Ri genos scowl ed t houghtfully. 'There's one thing we have to bargain with,' he said. 'The El dren
bitch-Arjavh's sister '

And then an idea began to dawn on ne. Arjavh's sister . . . W had thought that he nust certainly
mar ch on Paphanaal and he had not. W had never expected himto invade Necral ala. But he had.
Arjavh's sister

"What of her,' | said.
"Could we not use her in this way-tell Arjavh that if he does not retreat, we will slay her?
"Woul d he trust us?

' That depends on how nuch he loves his sister, eh? King R genos grinned, his spirits rising.
"Yes. Try that, anyway, Erekosé. But do not go to himin weakness. Take all the divisions you can
muster.'

"Naturally,' | said. 'l have a feeling that Arjavh will not let sentinent stop himwhile there is
a chance he can capture the capital.

King Rigenos ignored this. Even | wondered about the truth of it, particularly since | was
begi nning to think there m ght be sonmething nore to Arjavh's decision

Ki ng Rigenos put his hand on ny shoulder. 'W have had our differences, Erekosé. But now we are
united. Go. Do battle with the Hounds of Evil. Wn the battle. Kill Arjavh. This is your
opportunity to strike the head fromthe nonster that is the Eldren. And if battle seens inpossible-
use his sister to buy tine for us. Be brave, Erekosé, be cunning-be strong.

"I will try," | said. 'l will leave at once to rally the warriors at Noonos. I'll take al
avai l abl e cavalry and | eave a small force of infantry and artillery to defend the city.

"Do as you think fit, Erekosé.'
I went back to our apartments and said farewell to lolinda. She had been full of sorrow

| did not call on Erm zhad and tell her what we pl anned.

CHAPTER El GHTEEN

PRI NCE ARJAVH

I rode out in ny proud arnour at the head of nmy arny. My lance flaunted ny banner of silver sword
on a black field, ny horse pranced, ny stance was confident and | had five thousand kni ghts at ny
back and no idea of the size of the Eldren army. W rode from Noonos, eastwards to where the

El dren were said to be marching. Qur idea was to cut themoff before they reached Necranal

Well before we nmet Arjavh's forces, we heard stories of their progress fromfleeing villagers and
t ownspeopl e. Apparently the El dren were marchi ng doggedly for Necranal, avoiding any settlenents
they came to. There were no reports, so far, of Eldren atrocities. They seened to be noving too
fast to bother to waste rine on civilians.

Arjavh seened to have only one anbition-to reach Necranal in me shortest possible tine. | knew
little of the Eldren prince save that he was reputedly a nonster incarnate, a slayer and torturer
of wonmen and children. | was inpatient to neet himin battle.

And there was one other runmour concerning Prince Arjavh's arnmy. They said it was partly conprised
of halflings-creatures fromthe Ghost Worlds. This story had terrified my men, but | had tried to
assure diemthat the runours were false
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Rol dero and Ri genos were not with me. Roldero had returned to supervise die defence of Necranal
shoul d we be unsuccessful, and it was in Necranal that R genos al so stayed.

For the first tine now, | was on nmy own. | had no advisors. | felt | needed none.

The arm es of the Eldren and the forces of Hunmanity saw each other at |ast when they both reached
a vast plateau known as the Plain of das, after an ancient city that had once stood there. The
pl at eau was surrounded by the peaks of distant hills. It was green and the hills were purple and
we saw the banners of the Eldren as the sun set and those banners shone as if they were flags of
fire.

My marshal s and captains were all for rushing upon the Eldren as soon as norning cane. To our
relief it seened that their nunbers were smaller than ours and it now | ooked |ikely we could
def eat them

| felt relieved. It nmeant that | did not need to use Erm zhad for bartering with Arjavh and
could afford to stand by the Code of War which the humans used anong thensel ves but refused to
extend to the Eldren

My conmanders were horrified when | told them but | said: 'Let us act well and with nobility. Let
us set an exanple to them' Now nere was no Katorn, no Rigenos-not even Roldero-to argue with me
and tell ne that we nust be treacherous and qui ck where El dren were concerned. | wanted to fight
this battle in the terns that Erekosé understood, for | was follow ng Erekosé's instincts now.

| watched our herald ride into die night under a flag of truce. | watched himride away and then,
on an inpulse, spurred after him

My marshals called after me: 'Lord Erekosé-where do do you go?
"To the Eldren canp!' | called back, and | aughed at their consternation

The herald turned in his saddle, hearing the hoofbeats of nmy horse. 'Lord Erekosé?' he said
questioni ngly.

'"Ride on, herald-and I'Il ride with you.'

And so, together, we cane at last to the Eldren canp, and we stopped as the outer guards hail ed
us.

"What woul d you here, humans?' sone | owranking officer asked, peering with his blue-flecked eyes
t hrough the gl oom

The nmoon cane out and shone silver. | took my banner fromwhere it [ay against nmy horse's side. |
raised it and | shook it out. The noon picked up the notif.

"That is Erekosé's banner,' said the officer
"And | am Erekosé,' | said.

A |l ook of disgust crossed the Eldren's face. 'We heard what you did at Paphanaal. |If you were not
here under the truce flag | woul d. '

"l did nothing at Paphanaal | am ashanmed of,' | said.
"No. You woul d not be ashaned.'
"My sword was sheathed during the whol e stay at Paphanaal, Eldren.’

" Aye-sheathed in the bodies of babes.
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"Think what you will," | said. 'Lead nme to your master. I'll not waste tine with you.

We rode through the silent canp until we canme to the sinple pavilion of Prince Arjavh. The officer
went i nside.

Then | heard a novenment in the tent and fromit stepped a lithe figure, dressed in half-arnour, a
steel breastplate strapped over a |oose shirt of green, |eather hose beneath | eg greaves, also of
steel, and sandles on his feet. His long black hair was kept away fromhis eyes by a band of gold
bearing a single great ruby.

And his face-his face was beautiful. | hesitate to use the word to describe a man, but it is the
only one that will do justice j those fine features. Like Erm zhad he had the tapering skull, the
sl anting, orbless eyes. But his lips did not curve upwards as |lid hers. H's nputh was gri mand
there were lines of weariness about it. He passed his hand across his face and | ooked up at us.

"I amPrince Arjavh of Mernadin,' he said in his liquid voice. What would you say to ne, Erekosg,
you who abducted ny sister?

"l cane, personally, to bring the traditional challenge fromthe hosts of Humanity,' | said.

He rai sed his head to | ook about him 'Sone plot, | gather. Some fresh treachery?

"l speak only the truth," | told him

There was nel ancholy irony in his smle when he replied. 'Very well, Lord Erekosé. On behal f of
the Eldren, | accept your gracious challenge. W will battle, then, shall we? W will kill each

other tonorrow, shall we?'
"You may deci de when to begin,' | said. "For it is we who nmade the chall enge.’

He frowned. 'It has been perhaps a million years since the Eldren and Humanity fought according to
the Code of War. How can | trust you, Erekosé&é? W have heard how you butchered the children.'

"l butchered no children,' | said quietly. 'l begged that they be spared. But at Paphanaal | was
advi sed by King Rigenos and his marshals. Now | control the battle forces and | choose to fight
according to the Code of War. The Code of War, | believe, that | originally drewup . . .'

"Aye,' Arjavh said thoughtfully. "It's sometimes called Erekosé's Code. But you are not the true
Erekosé. He was a nortal like all nen. Only the Eldren are imortal .’
"I amnortal in nany respects,’ | said shortly, "and immortal in others. Now, shall we decide the

terns of battle?

Arjavh spread his arns. 'Ch, howcan | trust all this talk. How nany times have we agreed to
bel i eve you humans and have been betrayed time after time? How can | accept that you Erekosé, the
Chanpi on of Humanity, our anci ent eneny whom even in our |egends, we respect as a noble foe?
woul d bel i eve you, you who calls hinself Erekosé, but | cannot afford to . . .'

"May | dismount?' | asked. The herald gl anced at ne in astoni shnent.
"If you wi sh.

| clanbered fromthe back of my armoured horse and unbuckl ed ny sword and hung it over the ponmel
of the saddle and | pushed the horse to one side and wal ked forward and stood there confronting
Prince Arjavh face to face.

"W are a stronger force than you,' | said. 'W stand a good chance of winning the battle
tomorrow. It is possible that within a week even the few who escape the battle will be dead at the
hands of our soldiers or our peasants. | offer you the chance to fight a noble battle, Prince
Arjavh. A fair battle. | suggest that the terns can include the sparing of prisoners, nedica
treatnment for all captured wounded, a counting of the dead and of the living . . ." | was
renenbering it all as | spoke.

"You know Erekosé's Code well,' he said
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"1 should.'

He | ooked away and up at the noon. 'Is ny sister still alive?
"She is.'

"Way did you cone, thus, with your herald to our canp?

"Curiosity, | suppose,' | told him 'I have spoken nuch with Ermizhad. | wanted to see if you were
the devil | heard you were-or the person Erm zhad descri bed.’

" And what do you see?
"If you are a devil, you are a weary one.'

"Not too weary to fight,' he said. 'Not too weary to take Necranal if | can.'

"W expected you to march on Paphanaal ,' | told him 'W thought it logical that you would try to
recapture your main port.

"Aye-that's what | planned. Until | |earned that you had abducted ny sister.' He paused. 'How is
she?'

"Well," | said. 'She was placed under ny protection and | have seen to it that she has been

treated with courtesy wherever possible.'’
He nodded.

"We cone, of course, to rescue her,' he said.

"I wondered if that was your reason.' | half smled. 'W should have expected it, but we did not.
You realise that they will, should you win tonorrow s battle, threaten to kill her if you do not
retreat.’

Arjavh pursed his lips. '"They will kill her, anyway, will they not? They will torture them | know

how they treat Eldren prisoners.'

I could say nothing to the contrary.

"If they kill my sister,' Prince Arjavh said. 'I will burn down Necranal, if | amthe only one
left todoit. | will kill Rigenos, his daughter, everyone . '

"And so it goes on,' | said softly.

Arjavh | ooked back at nme. 'l amsorry. You wished to discuss the terns of battle. Very well,
Erekosé', | will trust you. | agree to all your proposal s-and offer a termof ny own.

"That is?'

"Deliverance of Erm zhad fromcaptivity if we should win. It will save you and us nany lives."'

"It would," | agreed, "but it is not for ne to make that bargain. | regret it, Prince Arjavh, but
it is the king who holds her. If she were my prisoner and not just under ny protection, | would do
as you suggest. If you win, you nust go on to Necranal and lay siege to the city."'

He sighed. 'Very well, Sir Chanpion. W shall be ready at dawn tonorrow.'

| said hurriedly: 'W outnunber you, Prince Arjavh. You could go back nowin peace.'
He shook his head. 'Let the battle be fought.'

"Until dawn, then, Prince of the Eldren.’

He noved his hand tiredly in assent. 'Farewell, Lord Erekosé'.
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"Farewel | .' | wheeled ny horse and rode back to our canp in a sorrowful nood, the puzzled herald
at my side.

Once again | was divided. Were the Eldren so clever they could deceive ne so easily?

Tonmorrow woul d tell

That night in ny owmn pavilion | slept as badly as ever, but | accepted the dreans, the vague
menories, and | did not attenpt to fight them to interpret them It had becone clear to ne that
there was no point toit. | was what | was-1 was the Eternal Chanpion-the Everlast \Wager of War.
woul d never know why.

