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By Jofin Bloodstone



ofast @ags o/ g/zronas

g; After five years of slavery Garthanas, the Hamarian
g) Sword, returned to find that he had been deserted by

his sweetheart and betrayed by his best friend. He

Thamas 1, ruler of Thronas and oppressor of Hamar,

lived for revenge only, and to that end he dared to %
cross the star-sea in the mysterious god-ship, relic
of the forgotten past, and protector of the tyrant §
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The goldzn years are dead and
cold

Ard gone are the Hamar Kings
of old,

W hen Thronas was their own.

Who hears the magic song of
Ui,

Whoever shall great Thar be-
hold? —

Who held loved Cernath's
bridge, alone . . .

THEY were singing it now,
just as he had heard it sung
along the great canals—not
openly so that they could be iden-
tified—but in isolated groups lost
from view among the smouldering
rubble of the shattered town. The
Thronasian guards stalked through
the ruins searching for slaves to
take back with them, and they pre-
tended not to hear the ghostly
murmur of it rising over the land
like the voice of a murdered race
sounding hollowly out of its tomb.
It was a forbidden song, but it
could never be stopped. And they
feared it. In other days he might
have laughed at those imperial
egotists clanking pompously about
in their battle harness and trying
not to appear impressed by the
distant warning of the defeated
Hamarians. But now he clenched
his big fists and was pleasantly
aware of corded muscles rippling
along his heavy forearms. He
hated. But it was more than the
mere troops of Emperor Thamas I
that he hated. Especially today.

The Empire and the ramparts

fell

Whete Muthark’s ancient tem-

ples knell

The death-song of old glory,

Where nevermore the golden

swell

Of temple voices will retell

Great Melthas’ ancient story...

Humming it rather dispiritedly
to himself—it was more to steady
his taut nerves than anything else
—he walked onward, trying to be
unobtrusive, which was difficult in
view of his apparent size and
strength and the convict's slave
brand on his forehead, cancelled
though it was by the neat little
cross that told he had served his
time and was free.

Free? For what? Vengeance?
Who could inflict vengeance upon
the gods? Or was that the only
thing left to sustain him? He had
heard much to disturb him, and
now he was coming home to find
out if the worst of it were true.
Derkalas, his old friend and battle
companion, co-leader of the revo-
lutionaries, could never have done
to him what they told him he had
done. He had to find out. Here was
the home of Derkalas. It might be
in ruins, but Derkalas might be
alive, or his wife and children.

Grimly, he stalked through the
rubbled streets and tried not to be
recognized by the fleeing survivors
as they passed him. Yet he heard
his name mentioned behind his
back.

“Garthanas!”
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It- was always the same. Men,
women and children would hurry
through the narrow streets toward
him and avert their eyes. Once
they had passed, the little explo-
sion of whispered comment would
start. But when he would glance
back at them they would turn their
heads away and hurry onward.

He suppressed an inclination to
grin about it. They were following
the pattern of the old days, still
trying to conceal his identity from
the authorities, yet taking courage
by his presence. Well, it was no
longer necessary to conceal him.
The authorities knew ail about him
and he had served his time, al-
though he might have escaped and
let Derkalas serve. Instead, he had
covered him and taken the rap,
himself, because Derkalas was
married and had two children.

“Garthanas!”

The fair-haired and fair-com-
plexioned Hamarians, the exiled
race, were still saying his name.
His was a darker skin than theirs.
He was a mixture, but they hailed
him as their chief, their only sym-
bol of hope and pride under the
shadow of mighty Thronas.

However, the greatest shadow of
all was that which had given the
Muthark Dynasty its power to con-
quer the House of Hamar, It was
that dreaded and hated thing
which hovered even now in the
sky, looking back on its cruel work
of destruction. His eyes narrowed
as he loocked up at it, and again
his fists clenched.

There it was like a yellow egg in
the sky, waiting for its cargo of
warriors and slaves. The Golden
Ship! The only link between this
little world of Hamardeen and
great, broad Thronas, thrice its
size. The Golden Ship from no-
where that was the home of a
metal god who answered only
Thamas, the Emperor.

How fight a thing like that!

“Garthanas is back! Back from
the canals! He walks free in the
land again!”’

He walked onward, quickening
his pace, angered at fate. If only
the gods might give him the confi-
dence that his appearance gave to
his chosen people! But the well-
spring of faith and belief in the
promise of life was a pool of dust.
Hamar reduced to an exiled col-
ony. His best friend, Derkalas, per-
haps a traitor to him. And Carthis!
She whose black hair was like the
curtain that held the stars, with
eyes that were pools of night that
held the answer to his youthful
dreams. Surely the stories he had
heard could not be true. He had to
find her and take her in his arms
again and know that what had sus-
tained him through five years of
labor on the canals was still there
in her beart.

The people who called his name
perhaps did not know that the
source of his strength was Carthis.
Without her—

BRUPTLY, a smail group of
imperial guards burst upon
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his path from the ruins of a large
building. They were pushing be-
fore thein a group of haif a dozen
Hamarians — two young women,
one yong man, an old man, and two
teen-aged boys. Following in their
wake was a blind beggar priest,
one of those outcast mendicants
who worshipped the forbidden, in-
visible god, Jehnthavas. He was
muttering strange words after
them, which no one paid any at-
tention to.