Bef ore dawn our trunpets warned us to awake and nmeke ourselves ready. | buckled on ny arnour, ny
sword and ny | ance's cover was ripped off to reveal the |long, netal -shod spear

I went out into the chill of the dying night. The day was not yet with us. Silhouetted agai nst
what little light there was, nmy cavalry were already nounting. There was a cold, clanmy sweat on
ny forehead. | wiped it with a rag time after time, but it remained there. | raised ny hel mand
brought it down over ny head, strapping it to ny shoulder plates. My squires handed ne ny
gauntlets and | pulled themon. Then, stiff-legged in ny arnour, | stalked towards ny steed, was
hel ped into the saddl e, was handed ny shield and ny | ance and cantered up the line to the head of
ny troops.

It was very quiet when we began to nove-a steel sea |apping at the coast that was the El dren canp.

As the watery dawn broke our forces sighted each other. The Eldren were still by their canp, but
when they saw us they, too, began to nove. Very slowy, it seenmed, but inplacably.

I lifted my visor to get a wider view of the surroundings. The ground seened good and dry. There
appeared to be no places with superior advantages.

The horses hooves thunped the turf. The arns of the riders clattered at their sides. Their arnmour
clashed and their harness creaked. But in spite of this a silence seened to fill the air.

Nearer we cane and nearer
A flight of swallows flew high above us and then glided away towards the far-off hills.

I closed my visor. The back of the horse jogged beneath ne. The cold sweat seened to cover ny body
and clog ny arnmour. The |lance and the shield seenmed suddenly very heavy.

| smelled the stink of other sweating men and horses. Before long, | would snell their blood, too.

Because of our need for speed, we had brought no cannon. The Eldren, also wishing to trave
rapidly, had no artillery, either. Perhaps, | thought, their siege machi nes were foll ow ng behind
at a sl ower pace.

Nearer now. | could nmake out Arjavh's banner and a little cluster of flags that were those of his
commanders.

I planned to depend upon ny cavalry. They would spread out on two sides to surround the Eldren
whi | e anot her arrowhead of horsenen pierced the centre of their ranks and pushed through to the
rear so that we would surround themon all sides.

Nearer still. My stomach grunbled and | tasted bile in my nouth.
Close. | reined in ny horse and raised nmy |ance and gave the order for the archers to shoot.
We had no crossbows, only | ongbows, which had a greater range and penetrating power and could

shoot many nore arrows at a time. The first flight of arrows screamed overhead and thudded down
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into the Eldren ranks and then were alnost instantly followed by another flight and then another.

Qur shafts were answered by the slimarrows of the Eldren. Horses and nen shrieked as the arrows
found their marks and for a noment there was consternation anong our nen as their ranks becane
ragged. But then, with great discipline, they reforned.

Again | raised ny lance on which fluttered nmy black and sil ver pennant.
" Caval ry! Advance at full gallop!’

The trunpets sounded the order. The air was savaged by the sound. The knights spurred their war-
steeds forward and began, line upon line of them to fan out on two sides while another division
rode straight towards the centre of the Eldren host. These knights were bent over the necks of
their fast-noving horses, |ances | eaning at an angle across their saddl es, sonme held under the
right armand ained to the left and others secure under left arns, ainmed at the right. Their

hel net plunmes fluttered behind themas they bore down on the Eldren. Their cloaks streaned out,
and their pennants waved and the di msunlight gleaned on their arnour.

I was al nost deafened by the thunder of hooves as | kicked my charger into a gallop and, with a
band of fifty picked knights behind nme, they thensel ves surrounding the tw n standards of

Humanity, rode forward, straining my eyes for Arjavh whom at that nmonent, | hated with a terrible
hat r ed.

| hated himbecause | nust fight this battle and possibly kill him

Wth a fearful din made up of shouts and clashing netal, we snmashed into the Eldren arny and soon

I was oblivious to all but the need to kill and defend ny |ife against those who would kill ne. |
broke nmy lance early on. It smashed right through the arnoured body of an Eldren noble and split
with the inpetus. | left it in himand drew nmy sword.

Now | hewed about ne with savage intensity, seeking sight of Arjavh. At last | saw him a huge
mace swinging fromhis gauntleted hand, battering at the infantrynen who sought to pull himfrom
his saddl e.

"Arjavh.'
He glinpsed me fromthe corner of his eye as | waited for him 'A nonment, Erekosé, | have work
here.'

"Arjavh!' The word | screaned was a chall enge, nothing el se.

Arjavh finished the |ast of the foot-soldiers and he kicked his horse towards ne, still flailing
around himwith his giant nace as two nounted knights cane at him Then the nen drew back as they
saw we were about to engage.

We came cl ose enough to fight now | ainmed a mighty blow at himw th my poi soned sword, but he
pulled aside in tinme and | felt his mace glance off ny back as | |eaned so far forward in ny
saddl e after the wasted blow that ny sword al nost touched the churned ground.

| brought the sword up in an under-arm sw ng and the mace was there to deflect it. For severa
m nutes we fought until, in my astoni shnent, | heard a voice sone distance away .

"RALLY THE STANDARD! RALLY, KNI GHTS OF HUMANI TY!

We had not succeeded in our tactics! That was obvious fromthe cry. Qur forces were attenpting to
consolidate and attack afresh. Arjavh smiled and | owered his nace.

' They sought to surround the halflings,' he said and | aughed al oud.

‘W'l | neet again soon, Arjavh,' | shouted as | turned my horse back and spurred it through the
press, forcing ny way through the mlling, enbattled nen towards the standard which swayed to ny
right.

There was no cowardice in ny |leaving and Arjavh knewit. | had to be with nmy nmen when they
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rallied. That was why Arjavh had | owered his weapon. He had not sought to stop ne.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

THE BATTLE DECI DED

Arjavh had nentioned the halflings? | had noticed no ghouls anong his nen. Wat were they, then?
What kind of creatures could not be surrounded?

The halflings were only part of my problem Fresh tactics had to be deci ded upon hurriedly or the
day woul d be soon lost. Four of ny marshals were desperately trying to get our ranks closed as |
cane up to them The Eldren encl osed us where we had planned to encl ose them and nany groups of
our warriors were cut off fromthe main force.

Above the noise of the battle | shouted to one of ny narshals: 'Wat's the position? Wiy did we
fail so quickly? W outnunber them . .

"It's hard to tell what the position is, Lord Erekosé,' the narshal answered, 'or how we failed.
One nonment we had surrounded the Eldren and the next nonment half their forces were surroundi ng us-
t hey vani shed and reappeared behi nd us! Even now we cannot tell which is material El dren and which
hal fling." The man who answered nme was Count Maybeda, an experienced old warrior. H s voice was
ragged and he was very nuch shaken.

"What other qualities do these halfling possess? | asked.

'They are solid enough when fighting, Lord Erekosé&, and they can be slain by ordinary weapons- but
they can di sappear at will and be wherever they wish on the field. It is inpossible to plan
tactics agai nst such a foe.'

"In that case,' | decided, 'we had best keep our nen together and fight a defensive action. |
think we still outnunber the Eldren and their ghostly allies. Let themconme to us!’

The norale of ny warriors was | ow. They were di sconcerted and were finding it difficult to face
the possibility of defeat when victory had seened so certain.

Through the nilling nen | saw the basilisk banner of the Eldren approaching us. Their cavalry cane
inswiftly with Prince Arjavh at their head.

Qur forces came together again and once nore | was doing battle with the Eldren | eader

He knew t he power of ny sword-knew that the touch of it could slay himif it fell on a break in
his arnour-but that deadly nace, wielded with the dexterity with which another would wield a
sword, warded of f every blow | ai ned.

I fought himfor half-an-hour until he showed signs of dazed weari ness and nmy own nuscl es ached
horribly.

And agai n our forces had been split! Again it was inpossible to see how the battle went. For nost
of the tinme | was uncaring, oblivious to the events around nme as | concentrated on breaking
through Arjavh's spl endid guard.

Then | saw Count Maybeda ride swiftly past me, his golden arnmour split, his face and armns bl oody.
In one red hand he carried the torn banner of Humanity and his eyes stared in fear fromhis
wounded head.

"Fl ee Lord Erekosé!' he screamed as he gall oped past. 'Flee! The day is lost!'

I could not believe it, until the ragged remants of ny warriors began to streampast ne in
i gnomi nious flight.

"Rally Hurmanity!' | called. "Rally!' But they paid ne no heed. Again Arjavh dropped his nmace to
his side.
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"You are defeated,' he said.

Rel uctantly | lowered ny sword.

"You are a worthy foe, Prince Arjavh
"You are a worthy foe, Erekosé. | remenber our battle terns. Go in peace. Necranal will need you.

| shook ny head slowy and drew a heavy breath. 'Prepare to defend yourself, Prince Arjavh,' |
sai d.

He shrugged, swiftly brought up the nace against the blow | ainmed at himand brought it down
suddenly upon ny netal -gauntleted wist. My whole armwent nunb. | tried to cling to the sword,
but nmy fingers would not respond. It dropped frommy hand and hung by a thong frommy wist.

Wth a curse, | flung nyself fromny saddle straight at him nmy good hand grasping at him but he
turned his horse aside and | fell, face forward, in the bloody nud of the field.

| attenpted once to rise, failed and | ost consci ousness.

CHAPTER TWVEENTY

A BARGAI N

WHO AM | ?

You are Erekosé, the Eternal Chanpion.
WHAT IS MY REAL NAME?

What ever it happens to be.

VWHY AM | AS | AwW?

Because that is what you have al ways been.
WHAT | S ' ALWAYS' ?

Al ways.

WLL | EVER KNOW PEACE?

You will sometines know peace.

FOR HOW LONG?

For a while.

WHERE DI D | COVE FROWP .

You have al ways been.

WHERE WLL | GO?

Where you nust.

FOR WHAT PURPOSE?

To fight.

TO FI GHT FOR WHAT?

To fight.
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FOR WHAT?
Fi ght .

FOR WHAT?

| shivered, aware that | was no longer clad in ny arnmour. | |ooked up. Arjavh stood over ne.

"I wonder why he hated ne then,' he was murnuring to hinself. Then he realised | was awake and his
expression altered. He gave a light snmile. '"You re a ferocious one, Sir Chanpion.'

I looked into his npody, mlKky eyes.
"My warriors,' | said, '"what . . . ?

'Those that were left have fled. W released the few prisoners we had and sent themafter their
conrades. Those were the terms, | believe?

I struggled up. 'Then you are going to rel ease nme?
"l suppose so. Although . . .’

" Al t hough?'

"You woul d be a useful bargaining prisoner.'

I took his neaning and rel axed, sinking back on to the hard bed. | thought deeply and fought the
i dea which cane to ne. But it grewtoo large in me. At length | said, alnost against ny will:
"Trade nme for Ermizhad.'

H s cool eyes showed surprise for an instant. 'You would suggest that? But Erm zhad is such a
strong hostage for Humanity . '

"Damm you, Eldren. | told you to trade nme for her.

"You're a strange human, ny friend. But with your perm ssion granted, that is what | shall do. |
thank you. You really do renenber the old Code of War, don't you? | think you are who you say you
are.'

I closed ny eyes. My head ached.

He left the tent and | heard himinstructing a messenger

' Make sure the people know,' | shouted fromthe bed. 'The king nay not agree, but the people will
force his hand. I'mtheir hero! They'll willingly trade me for an Eldren-no matter who that Eldren
is.'

Arjavh instructed the nessenger accordingly. He cane back into the tent.

"It puzzles nme,' | said at length. He was sitting on a bench on the other side of the tent. "It
puzzles me that the Eldren have not conquered Humanity before now. Wth those halfling warriors
shoul d think you'd be invincible.'

He shook his head. 'We rarely nake use of our allies,' he said. 'But | was desperate. You can
understand that | was prepared to go alnost to any neasures to rescue ny sister.'

‘I can,' | told him

"W woul d never have invaded,' he continued, 'had it not been for her.' It was said so sinply that
| believed him | had already been fairly certain of that.
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| took a deep breath. 'It is hard for ne," | said. 'I amforced to fight like this, with no clear

i dea about the rights or the wongs of that fighting, with no true know edge of this world, with
no opi nions of those who inhabit it. Sinple facts turn out to be |lies-and unbelievable things turn
out to be true. What are the halflings, for instance?

Again he smiled. 'Sorcerous ghouls,' he said.
"That is what King Rigenos told ne. It is no explanation.'

"What if | told you they were capabl e of breaking up their atomic structure at will and assenbling
again in another place. You would not understand ne. Sorcery, you would say.'

| was surprised at the scientific nature of his explanation. 'I would understand you better,' |
said slowy.

He rai sed his slanting eyebrows.

"You are different,' he said. "Well, the halflings, as you have seen, are related to the Eldren
Not all the dwellers on the Ghost Wrlds are our kin-sone are nore closely related to nen, and
there are other, baser, forns of life

"The Gnhost Worlds are solid enough, but exist in an alternate series of dinmensions to our own. On
these worlds, the halflings have no special powers-no nore than we have-but here they have. W do
not know why. They do not know why. On Earth different |aws seemto apply for them Mre than a
mllion years ago we di scovered a neans of bridging the dinmensions between Earth and t hese ot her
worlds. We found a race akin to our own who will, at times, cone to our aid if our need is
especially great. This was one of those tinmes. Sometinmes, however, the bridge ceases to exist when
the CGhost Worlds nove into another phase of their weird orbit, so that any halflings on Earth
cannot return and any of our people are in the same position if they are on the Ghost Wrlds.
Therefore, you will understand, it is dangerous to stay on either side overlong.'

"Is it possible,' | asked, 'that the Eldren came originally fromthese Grhost Wrlds?
"l suppose it is possible,' he answered. 'There are no records, though . . .'
"Perhaps that is why the humans hate you as aliens,' | suggested.

"That is not the reason,' he told ne,
ever cane to the planet.

for the Eldren occupied the Earth for ages before humanki nd

"What !

"It is true,’" he said. 'I aman immortal and ny grandfather was an immortal. Hex was slain during
the first wars between the Eldren and Humanity. Wen the humans cane to Earth, they had incredible
weapons of terrible destructive potential. In those days we al so used such weapons. The wars

created such destruction that the Earth seemed |ike a bl ackened ball of nud when the wars were
ended and the Eldren defeated. Such was the destruction that we swore never again to use our
weapons, whether we were threatened with extermination or not. W could not assune the
responsibility for destroying an entire planet.’

"You mean you still have these weapons?
'They are | ocked away, yes.'
" And you have the know edge to use then?

"Of course. W are imortal. W have many peopl e who fought in those ancient wars, sone even built
new weapons before our decision was nade.'’

"Then why . . . ?'

"l have told you. W swore not to.'
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"What happened to the humans' weapons-and their know edge of thenP Did they make the sane
deci si on?'

"No. The human race degenerated for a while. Wars between thensel ves occurred. At one time they

al rost wi ped thensel ves out conpletely, at another they were barbarians, and at anot her they
seermed to have matured at last, to be at peace with their own souls and with one another. During
one of those stages they |ost the know edge and the remaining weapons. In the last mllion years
they have clinbed back from absol ute savagery- the peaceful years were short, a false lull-and I'd
predict they' |l sink back again soon enough. They seem bent on their own destruction as well as
ours. W have wondered if the hunmans, who nust surely exist on other planets than this, are the
sane. Perhaps not.'

"I hope not,' | said. 'How do you think the Eldren will fare agai nst the hunmans?'

"Badly,' he said. 'Particularly since the humans are inspired by your |eadership and the gateway
to the Ghost Wrlds is due soon to close again. Previously Humanity was split by quarrels, you
see. King Rigenos could never get his marshals to agree and he was too uncertain of hinmself to
make the |arge decisions. But you have nade decisions for himand you have united the narshals.
You will win, | think.'

"You are a fatalist,' | said.
'l ama realist,' he said
"Coul d not peace ternms be arranged?'

He shook his head. 'Wat use is it to talk? he asked ne bitterly. 'You hunans, | pity you. Wy
will you always identify our notives with your own? W do not seek power-only peace. Peace! But
that, | suppose, this planet shall never have until Humanity dies of old age.'

| stayed with Arjavh for a few nore days before he released ne on trust, and | rode back towards
Necranal. It was a long, lonely ride and | had a great deal of time to think

I was hardly recognised this time, for I was dusty and ny arnmour was battered and the people of
Necranal had becone used to seeing beaten warriors returning to the city.

| reached the Pal ace of Ten Thousand W ndows and a gl oony quiet had settled on it. The king was
not in the Geat Hall and lolinda was not in her quarters.

In my old apartments, | stripped off my arnmour. 'When did the Lady Ermizhad | eave?' | asked a
sl ave.

‘Leave, nmster? |Is she not still here?

"Vhat ? \Were?

"In the sane quarters, surely .

I still had ny breastplate on and I donned ny sword as | strode through the corridors until | got
to Erm zhad's apartnments and brushed past the guard on the door

"Erm zhad-you were to be traded for me. Those were the ternms. Where is the king? Wiy has he not
kept his word?

"l knew nothing of this,' she said. 'I did not know Arjavh was so cl ose, otherw se
| interrupted her. 'Cone with ne. We'll find the king and get you on your journey back.

| half dragged her fromroomto roomof the palace until at last | found the king in his private
apartnents. He was in conference with Roldero as | burst in upon them

"King Rigenos, what is the nmeaning of this? My word was given to Prince Arjavh that Ernm zhad was
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to | eave here freely upon ny release. He allowed nme to | eave his canp on trust and now | return to
find the Lady Ermizhad still in captivity. | demand that she be rel eased i medi ately.

The king and Rol dero | aughed at ne.

" Cone now, Erekosé,' said Roldero. 'Wio needs to keep his word to an Eldren jackal ? Now we have
our War Chanpi on back and still retain our chief hostage. Forget it, Erekosé. There is no need to
regard the Eldren as human!'

Erm zhad snmiled. 'Do not worry, Erekosé. | have other friends.' She closed her eyes and began to
croon. At first the words canme softly, but the volune rose until she was giving voice to a weird
series of harnonies.

Rol dero junped forward, dragging out his sword.

" Sorcery!'’

| stepped between them

"Qut of the way, Erekosé&. The bitch invokes her denmon kind!’

| drew ny owmn sword and held it warningly in front of me protecting Erm zhad. | had no idea what
she was going, but | was going to give her the chance, now, to do whatever she wanted.

Her voi ce changed abruptly and then stopped. Then she cried: 'Brethren! Brethren of the Chosts
Wrlds-aid me!l'

CHAPTER TWVENTY- ONE

AN QATH

Quite suddenly there materialised in the chanber sone dozen or so Eldren, their faces but slightly
different fromothers | had seen. | recognised them now as hal flings.

"There!' shouted Ri genos. 'Evil sorcery. She is a witch. | told you! A wtch!'

The hal flings were silent. They surrounded Ernizhad until all their bodies touched hers and one
anot hers. Then Erm zhad shouted: 'Away, brethren-back to the canp of the El dren!’

Their forns began to flicker so that they seened half in our dinension, half in some other
' Goodbye, Erekosé,' she cried. 'I hope we shall neet in happier circunstances.'

"l hope so!' | shouted back. And then she vani shed.
"Traitor!' cursed King Rigenos. 'You aided her escape!’
"You should die by torture!' added Rol dero, disgusted.

"I"'mno traitor, as well you know,' | said evenly. 'You are traitors-traitors to your words-to the
great tradition of your ancestors. You have no case agai nst me, you stupid-stupid . . .

| stopped, turned on ny heel and left the chanber.

"You lost the battl e-War Chanpion!' screaned King Ri genos after nme as | stal ked out. ' The people
do not respect defeat!’

| went to find | olinda.

She had been wal king in the bal conies and had now returned to her apartnents. | kissed her
needi ng at that nonent a wonan's friendly synpathy, but | seenmed to neet a block. She was not, it
seenmed, prepared to give ne help, although she kissed ne dutifully. Alength | ceased to enbrace
her and stood back a little, |looking into her eyes.
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"What's wong?'
"Not hing,' she said. 'Should there be? You are safe. | had feared you dead.

Was it me, then? Was it . . . ? | pushed the thought fromme. But can a man force hinself to | ove
a worman Can he love two wonen at the sane tinme? | was desperately clinging to the strands of the
love | had felt for her when first we net.

"Ermzhad is safe,’ | blurted, 'she called her halfling brothers to her aid and, when she returns
to the Eldren canp, Arjavh will take his forces back to Mernadin. You should be pleased.’

"I am' she said, and then: 'And you are pleased, no doubt, that our hostage escaped!
"What do you nean?

"My father told nme how you'd been enchanted by her wanton sorcery. You seened to be nore anxi ous
for her safety than ours.

"That is foolish talk.'
"You seemto like the conpany of the Eldren, too. Holidaying with our greatest eneny .
"Stop! Al foolish talk!

"Isit? | think ny father spoke true, Erekosé.' Her voice was subdued now. She turned from ne.
"But, lolinda, | |ove you. You al one.

"l do not believe you, Erekosé.'

What is it in ne that | becane what | becane then. It was the nonent that | gave an oath that was
to affect all our destinies. Wiy, as ny love for her began to fade and | saw her as a selfish,
grasping fool, did | protest a greater love for her?

| do not know. | only know that that is what | did.

‘"l love you nore than life, lolinda!' |I said. 'l would do anything for you!
"l do not believe you!'

"I do. I will prove it!' | cried in agony.

She turned. There was pain and reproach in her eyes. There was a bitterness that went so deep it
had no bottom There was anger and there was revenge.

"How wi | | you prove it, Erekosé?" she said softly.
"I swear | shall kill all the Eldren.

ALY

"Every single Eldren life. You will spare none?

"None! None! | want it to be over. And the only way | can finish it is to kill themall. Then it
will be over-only then!'

"Including Prince Arjavh and his sister?
"I ncl udi ng t hem
"You swear this? You swear it?

"I swear it. And when the last Eldren dies. Wien the whole world is ours, then | will bring it to
you and we shall be nmarried."'
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She nodded. 'Very well, Erekosé. | will see you later.' She glided swiftly fromthe room

| unstrapped ny sword and flung it savagely to the floor. | spent the next few hours fighting ny
own agony of spirit.

But | had nmade the oath now.

Soon | became cold. | nmeant what | had said. | would destroy all the Eldren. Rid the world of
them R d nmyself of this continual turnmoil in my nind

CHAPTER TVENTY- TWO

THE REAVI NG

The less of a man | becane, the nore of an automaton, so the dreans and half nenories ceased to

pl ague ne. It was as if they had forced ne into this nmindless role, that while | continued to be a
creature wthout renorse or conscience they would reward ne with their absence. If | showed signs
of being an ordinary human being, they would punish nme with their presence.

But that is a notion. It is no nearer the truth, | suppose, than any other. One m ght al so argue
that | was about to achieve the catharsis that would rid me of my anbival ence, banish ny
ni ght nar es.

In the nmonth | spent preparing for the great war against the Eldren, | saw but little of ny
betrothed and, finally, ceased to seek her out but concentrated on the plans for the canpai gns we
i ntended to fight.

| devel oped the strictly controlled mind of the soldier. I allowed no enotion, whether it was |ove
or hate, to influence ne

| becane strong. And in ny strength | becanme virtually inhuman. | knew peopl e renmarked upon it -
but they also sawin ne the qualities of a great battle |eader and, although all avoided ny
company, socially, they were glad that Erekosé |led them

Arjavh and his sister had gone back to their ships and in their ships sailed back to their own
I and. Now, doubtless, they awaited us, readying thenselves for the next battle.

We continued with our original plans and at length were ready to sail for the Quter Islands at
Wirl d's Edge. The Gateway to the Chost Wirlds. W intended to close that gate.

Then we sail ed.

It was a |l ong and arduous sailing that one, before we sighted the bleak cliffs of the Quter
I sl ands and prepared ourselves for the invasion,

Rol dero was with nme. But it was a grimRoldero, a silent Roldero who had nade hinself, as | had,
into nothing but an instrunent of war.

Warily, we sailed in, but, it seened, the Eldren had known of our coming and had all but deserted
their towns. This tine there were no wonen and no children. There were naught but a few handfuls
of Eldren, whom we slew. And of halflings there were none. Arjavh had spoken the truth when he
said the gates were closing to the Ghost Wrl ds.

We ripped the towns to rubble, burning and pillaging as a matter of course, but without lust. W
tortured captured Eldren to discover the nmeaning for this desertion, but secretly |I knew the
nmeani ng. Qur troops becane possessed of a sense of anticlinmax and, although we Ieft no building
standing, no Eldren alive, the nmen could not rid thenselves of the notion that they had been
thwarted in sone way-as an ardent lover is thwarted by a coy nai den

And, because of the Eldren's refusal to give thema mighty battle, our soldiers grewto hate the
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El dren that nuch nore.

When our work was done in the Quter Islands and every building was dust, every Eldren a corpse, we
sailed alnost inmmediately for the continent of Mernadin and put into Paphanaal which was stil

hel d by our forces under the Lord Katorn. But, in the nmeantine, King R genos had joined them and
was waiting for us to arrive. W |anded our troops and pushed outwards across the continent, bent
on victorious conquest.

I remenber few incidents in detail. The days nmerged one into the other and wherever we went we
slew Eldren. It seened that no Eldren fortress could wthstand our grimthrusting

| was tireless in nmy murdering, insatiable in ny bloodlust. Hunmanity had wanted such a wolf as |
and now they had himand they followed him though they feared him

It was a year of fire and steel and Mernadin seened at tinmes to be a sea of snoke and bl ood. The
troops were all physically weary, but the spirit of slaughter was in themand that spirit gave
thema terrible vitality.

A year of pain and death, and everywhere that the banners of Humanity net the standards of the
El dren, the basilisk standards were torn down and tranpl ed.

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

W were the horsenen of death, King Rigenos, Lord Katorn, Count Roldero and nyself. W grew as
gaunt as hungry dogs and it seened we fed on Eldren flesh, |apped at El dren bl ood. Fierce dogs, we
were. WId-eyed and panting dogs, sharp-fanged dogs for ever restless for the scent of fresh-
spil | ed bl ood.

Towns burned behind us, cities fell and were crushed, stone by stone, to the ground. Eldren
corpses littered the countryside and the fairest of our canp-followers were carrion birds and
sl eek-coat ed j ackal s.

A year of bloodshed. A year of destruction. If I could not force nmyself to love, then I could
force nyself to hate, and this | did. Al feared nme, humans and El dren alike, as | turned
beautiful Mernadin into a funeral pyre on which I sought, in ny own terrible bew | dernent and
grief, to burn ny owmn dead hunanity.

It was in the Valley of Kalaquita, where stood the garden city of Lakh, that King Ri genos was
killed.

The city | ooked peaceful and deserted and we rode down upon it with little caution. W how ed one
great, concerted how and, instead of the disciplined arny that had | anded at Paphanaal, we were a
horde in bl ood-encrusted arnour and dust-ingrained flesh, waving our weapons and galloping wildly
upon the garden city of Lakh

It was a trap.

The Eldren were in the hills and had used their beautiful city as bait. Silver-snouted cannon
suddenly shouted from surroundi ng spinneys and sent a searing shower of shot into our astonished
soldiers' midst! Slender arrows whistled in a wave of sharp-tipped terror as the hidden El dren
archers took their vengeance with their bows.

Horses fell. Men screaned. W turned in confusion. But then our own bownen began to retaliate,
concentrating not on the eneny archers, but on their cannoneers. Gadually the silver guns went
silent and the archers nelted back into the hills, retreating back once again to one of their few
remai ni ng fortresses.
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I turned to King Rigenos, who sat beside ne on his big war-steed. He was rigid, staring up at the
sky. And then | saw then an arrow had pierced his thigh and i nbedded itself in his saddle, pinning
himto his horse

"Roldero!" | shouted. 'Get a doctor for the king if we have one.'

Rol dero rode up fromwhere he had been taking account of our dead. He pushed back the king's visor
and shrugged. Then he stared significantly at ne. 'He has not breathed for several ninutes by the
| ook of him'

"Nonsense. An arrow in the thigh doesn't kill. Not normally, at any rate-and not so quickly. Get
t he doctor.'
A peculiar smle crossed Roldero's bleak features. 'It was the shock, | think, that killed him'

Then he | aughed brutally and pushed at the arnpbured corpse with his hand so that it tilted over,
wrenching the arrow free, and crashing into the nmud. 'Your betrothed is queen now, Erekosé,' said
Rol dero, still laughing. 'l congratulate you.'

My horse stirred as | stared down at Rigenos's corpse. Then | shrugged and turned ny steed away.
It was our habit with the dead to | eave them no matter whomthey had been, where they |ay.
W took Rigenos's horse with us. It was a good horse.

The |l oss of the king did not disturb our warriors, though Katorn hinself seened a little
perturbed, perhaps because he had had such great influence over the nonarch. But the king had been
a puppet of authority, particularly in this |last year, for humanity foll owed a gri nmer conqueror
whomit regarded with awe.

Dead Erekosé, they called ne-the vengeful Sword of Humanity.

I did not care what they called me-Reaver, Blood-letter, Berserker-for nmy dreanms no | onger plagued
me and ny ultimate goal canme cl oser and cl oser

Until it was the last fortress of the Eldren | eft undefeated. Then | dragged ny arm es behind ne
as if by a rope. | dragged themtowards the principal city of Mernadin, by the Plains of Melting
Ice. Arjavh's capital -Loos Ptokai

And at last we saw its |ooming towers sil houetted against a red evening sky. O nmarble and bl ack
granite, it rose mghty and seemi ngly invul nerabl e above us. But | knew we should take it.

| had Arjavh's word for it, after all. He had told ne we should wi n.

The night after we had canped beneath the walls of Loos Ptokai, | sprawled in ny chair and could
not sleep, but stared into the darkness, brooding. This was not nmy habit. Normally | would now
slump into ny bed and snore till dawn, wearied by the day's killing.

But tonight | brooded.

And then, at dawn the next day, mnmy features cold as stone, | rode beneath ny banner as | had
ridden a year before into the canp of the Eldren, with ny herald at ny side.

We cane close to the main gate of Loos Ptokai and then we sl opped. Eldren | ooked down.

My herald raised his golden trunpet to his lips and bl ew an eerie blast upon it which echoed anong
the bl ack and white towers of Loos Ptokai

"Eldren prince!' | called in ny dead voice. 'Arjavh or Mernadin, | have come to slay you.'

Then on the battlements over the great nain gate | saw Arjavh appear. He | ooked down at ne, a
sadness in his strange

"Greetings, old eneny,' he called. 'You will have a long siege before you break this, the |ast of
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our strength.
"So be it," | said, '"but break it we shall.’

Arjavh paused. Then he said: 'W once agreed to fight a battle according to the Erekosian Code of
War. Do you wish to discuss terns agai n?'

| shook ny head. 'We shall not stop until every Eldren is slain. | have sworn an oath to rid the
Earth of all your kind.'

"Then,' said Arjavh, 'before the battle commences, | invite you to enter Loos Ptokai as ny guest
and refresh yourself. You seemin need of refreshnent.'

At this | bridled, but then ny herald sneered. 'They become ingenuous in their defeat, master, if
they think they can deceive you by such a sinple trick.'

But now ny m nd had suddenly becone a battleground of conflicting enbtions. 'Be silent!' | ordered
the herald. | took a deep breath.

"Well . . . ?" called Arjavh.
"I accept,' | said hollowy. And then | added: 'Is the Lady Erm zhad therein?

"She is-and is eager to see you again.' There was an edge to Arjavh's voice as he answered this
| ast question. For a nonent | was again suspicious. Perhaps the herald was right. Arjavh |oved his
sister, | knew

Per haps Arjavh was aware of my own buried affection for his sister. That affection which | did not
now admt but which, of course, secretly contributed to my decision to enter Loos Ptokai

The herald said in astonishnment: 'MWy lord, Surely you cannot be serious? Once inside the gates,
you will be slain. There were stories, once, that you and Prince Arjavh were not on unfriendly
terns, for enem es, but after the havoc you have caused in Mernadin he will kill you inmediately.
Who woul d not ?'

| shook ny head. | was in a new and quieter nbod. "He will not," | said. '|I amsure of it. And
this way | can find an opportunity to judge the Eldren strength. It will be useful to us.'

"But disastrous for us, if you should die

"I will not die," |I said, and all the ferocity, the hate, the mad battl e-anger, seenmed to swell
out of ne leaving ne, as | turned away fromthe herald so he should not see, with tears in ny
eyes.

"Open your gates, Prince Arjavh,' | called in shaking tones. 'I conme to Loos Ptokai as your
guest .’

CHAPTER TVEENTY- THREE

IN LOCS PTOKAI

I rode ny horse slowy into the city, having left ny sword and |l ance with the herald who was now,
i n astoni shment, galloping back to our own canp to give the news to the marshals.

The streets of Loos Ptokai were silent, as if in nourning, as Arjavh came down the steps fromthe
battlements to greet ne. | saw, now that he was closer, that he, too, wore the expression which
showed upon ny own harsh features. His step was not so lithe and his voice not quite so lilting as
when we had first nmet a year before.

I dismounted. He gripped ny hand.

"So," he said in attenpted gaiety, 'the barbarian battle-nonger is still material. My people had
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begun to doubt it.'
"l suppose they hate ne,' | said.

He seened a little surprised. 'The Eldren cannot hate,' he said as he |led ne towards his pal ace.

I was shown by Arjavh to a small room containing a bed, a table and a chair of wonderfu
wor kmanshi p all slender and seeningly of precious netal but in fact of cunningly wought wood. In
one corner was a sunken bath, water steaming in it.

When Arjavh had gone, | stripped off ny blood- and dust-encrusted arnmour and clinbed out of the
underclothes | had worn for nuch of the past year. Then | sank gratefully into the water

Since the initial enotional shock | had received when Arjavh had issued his invitation, nmy mnd
had becone nunbed. But now, for the first time in a year, | relaxed, nentally and physically,
washing all the grief and hatred fromnme as | washed ny body.

I was al nbst cheerful as | donned the fresh cl othes which had been laid out for me and, when
sonmeone knocked at my door, called lightly for themto enter

"Greetings, Erekosé.' It was Erm zhad
"My lady.' | bowed.

How are you faring, Erekosé?

In war, as you know, | amfaring well. And personally |I feel better for your hospitality."'
"Arjavh sent ne to bring you to the neal .’
"I amready. But first tell ne how you have fared, Erm zhad.'

"Wl | enough-in health,' said she. Then she cane closer to nme. Involuntarily, | |eaned back
slightly. She | ooked at the ground and rai sed her hands to touch her throat. 'And tell ne-are you
now wed to Queen |olinda?

"W are still betrothed,' | told her.

Del i berately, then, | |ooked into Ernizhad's eyes and added as levelly as | could: 'W are to be
married when . '

"When?'
"When Loos Ptokai is taken.'
She sai d not hi ng.

| stepped forward so that we were separated by little nore than an inch. 'Those are the only terns
on which she will accept ne,' | said. 'l nust destroy all the Eldren. Your tranpled banners will
be nmy wedding gift to her.

Ermi zhad nodded and gave a queer, sad and sardonic look. 'That is your oath you swore. You rmnust
abide by it. You nust slay every Eldren. Every one.'

| cleared ny throat. 'That is the oath.'

'Cone,' she said. 'The nmeal grows cold.'

At dinner, Erm zhad and | sat cl ose together and Arjavh spoke wittily of sonme of the stranger
experiments of his scientist ancestors and for a little while we nanaged to drive away the
know edge of the forthcom ng battle. But later, as Ernmizhad and | tal ked softly to one another, |
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caught a look of pain in Arjavh's eyes and for a monent he was quiet. He broke into our
conversati on suddenly:

"W are beaten, as you know, Erekosé.

I did not want to speak of these things any nore. | shrugged and tried to continue the lighter
talk with Erm zhad. But Arjavh was insistent.

"W are doomed, Erekosé, to fall beneath the swords of your great arny.'

| drew a deep breath and | ooked himfull in the face. 'Yes. You are doomed, Prince Arjavh.'
"It is a matter of tine before you raze our Loos Ptokai.'

This time | avoided his urgent gaze and nerely nodded.

"So-you . . .' He broke off.

| becane inpatient. Many enotions mingled in me. "My oath . . ." | reminded him 'l nust do what
swore | would do, Arjavh.

'l do not fear to lose ny own life . he began

"I know what you fear,' | told him

"Could not the Eldren admt defeat, Erekosé? Could they not acknowl edge manki nd's victory? Surely,
one city . . . ?

'l swore an oath.' Now sadness filled ne.

"But you cannot Erm zhad gestured with her slimhand. 'W are your friends, Erekosé. W
enj oy each other's conpany. W-we are friends . . .'

"W are of different races,' | said. 'W are at war.'

"I amnot asking for nercy,' Arjavh said.

"I know that,' | replied. 'I do not doubt Eldren courage. | have seen too nany exanples of it.

You abide by an oath given in anger, offered to an abstraction, that |eads you to slay those you

| ove and respect " Ermizhad's voice was puzzled. 'Are you not tired of killing, Erekosé?

"I amvery tired of killing," | told her

"Then . . . ?

"But | began this thing,' | continued. 'Sonetines | wonder if | really do |ead ny nen-of if they

push ne ahead of them Perhaps | amwholly their creation. The creation of the will of humanity.
Perhaps | am a kind of patchwork hero that they have manufactured. Perhaps | have no ot her
exi stence and when my work is done | will fade as their sense of danger fades . '

"I think not,' said Arjavh soberly.
I shrugged. 'You are not nme. You have not had nmy strange dreans .
"You still have those dreans?' Ernizhad asked.

"Not recently. Since | began this canpai gn they have gone away. They only plague ne when | attenpt
to assert my own individuality. Wien | do what is required of me, they leave ne in peace. | ama
ghost, you see. Nothing nore.'

Arjavh sighed. 'l do not understand this. |I think you are suffering fromself-pity, Erekosé. You
could assert your own will-but you are afraid to! Instead, you abandon yourself to hate and

bl oodshed, to this peculiar nmelancholia of yours. You are depressed because you are not doi ng what
you really desire to do. The dreams will come again, Erekosé. Mark ny words-the dreans will cone
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again and they will be nore terrible than any you have experienced before.
"Stop!" | shouted. 'Do not spoil this last neeting of ours. | cane here because-'
' Because?' Arjavh raised a slimeyebrow.
' Because | needed some civilised conpany .
"To see your own kind,' Erm zhad said softly.

| turned on her, rising fromthe table. 'You are not my own kind! My race is out there-beyond
those wal |l s-waiting to vanqui sh you!

"W are kin in spirit," Arjavh said. 'Qur bonds are finer and stronger than bonds of bl ood
My face twisted and | buried it in nmy hands. ' No!

Arjavh put a hand on my shoulder. 'You are nmore substantial than you will allow yourself to be,
Erekosé. It would take a great deal of a particular kind of courage if you would pursue the
i mplications of another course of action . '

I let my hands fall to myself. '"You are right," | told him 'And | do not have that courage. | am
just a sword. A force, like a whirlwind. There is nothing else to nme-nothing I would all ow.
Nothing I am all owed . '

Erm zhad interrupted fiercely. 'For your own sake, you nust allow that other self to rule. Forget
your oath to lolinda. You do not |ove her. You have nothing in common with the bl oodthirsty rabble
that follows you. You are a greater man than any you | ead-greater than any you fight '

"Stop it!"’

"She is right, Erekosé,' Arjavh said. 'It is not for our lives that we argue. It is for your
spirit '

| slunped down into nmy seat. '| sought to avoid confusion,' | said, 'by taking a sinple course of
action. You are right that | feel no kinship with those |I |ead-or those who thrust nme before them

but undeniably they are ny kin. My duty . . .'
"Let themfare howthey will,' Erm zhad said. 'Your duty is not to them It is to yourself.'
| sipped sone wine. Then | said quietly: 'l amafraid.’

Arjavh shook his head. 'You are brave. It is not your fault

"Who knows?' | said. 'Perhaps | commtted some enornous crine at sone stage. Now | am paying the
price.'

"That is a self-pitying sort of speculation,' Arjavh renminded me. "It is not-it is not-manly,

Er ekosé."'

| inhal ed deeply. 'I suppose not.' Then | |ooked at him 'But if time is cyclic-in some form at

|l east-it could be that | have not yet conmitted that crime .

"It isidle to speak of "crinme" in this way,' Ermi zhad said inpatiently. 'Wat does your heart
tell you to do?

"My heart? | have not listened to it for nany nonths.'
"Listen to it now' she said.

| shook ny head. 'I have forgotten howto listen to it, Ermzhad. | rmust finish what | set out to
do. What | was called here to do . '

"Are you sure it was King Rigenos who called you?
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"Who el se?

Arjavh smiled. 'This, too, is idle speculation. You nmust do what you nust do, Erekosé. | will
pl ead for ny people no |onger.'

"Thank you for that,' | said. | rose, staggered slightly and screwed up nmy eyes. 'CGods! | am so
weary!'

"Rest here tonight,' Erm zhad said quietly. "Rest with me .
| | ooked at her.

"Wth me," she said.

Arjavh began to speak, changed his nmind and | eft the room

| realised then that | wanted nothing else but to do as Erm zhad suggested, but | shook ny head.
"I't would be weakness . '

"No,' she said. 'It would give you strength. It would enable you to nake a cl earer decision

"l have made ny decision. Besides, ny oath to |olinda
"You swore an oath of faithful ness . '
| spread ny hands. '| cannot renenber.

She moved towards ne and stroked my face. 'Perhaps it would end sonething,' she suggested.
"Perhaps it would restore your love for |olinda . '

Now physi cal pain seemed to seize me. | even wondered for a nonent if they had poisoned ne. 'No.'

"I't would help,' she said. 'l knowit would help. How, | amnot sure. | do not even know if it
suit my own desires, but . . .'

'l cannot weaken now, Erm zhad.'

'Erekosé, it would not be weakness!'

“StilloLoL .

She turned away fromne and said in a soft, strange tone. 'Then rest here, anyway. Sleep in a good
bed so that you will be fit for tomorrow s fighting. | |love you, Erekosé. | |ove you nore than |

| ove anything. | will aid you in whatever course of action you decide upon.

"l have already decided,' | reninded her. 'And you cannot aid me there.' | felt dizzy. | did not

want to return to ny own canp in that condition, for they would be sure | had been drugged and
woul d | ose all confidence in nme. Better to stay the night and greet ny troops refreshed. 'Very
well, | will stay here tonight,' | said. 'Al one.

"As you wi sh, Erekosé.' She noved towards the door. 'A servant will come to show you were to
sl eep.’

“I'l1l sleep inthis room' | told her. 'Have someone bring in a bed.'
"As you wi sh.
"It will be good to sleep in a real bed,' | said. 'My thoughts will be sharper in the norning.'

"l hope so. Good night, Erekosé.'

Had they known that the dreans would return that night? Was | the victimof inmense and subtle
cunni ng such as only the unhuman El dren possessed?
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| lay on nmy bed in the Eldren fortress city and | dreaned.

But this was not a dreamin which |I sought to discover ny true nanme. | had no nane in this dream
| did not want a nane.

| watched the world turning and | saw its inhabitants running about its surface like ants in a
hill, like beetles in a dung heap. | saw them fighting and destroyi ng, maki ng peace and buil di ng-
only to drag those buildings down again in another inevitable war. And it seened to ne that these
creatures had evolved only so far fromthe beast state and that sonme quirk of destiny had dooned
themto repeat, over and over again, the sanme mistakes. And | realised that there was no hope for
them these inperfect creatures that were half-way fromthe animals, half-way fromthe gods-that it
was their fate, like mne, to struggle for ever and for ever fail to be fulfilled. The paradoxes
that existed in me existed in the whole race. The problens for which | could find no solution in
fact had no solution. There was no point in seeking an answer; one could only accept what existed
or else reject it, as one pleased. It would always be the same. Ch, there was nmuch to | ove them
for and nothing at all to hate themfor. How could they be hated, when their errors resulted from
the quirk of fate that had nmade themthe half-creatures that they were-half-blind, half-deaf, half-
dunb .

I woke up and felt very calm And then, gradually, a sense of terror possessed ne as the
i mplications of ny thoughts began to dawn on ne.

Had the Eldren sent this dreamwith their sorcery?

I did not think so. This dreamwas the dreamthat the other dreams had sought to hide from ne.
was sure of it. This was the stark truth

And the stark truth horrified ne.

It was not ny fate to wage eternal war-it was the fate of ny entire race. As part of that race-as
its representative, in fact-1, too, nust wage eternal war.

And that is what | wished to avoid. | could not bear the thought of fighting for ever, wherever |
was required. And yet whatever | did to try to end the cycle would be hopel ess. There was only one
thing I could do

| buried the thought.
But what el se?
Try for peace? See if it would work? Let the Eldren |ive?

Arjavh had expressed inpatience with idle speculation. But this, too, was idle speculation. The
human race was sworn to destroy the Eldren. This done, of course, it would then turn upon itself
and begin the perpetual squabbling, the constant warring that its peculiar destiny decreed for it.

And yet-should | not, at |least, attenpt to nmake the conprom se?

O should | continue with ny original anbition, destroy the Eldren, let the race resune its
fratricidal sport. In a way it seenmed to ne that while sone Eldren lived, the race might hold
together. If the comopn eneny renmi ned, at |east some sort of unity would exist in the hunan
ki ngdonms. It seened critical to ne then that some Eldren be spared-for the sake of hunanity.

| suddenly realised that there was no conflict in ny loyalties all. Wat | had thought was
contradictory was, in fact, two halves of a whole. The dream had nerely hel ped me unite them and
see everything clearly.

Perhaps this was a conpl ex piece of rationalisation. | shall never know | feel that | was right,
though it is possible that subsequent events proved nme wong. At least | tried

| sat up in ny bed as a servant cane in with water for me to wash and my own clothes freshly
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| aundered. | washed, dressed nyself and when a knock cane at the door | called out for the person
to enter.

It was Erm zhad. She brought nme nmy breakfast and set it on the table. | thanked her and she | ooked
at nme oddly.

'You seemto have changed since |ast night,' she said. 'You seemnore at one with yourself.'
"I think 1 am' | told her as | ate. '|I had another dream | ast night
"Was it as terrifying as the others?

"More terrifying in certain aspects,' | said. '"But it did not raise problens, this tine. It
offered me a solution.'

"You feel you can fight better

"If you like. | think it would be in the interests of ny race if we nade peace with the Eldren
O, at least, declared a permanent truce . '

"You have realised at |ast that we offer you no danger.'

"On the contrary, it is the very danger you offer that makes your survival necessary to my race.'
I snmiled, remenbering an old aphorismfromsomewhere. 'If you did not exist, it would be necessary
to invent you.'

A look of intelligence brightened her face. She smiled, too. 'I think I understand you.

"Therefore, | intend to present this conclusion to Queen lolinda,' | said. 'I hope to persuade her
that it is in our interest to end this war against the Eldren.

"And your terns?
'l see no need to make ternms with you,' | said. "W will nerely stop fighting and go away.'
She [ aughed. "WII it be so easy?

| | ooked squarely at her, deliberated for a nonment, and then | shook ny head. 'Perhaps not. But |
must try.'

"You have becone very rational, suddenly, Erekosé. | amglad. Your sleep here did do you sone
good, then . '

"And the Eldren, too, perhaps
She smiled again. 'Perhaps.'

"I will return to Necranal as soon as possible and speak with |olinda.'
"And if she agrees, you will marry her?

| felt weak, then. At last | said: 'I nust do that. Everything would be negated if | did not. You
under st and?

"Entirely,' she said and there were tears in her eyes as she sniled

Arjavh cane in a few minutes later and I told himwhat | intended to do. He received the news
rather nore sceptically than Erm zhad.

"You do not think I mean what | say?' | asked him

He shrugged. 'l believe you conpletely, Erekosé. But | do not think the Eldren will survive.'
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"What is it? Sonme di sease? Sonething in you that . . . ?

He | aughed shortly. '"No, no. | think you will propose a truce and that the people will not |let you
make it. Your race will only be satisfied when every Eldren has perished. You said that it is
their destiny always to fight. Could it not be that secretly they resent the Eldren because the
presence of the Eldren nmeans that they cannot go about their norrmal activities-l mean by that
their fighting anong thenselves. Could this not be nothing nore than a pause while they w pe us
out? And if they do not wi pe us out now, they will do it very soon, whether you |lead themor no.'

"“Still, I nmust try . . .' | said.
"Try by all nmeans. But they'll hold you to your vow, |'m sure.

"lolinda is intelligent. If she listens to ny argunents

"She is one of them | doubt if she will listen. Intelligence has little to do with it. . . Last
ni ght when | pleaded with you I was not nyself-1 panicked, | know, really, that there can be no
peace.'

"I must try.'

"l hope you succeed.'

Per haps | had been beguiled by the charnms of the Eldren, but | did not think so. I would do ny
best to bring peace to the wasted | and of Mernadin, though it nmeant | could never see ny Eldren
friends agai n-never see Erm zhad

| put the thought frommy head and resolved to dwell upon it no | onger

Then a servant entered the room M herald, acconpani ed by several narshals, including Count
Rol dero, had presented hinself outside the gates of Loos Ptokai, half certain that | had been
nmur dered by the El dren.

"Only sight of you will reassure them' Arjavh nurnmured. | agreed and left the room

I heard the herald calling as | approached the city wall. 'W fear that you have been guilty of
great treachery. Let us see our naster-or his corpse.' He paused. 'Then we shall know what to do.

Arjavh and | nounted the steps to the battlenments and | sawrelief in the herald s eyes as he
noted | was unharned.

"l have been talking with Prince Arjavh,' | said. 'And | have been thinking deeply. Qur nmen are
weary beyond endurance and the Eldren are now only a few, with just this city in their possession
We coul d take Loos Ptokai, but | see no point to it. Let us be generous victors, my narshals. Let
us declare a truce .

"Atruce, Lord Erekosé!' Count Roldero's eyes wi dened. 'Wuld you rob us of our ultimte prize?
Qur final, fierce fulfilment? Qur greatest triunph? Peace!’

"Yes,' | said, 'peace. Now go back. Tell our warriors I amsafe.'

"W can take this city easily, Erekosé,' Roldero shouted. 'There's no need to talk of peace. W
can destroy the Eldren once and for all. Have you succunbed to their cursed enchantnents agai n?
Have they beguil ed you once nore with their smoth words?

"No," | said, '"it was | who suggested it."'

Rol dero swung his horse around in disgust.

' Peace!' he spat as he and his conrades headed back to the canp. 'Qur Chanpion's gone nad!’
Arjavh rubbed his lips with his finger. 'Already, | see, there is trouble.

They fear me,' | told him 'and they'll obey ne. They'll obey nme-for a while, at |east.
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"Let us hope so,' he said.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- FOUR
THE PARTI NG
This time there were no cheering crowds in Necranal to wel cone nme, for news of my m ssion had gone

ahead of ne. The people could hardly believe it but where they did believe it, they di sapproved.
had shown weakness, in their eyes.

I had not seen lolinda, of course, since she had beconme Queen, She had a haughty | ook now as she
strode about her throne room awaiting ne.

Privately | was a little anused. | felt like the man who, as an old rejected suitor, returns to
see the object of his passion married and becone a shrew. | was, therefore, somewhat relieved

It was a small relief.

"Wl |, Erekosé,' she said, 'l know why you are here-why you have forsaken your troops, gone
agai nst your word to ne that you woul d destroy every Eldren. Katorn has told ne.'

"Katorn is here?

'He came here as soon as he heard your pronouncenent fromthe battlenents of Loos Ptokai where you
stood with your Eldren friends.'

"lolinda," | said urgently. 'I amconvinced that the Eldren are weary of war. That they never
intended to threaten the Two Continents at all. They want only peace.'

' Peace we shall have. Wen the Eldren race is perished!’
‘lolinda, if you love me, you will listen to ne, at least.’
"What? If | love you? And what of the Lord Erekosé? Does he still love his Queen?

| opened nmy nouth, but | could not speak

And suddenly there were tears in her eyes. 'Ch, Erekosé& . . .' Her tone softened. 'Can it be
true?
"No," | said thickly. "I still love you, lolinda. W are to be married . '

But she knew. She had suspected, but now she knew. However, if peace could result fromny action
I was still prepared to pretend, to lie, to declare ny passion for her, to marry her

"I still want to marry you, lolinda,' | said.
‘No,' she said. 'No. You do not.'
"I will," | said desperately. 'If peace with the El dren conmes about

Agai n her wi de eyes blazed. 'You insult ne, ny lord. Not on those ternms, Erekosé. Never. You are
guilty of High Treason against us. The people already speak of you as a traitor.'

"But | conquered a continent for them | took Mernadin.'
"All but Loos Ptokai-where your wanton Eldren bitch waits for you.'
"lolinda! That is not true!’

But it was true
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"You are unfair . . .' | began.
"And you are a traitor! QGuards!’

As if they had been prepared for this, a dozen of the Inperial Guards rushed in, led by their
Captain, Lord Katorn. There was a hint of triumph in his eyes and then, at once, | knew why he had
al ways hated nme. He desired |olinda

Then | knew that whether | drew ny sword or not, he would slay ne where | stood.

So | drew nmy sword. The Sword Kanajana. It glowed and the glow was reflected in Katorn's bl ack
eyes.

' Take him Katorn!' cried lolinda. And her voice was a scream of agony. | had betrayed her. | had
failed to be the strength she needed so desperately. 'Take him Alive or dead. He is a traitor to
hi s kind!"

| was a traitor to her. That was what she really meant. That was why | rnust die.

But | still hoped to save sonmething. "It is untrue . . .' | began. But Katorn was already
cautiously advancing, his nen spreading out behind him | backed to a wall, near a w ndow. The
throne roomwas on the first storey of the palace. Qutside were the private gardens of the Queen.
"Think, lolinda,' | said. 'Retract your command. You are driven by jealousy. I'mno traitor.'

"Slay him Katorn!'

But | slew Katorn. As he cane rushing at nme, nmy sword flicked across his withing, hate-filled
face. He screaned, staggered, his hands rushed up to his head and then he toppled in his gol den
arnmour, toppled and fell with a crash to the flag-stones.

He was the first human | was to sl ay.

The ot her guards came on, but nmore warily. | fought off their blades, slew a couple nore, drove
the ot hers back, glinpsed Queen |olinda watching nme, her eyes full of tears, and leapt to the sil
of the w ndow

' Goodbye, Queen. You have | ost your Chanpi on now.'
| junped.

I landed in a rosebush that ripped at ny skin, broke free and ran hastily towards the gate of the
garden, the guards behind ne.

| tore the gate open and rushed down the hill and into the twisting streets of Necranal, with the
guards in pursuit, their ranks joined by a howing pack of citizens who had no idea why | was
wanted or even who | was. They chased ne for the sheer pleasure of the hunt.

So it was thus that things turned. lolinda's pain and jeal ousy had cl ouded her m nd. And soon her
deci sion woul d be the cause of nore bl oodshed than even she had demanded.

But now !l ran, blindly at first, and then towards the river. My crew, | hoped, were still loyal to
me. |f they were, then there was a faint chance of escape. | gained the ship just before ny
pursuers. | | eaped aboard scream ng

"Prepare to sail!’

Only half the crew was aboard. The rest was on shore, in the taverns, but those remaining
hurriedly shipped out the oars while we held the guards and the citizens at bay.

Then we shoved off and began our hasty flight down the Droonaa R ver
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It was sonme tine before they managed to commandeer a ship for pursuit and by that tinme we were
safely outdi stancing them M/ crew asked no questions. They were used to ny silences, ny actions
whi ch soneti mes seened peculiar. But, a week after we were on course over the sea, bound for

Mernadin, | told thembriefly that | was now an outl aw

"Wy, Lord Erekosé?' asked ny captain. 'It seens unjust . . .'

"It is unjust, | think. Call it the Queen's malice. | suspect Katorn spoke agai nst me, naking her
hate ne.'

They were satisfied with the explanation and, when we put in at a snall cove near the Plains of
Melting Ice, | bade themfarewell, nmounted ny horse and rode swiftly for Loos Ptokai, know ng not
what | should do when | got there. Knowing only that I must let Arjavh have the information
concerning the turn events had taken

We had been right. Humanity would not |let ne show nercy.

My crew bid me farewell with a certain anbunt of affection. They did not know and neither did |-
that they were soon to be killed because of ne.

Now | crept into Loos Ptokai. | sneaked through the great siege canp that we had constructed there
and, at night, entered the city of the Eldren.

Arjavh rose fromhis bed when he heard | had returned.

"Wl |, Erekosé?' He |ooked searchingly at nme. Then he said: 'You were not successful, were you?
You have been riding hard and you have been fighting. \Wat happened?

I told him
He sighed. 'Well, our advice was foolish. Now you will die when we die.
‘I would rather that, | think,' | said.

Two nonths passed. Two onminous nonths in Loos Ptokai. Hunmanity did not attack the city i mediately
and it soon energed that they were awaiting orders from Queen lolinda. She, it appeared, had
refused to nmake a deci sion

The inaction was oppressive in itself.

| fretted often at the battlenents, |ooking out over the great canp and wi shing that the thing
woul d start and be finished. Only Erm zhad eased ny unhappi ness. W openly acknow edged our | ove
now.

And because | loved her, | began to want to save her.

I wanted to save her and | wanted to save nmyself and | wanted to save all the Eldren in Loos
Ptokai, for | wanted to stay with Ernizhad for ever. | did not want to be destroyed.

Desperately | tried to think of ways in which we could defeat that great force, but every plan
made was a wild one and could not work.

And then, one day, | renmenbered.

| renenbered a conversation | had had with Arjavh on the plateau after he had defeated ne in
battl e.

I went |ooking for himand found himin his study. He was reading.

' Erekosé? Are they beginning their attack?
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‘"No, Arjavh. But | renenber you told nme once about sone anci ent weapons your race once had-that
you still have.'
"What . . . ?

"The old terrible weapons,' | said. 'The ones you swore never to use agai n because they could
destroy so much!'

He shook his head. 'Not those . . .'

"Use themthis once, Arjavh,' | begged him 'Mke a show of strength, that is all. They will be
ready to discuss peace, then.'

He cl osed his book. '"No. They will never discuss peace with us. They would rather die. Anyway, |
do not think that even this situation nerits the breaking of that old vow.'

"Arjavh,' | said, 'l respect the reasons for refusing to use the weapons. But | have grown to | ove
the Eldren. | have al ready broken one vow. Let ne break another-for you.'

He still shook his head.

"Just agree to this, then,' | said. '"If the time cones when | feel we could use them wll you |et
me deci de-take the decision out of your hands. Make it ny responsibility.

He | ooked searchingly at ne. The orbless eyes seened to pierce ne.
' Per haps,' he said.
"Arjavh-wi Il you?

"We Eldren have never been notivated by the sane anmpunt of self-interest such as you humans have-
not to the extent of destroying another race, Erekosé. Do not confuse our values with those of
manki nd. '

"I amnot,' | replied. 'That is ny reason for asking you this. | could not bear to see your noble
race perish at the hands of such beasts as those beyond our walls!'

Arjavh stood up and replaced the book in the shelves. 'lolinda spoke the truth,' he said quietly.
"You are a traitor to your own race.

"Race is a neaningless term It was you and Erm zhad who told ne to be an individual. | have
chosen ny loyalties."'

He pursed his lips. "Wwell . . .’
"l seek only to stop themcontinuing in their folly,' | said.
He cl enched his thin, pale hands together

"Arjavh. | ask you because of the love | have for Ermi zhad and the | ove she has for me. Because of
the great friendship you have given ne. For all the Eldren left alive, | beg you to |l et ne take
the decision if it becomes necessary.

"For Erm zhad?' he raised his slanting eyebrows. 'For you? For ne? For ny people? Not for
revenge?’

"No' | said quietly. 'l do not think so.’

"Very well. | leave the decision to you. | suppose that is fair. | do not want to die. But
remenber-do not act as unwi sely as others of your Kkind.'

"I will not," | prom sed.

I think I kept my prom se
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CHAPTER TWENTY- FI VE
THE ATTACK
And the days continued to pass until they began to get chill and it was plain that wi nter was

comng. If winter arrived, we would be safe until spring, for the invaders would be fools to
attenpt a heavy siege in wnter

They realised this too, it seenmed. |lolinda nust have cone to a decision. She gave them perni ssion
to attack Loos Ptokai

After much bickering anong thenselves, | |earned, the marshals el ected one of thensel ves, the nost
experienced, to act as their War Chanpi on.

They el ected Count Rol dero.
The siege comrenced in earnest.

Their nassive siege engi nes were brought forward, including the giant cannon known as the
Firedrakes. Great black things of iron, decorated with fierce reliefs.

Rol dero rode up and his herald announced his presence and I went to speak with himfromthe
battl ements.

"Greetings, Erekosé the Traitor!' he called. 'W have decided to punish you-and all the Eldren
within these walls. W would have slaughtered the Eldren cleanly, but now we intend to put to slow
death all those we capture.'

| was saddened.

"Rol dero, Roldero,' | begged. 'We were friends once. You were perhaps the only true friend | had.
We drank together and fought together, nade jokes together. We were conrades, Roldero. Good
conr ades. '

Hi s horse fidgeted beneath him paw ng at the earth.
' That was an age ago,' he said w thout |ooking up at nme. 'An age ago.'
"Little nore than a year, Roldero . . .'

"But we are not those two friends any |onger, Erekosé.' He |ooked up, shielding his eyes with a
gauntl etted hand. | saw that his face had grown old and it bore many new scars. Doubtless | | ooked
as different in my own way. 'We are different nmen,' Roldero said, and wenching at his reins drove
his horse away, digging his long spurs savagely into its flanks.

Now t here was not hing we could do but fight.

The Firedrakes booned and their solid shot slamred against the walls. Blazing fireballs from
captured Eldren artillery screaned over the walls and into the streets. These were followed by
t housands of arrows that cane in a black shower.

And then a million men rushed agai nst our handful of defenders.

W replied with what cannon we had, but we relied mainly on archers to neet that first wave, for
we were short of shot.

And we repelled them after ten hours of fighting. They fell back

Then, next day and the day after, they continued to attack. But Loos Ptokai, the ancient capita
of Mernadin, Loos Ptokai held firmduring those first days.

Battali on upon battalion of yelling warriors mounted the siege towers and we again replied with
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arrows, with nolten netal and, economically, with the fire-spewi ng cannon of the Eldren. W fought
bravely, Arjavh and | |eading the defenders and, whenever they sighted ne, the warriors of
Humanity screaned for vengeance and died striving for the privilege of slaying ne.

We fought side by side, like brothers, Arjavh and I, but our Eldren warriors were tiring and,
after a week of constant barrage, we began to realise that we could not rmuch | onger hold back that
tide of steel

That night we sat together after Ernmizhad had gone to bed. W massaged our aching nuscles and we
spoke little.

Then | said: 'We shall all be dead soon, Arjavh. You and |I. Erm zhad. The rest of your folk.'

He continued to dig his fingers into his shoulder, kneading it to |oosen it. 'Yes,' he said.
" Soon. '

I wanted himto raise the subject that was on the tip of nmy tongue, but he would not.

The next day, scenting our defeat, the warriors of Humanity came at us with greater vigour than
ever. The Firedrakes were brought in closer and began steadily to bonbard the main gates.

| saw Rol dero, nounted on his great black horse, directing the operation and there was sonething
about his stance that made

e realise that he was sure he woul d break our defences that

| turned to Arjavh who stood beside me on the wall and | was about to speak when several of the

Fi redrakes booned in uni son. The bl ack netal shook, the shot screaned fromtheir snouts, hit the
mai n gates, which were of nmetal and split the |eft one down the middle. It did not fall, but it

was so badly weakened that one nore cannonade would bring it conpletely down.

"Arjavh!" | yelled. 'W nust break out the ol d weapons. W nust armthe Eldren!’

H s face was pal e, but he shook his head.

"Arjavh! W must! Another hour and we'll be driven off these battlenents! Another three and we'll
be overwhel med entirely!' He | ooked to where Roldero was directing the cannoneers and this tine he
did not renponstrate. He nodded. 'Very well. | agreed that you woul d deci de. Cone.'

He I ed me down the steps.
I only hoped he had not overestinmated their power.

Arjavh led ne to the vaults that lay at the core of the city. W noved al ong bare corridors of
pol i shed black marble, lighted by small bul bs which burned with a greenish light. W came to a
door of dark metal and he pressed a stud beside it. The door noved open and we entered an el evator
whi ch bore us yet further downwards

| was, again, astonished at the Eldren. They had deliberately given up all these nmarvel s because
of some strange sense of justice.

Then we stepped into a great hall full of weirdly wought machines that | ooked as if they had just
been nanufactured. They stretched for nearly half a nile ahead of us.

' These are the weapons,' said Arjavh hollowy.

Around the high walls were arranged hand-guns of various kinds, rifles and things that |ooked to
John Baker's eye like antitank weapons of sone sort. There were squad nachi nes on caterpillar
treads that really did ook like ultra-streamined tanks, with gl ass cabins and couches for a
single man to lie flat upon and operate the controls. | was surprised that there were no flying
machi nes of any ki nd-or none that | recognised as such. | nentioned this to Arjavh.
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"Flying machines! It would be interesting if such things could be invented. But | do not think it
is possible. W have never, in all our history, been able to develop a nachine that will safely
stay in the air for any length of tine.'

| was amazed at this strange gap in their technology, but | commented on it no further
' Now you have seen these fierce things,' he said, 'do you still feel you should use thenf'

But he doubtl ess thought such things were not famliar to ne. They were not so very different, in
general appearance, to the war nachi nes John Daker knew. And, in nmy dreans, | had seen much
stranger weapons.

"Let us ready them' | said to him
W returned to the surface and there instructed our warriors to bring the weapons up

Rol dero had smashed in one of our gates now and we had had to bring up cannon to defend it, but
the warriors of Humanity were beginning to press in and sone hand-to-hand fighting was goi ng on at
the approach to the gates.

Ni ght was beginning to fall. | hoped that, in spite of their gain, the human arny would fall back
at dark and give us the tine we needed. Through the gap in the gate | saw Roldero urging his nen
in. Doubtless he hoped to consolidate his advantage before nightfall.

| ordered nore nmen to the breach
Al ready | was beginning to doubt my own deci sion

Per haps Arjavh was right and it was crininal to |let the power of the ancient weapons | oose. But
then, | thought, what does it matter? Better destroy themand half the planet than |et them
destroy the beauty that was the El dren

| was forced to snmle at this reaction in nyself. Arjavh would not have approved of it. It was
alien to him such a thought.

| saw Roldero bring in nore nen to counter our forces and | swung into the saddl e of a nearhby
horse, spurring it towards the crucial breach

| drew ny poi son sword, Kanajana, and | voiced ny battle-cry-the battle-cry that only a short
while ago had urged the warriors | attacked into war! They heard it and, as | suspected, were
di sconcert ed.

I leapt ny horse over the heads of nmy own nmen and confronted Rol dero. He | ooked at ne in
astoni shrent and pulled his horse up short.

"Woul d you fight, Roldero?" | asked.
He shrugged. 'Aye. I'IIl fight you, traitor.'

And he rushed at ne with his reins |ooped over his armand both hands around the hilt of his great
sword. It whistled over ny head as | ducked.

Ever ywhere about us, beneath the broken walls of Loos Ptokai, human and El dren fought desperately
in the fading light.

Rol dero was tired, nmore tired than | was, but he battled valiantly on and | could not get through
his guard. His sword caught me a blow on nmy helnet and | reeled and struck back and caught himon
the helmet. My hel met stayed on, but his was half pulled off. He wenched it off all the way and
flung it aside. His hair had turned conpletely white since | had | ast seen hi m bareheaded.

H s face was flushed and his eyes bright, his |lips drawn back over his teeth. He tried to stab his
sword through ny visor, but | ducked under the blow and he fell forward in his saddle and
brought up nmy sword and drove it down into his breastbone.
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He groaned and then his face lost all its anger and he gasped: 'Now we can be friends again,
Erekosé . . .' and he died.
| 1 ooked down at himas he coll apsed over the neck of his sword. | renmenbered his kindness, the

wi ne he had brought ne to help ne sleep, the advice he had tried to give me. And | renenbered him
pushing the dead king fromhis saddle. Yet, Count Roldero was a good man. A good man forced by
history to do evil

Hi s bl ack horse turned and began to canter back towards the count's distant pavilion.

I raised my sword in salute and then shouted to the humans who fought on. 'Look, warriors of
Humani ty! Look! Your War Chanpion is defeated!’

The sun was setting.

The warriors began to withdraw, [ooking at me in hatred as | |laughed at them but not daring to
attack ne while the bl oody sword Kanaj ana was in my hand.

One of themdid call back, however.

"W are not | eaderless, Erekosé, if that is what you think. W have the Queen to send us into
battle. She has cone to be wi tness of your destruction tonorrow'

| olinda was with the besiegers!

| thought swiftly and then yelled: 'Tell your mistress to cone tonorrow to our walls. Come at dawn
to parley!'

Through the night we worked to reinforce the gate and to position the newfound weapons. They were
rai sed wherever they would fit and the Eldren soldiers were armed with the handweapons.

I wondered if lolinda would get the nessage and, if she did get it, whether she would deign to
cone.

She came. She cane with her remaining marshals in all their proud panoply of war. That panoply
seened so insignificant now, against the power of the ancient Eldren weapons.

We had set one of the new cannon pointing up at the sky so that we could denonstrate its fearfu
potenti al .

lolinda's voice drifted up to us.

Greetings, Eldren-and greetings to your human pet. Is he a well-trained pet now?

Geetings, lolinda,' |I said, showing ny face. 'You begin to show your father's penchant for poor
insults. Let's waste no further tine.

"I amalready wasting tine,' she said. 'W are going to destroy you all today.'

Perhaps not,' | said. 'For we offer you a truce-and peace.'

| ol i nda | aughed al oud. ' You offer us peace, traitor! You should be begging for peace-though you'l
get none!'

‘I warn you, lolinda,' | shouted desperately. 'I warn you all. W have fresh weapons. Wapons
whi ch once canme near to destroying this whole Earth! Watch!'

| gave the order to fire the giant cannon
An El dren warrior depressed a stud on the controls.

There canme a hunming fromthe cannon and all at once a trenendous blinding bolt of golden energy
gouted fromits snout. The, heat alone blistered our skins and we fell back, shielding our eyes.
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Horses shrieked and reared. The marshals' faces were grey and their nmouths gaped. They fought to
control their nmounts. Only lolinda sat firmy in her saddle, apparently calm

"That is what we offer you if you will not have peace,' | shouted. 'W have a dozen like it and
there are others that are different, but as powerful, and we have hand-cannon which can kill a
hundred nen at a sweep. Wat say you now?'

I olinda raised her face and stared directly up at ne.
"W fight,' she said.

"lolinda,' | pleaded. 'For our old |ove-for your own sake- do not fight. W will not harmyou. You
can go hone, all of you, and live in security for the rest of your lives. | nean it.'

"Security!' she laughed bitterly. 'Security, while such weapons as these exist!"'
"You nust believe nme, lolinda!'

"No,' she said, 'Humanity will fight to the end and, because the Good One favours us, doubtless we
will win. We are pl edged to wage war on sorcery and there was never greater sorcery than what we
have seen today.'

"It is not sorcery. It is science. It is only |ike your cannon, but nore powerful.'
"Sorcery!' Everyone was nurnuring it now. They were like primtives, these fools.

"I'f we continue to fight,' | said, '"it will be a fight to the finish. The Eldren would prefer to
I et you go, once this battle is won. But if we win, | intend to clean the planet of your kind,
just as you swore you would do to the Eldren. Take the chance. A peace! Be sane.'

"W will die by sorcery,' she said, 'if we have to. But we will die fighting it.'
I was too weary to continue. 'Then let us finishit," | told her.

| ol i nda wheel ed her horse away and, with her marshals in her wake, galloped back to order the
at t ack.

I did not see lolinda perish. There were so nany that perished that day.

They came and we nmet them They were hel pl ess agai nst our weapons. Energy spouted fromthe guns
and seared into their ranks. W all felt pain as we fired the howing waves of force which swept
across them and destroyed them turning proud nmen and beasts to bl ackened rubble.

W did as they had predicted we woul d do. W destroyed themall.
| pitied themas they cane on, the creamof Humanity's menfol k.

It took an hour to destroy a million warriors.

One hour.

When the extermination was over, | was filled with a strange enotion which I could not, then and
cannot now define. It was a mxture of grief, relief and triunph. | nourned for |olinda. She was
somewhere there in the heap of blackened bone and snoul dering flesh. One piece of ruined neat
anong many, her beauty gone in the sane instant as her life. At least, | thought, that m ght be
sonet hi ng.

And it was then that | made ny final decision. O did |, indeed, make it at all? Was it not what |

had been neant to do?

O was it the crime | had nmentioned earlier? Was this the crime | conmtted that doonmed ne to be
what | was?

Was | right?
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In spite of Arjavh's constant antagonismto ny plan, | ordered the nmachi nes out of Loos Ptoka
and, rmounted in one of them ordered them overl and.

This is what | did:

Two nonths before |I had been responsible for winning the cities of Mernadin for Humanity. Now
reclaimed themin the nane of the Eldren

| reclained themin a terrible way. | destroyed every human bei ng occupyi ng them
A week and we were at Paphanaal where the fleets of mankind lay at anchor in the great harbour

| destroyed those fleets as | destroyed the garrison-nmen, wonen and chil dren perished. None were
spar ed.

And then, for many of the machi nes were anphibious, | led the Eldren across the sea to the Two
Conti nents, though Arjavh and Erm zhad were not with ne.

These cities fell-Noonos of the jewel-studded towers fell. Tarkar fell. The wondrous cities of the
wheat | ands, Stal aco, Cal odenmi a, Mboros and N nadoon, all fell. Wednma, Shilaal, Sinaan and others
fell, crunbling in an inferno of gouting energy. They fell in a few hours.

In Necranal, the pastel-coloured city of the nmountain, five million citizens died and all that was
| eft of Necranal was the scorched, snoking nountain itself.

But | was thorough. Not nmerely the great cities were destroyed. Villages were destroyed. Hanmlets
were destroyed. Towns and farnms were destroyed.

| found some people hiding in caves. The caves were destroyed.
| destroyed forests where they mght flee. | destroyed stones that they m ght creep under

I woul d doubtl ess have destroyed every blade of grass if Arjavh had not conme hurrying over the
ocean to stop ne.

He was horrified at what | had done. He begged ne to stop
| stopped.
There was no nore killing to do.

We made our way back to the coast and we paused to | ook at the snoul deri ng nount ai nside that had
been Necr anal

"For one woman's wrath,' said Prince Arjavh, 'and another's |love, you did this?

I shrugged. 'I do not know. | think I did it for the only kind of peace that will last. | know ny
race too well. This Earth would have been for ever rent by strife of sone kind. | had to decide
who best deserved to live. |If they had destroyed the El dren, they would have soon turned on each
other, as you know. And they fight for such enpty things, too. For power over their fellows, for a

baubl e, for an extra acre of land that they will not till, for possession of a woman who doesn't
want them . '
"You speak in the present tense,' Arjavh said quietly. 'Really, Erekosé&, | do not think you know

yet what you have done.'
| sighed. '"But it is done,' | said.

"Yes,' he murnured. He gripped ny arm 'Cone, friend. Back to Mernadin. Leave this stink behind.
Erm zhad awaits you.'

I was an enpty man, then, bereft of emption. | followed himtowards the river. It nmoved sluggishly
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now. It was choked with black dust.

"I think | didright," |I said. "It was not ny will, you know, but sonething else. |I think it m ght
have been what | was really brought here to do. There are forces, | think, whose nature we shal
never know, can only dreamof. | think it was another will than nmine which dragged me here-not

Ri genos. Rigenos, like me, was a puppet-a tool used, as | was used. It was fated that Hunmanity
shoul d die on this planet.

"It is better that you think that,' he said. 'Come now. Let us go hone.'

EPI LOGUE

The scars of that destruction have healed now, as | end ny chronicle.

| returned to Loos Ptokai to wed Erm zhad, to have the Eldren secret of immortality conferred upon
me, to brood for a year or two until ny brain cleared.

It is clear now | feel no guilt for what | did. | feel nore certain than ever that it was not ny
deci si on.

Perhaps that is nadness? Perhaps | have rationalised nmy guilt? If so, | amat one with ny nadness,
it does not tear ne in two as ny dreans used to. | have those dreans rarely these days.

So we are here, the three of us-Erm zhad, Arjavh and |I. Arjavh is undisputed ruler of the Earth,

an Eldren Earth, and we rule with him

We cleansed this Earth of human kind. | amits last representative. And in so doing | feel that we
knitted this planet back into the pattern, allowed it to drift, at last, harnoniously with a
har moni ous Uni verse. For the Universe is old, perhaps even older than I, and it could not tolerate

the humans who broke its peace.
Did | do right?
You nust judge for yourself, wherever you are.

For ne, it is too late to ask that question. | have sufficient control, nowadays, never to ask it.
The only way in which I could answer it would involve destroying nmy own sanity.

One thing puzzles ne. If, indeed, Time is cyclic, in some manner, and the Universe we know will be
born again to turn another long cycle, then Humanity will one day arise again, sonehow, on this
Earth and ny adopted people will disappear fromthe Earth, or seemto

And if you are hunman who read this, perhaps you know Perhaps ny question seens naive and you are
at this monent | aughing at nme. But | have no answer. | can inmagi ne none.

| amnot to be the father of your race, human, for Ernmizhad and | cannot produce children
Then how shall you cone again to disrupt the harnony of the Universe?

And will | be here to receive you. WIIl | become your hero again or will | die with the Eldren
fighting you?

O will | die before then and be the | eader who brings disrupting humanity to Earth? | cannot say.
Whi ch of the nanmes will | have next tine you call?

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

But how long can it last?

Oh, how long can it last?
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