Garthanas stopped in the middle
of the narrow street, a tall, broad-
shouldered figure, tattered, dark-
visaged, battle-scarred. The slave
brand on his forehead glistened in
the pale light of the distant sun,
but his brown eyes glistened with
an inner fire of their own as he
watched the scene before him.
Those refugees who had hurried
past hun stopped to look back.
Those who had entered the narrow
street ahead of him paused to see
what would happen.

There were four guards, sturdy,
well-fed emissaries from Muthark.
They were beating the older man
who tried to argue with them, and
his head was bleeding. One of the
boys was limping, holding a bleed-
ing knee, but they pushed him on-
ward so that he would fall, and
they would kick him, forcing him
to get to his feet again. His young
mother, at his side, was crying and
trying to help, all the while she
called upon her household gods to
rescue them.

Suddenly, she saw Garthanas

standing there, and in her despera-
tion she called out to him. She
lunged forward, saying his name,
and fell at his feet, clutching his
legs, begging for aid. Then, just as
suddenly, she realized what she
had done. In the eyes of her people
it was a selfish thing, to bring offi-
cial attention to bear on Garthan-
as. She caught her breath and
looked up at his face. And he
looked back at her without expres-
sion, with those constantly narrow-
ed eyes which none could fathom.

There was a deathly silence in
the narrow, dusty street.

He looked up at the sky. The
Golden Ship, fortunately, was just
out of sight beyond the broken line
of the buildings. Hamarians stood
at both ends of the street. And
there were four guards.

They looked him over, startled
at first, for they had only heard of
his fame. This was their first en-
counter with him in the flesh.
Quickly, they regained their com-
posure and confidence, feeling the
muscles in their legs that were ac-
customed to a world of much
heavier gravity. Garthanas had
spent years on the smaller world
of Hamardeen.

But they forgot the canals—the
years of straining at barge lines
and drag scoops. That was a grav-
ity of another kind—and Garthan-
as had been born and raised on
Thronas, the greater planet, More-
over, there were certain natural
endowments of size and strength—
and prowess gained in years of
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battle,

But a freed convict-slave was on
probation. One more violation was
death.

The guards laughed at him. And
the Hamarians hung their heads.

“So this is the great Garthanas!”
cried the officer in charge of the
detail. “The champion of the Ham-
arians!” He spat upon the ground
and sneered. “It is too bad you are
not a true Hamarian—too bad you
have served your slave term. It
would be good sport to take you
back to the palaces of Muthark!”

“Or perhaps he would care to
offend us,” said another guard, pok-
ing his companion with an elbow,
“so that we’d have an excuse!”

The officer in charge sobered.
He signalled to his men. “Come!”
he ordered. “We’ve no time to
stand here and talk to beggars!”
Whersupon he shoved the wound-
ed old man forward and they be-
gan to proceed onward.

But Garthanas stood in their
way, legs spread apart, staring
them down with his narrowed eyes.

Astounded, the guard officer
stopped, and his men stopped be-
hind him. “Out of the way, harle-
quin! You tempt me!” e drew his
sword.

Garthanas did not move.

“Well? Have you lost your
tongue?”
Finally, Garthanas spoke, in

low, rumbling tones. “You will let
them go,” he said.

This might be death for him
later, perhaps, but the courage of

the people was worth it. They were"
watching. A legend could not die
here in the dust of afternoon. He,
as an individual, did not matter.
Especially if Derkalas had run
away with Carthis, taking the revo-
lutionary army’s gold. In bitterness
and hate, somehow, there was
strength.

The blank expressions on the
faces of the four guards suddenly
changed to incredulity, then open
amusement. They laughed again.
The officer raised his sword to
strike. The young woman beside
Garthanas screamed.

Garthanas had appeared to be
slow, which was what really dis-
armed the guards. Now he moved
almost too swiftly for the eye. In
one flash of movement, he broke
the arm of the officer and grasped
his sword. In the next instant, one
Thronasian soldier was run
through, while the officer scream-
ed with pain, looking aghast at
the compound fracture — uncom-
prehendingly.

The ensuing battle was quickly
over. He kicked under their
thrusts, parried, thrust, broke them
down and killed them. The cfficer
shouted an alarm, but Garthanas
struck him a blow across his neck
with the back of his hand that
broke his voice and choked him.
He fell, smothering and bleeding to
death.

He stood there for a moment,
while the young mother kissed his
bloodied hand. Then he made a
signal to the watching Hamarians,
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which they knew, of old. The dead
bodies were dragged out of sight
and covered with rubble inside the
broizen buildings. The living scat-
tered in grateful silence, refreshed
by the living proof of their sacred
legznd.

“Carthanas walks again in the
lard?”

He walked onward, but he won-
dered how long it would be now
before they caught up with him—
the authorities. Or perhaps the eye
of the metal god in the Golden
Ship had seen him, after all.

Someone had taken the sword
from him, for safe keeping. He
could not carry weapons now, ac-
cording to law. Behind him he
heard the blind beggar mumbtling
in his beard. The old seer was fol-
lowing his lonely footsteps, but he
ignored the fact. ...

E KNEELED in the rubble

inside the roofless house,
holding Derkalas’ wife in his arms
and iooking upon her dead face.
Young, beautiful, betrayed, and
left to die. Her two children lay
sprawled on their faces, bodies
broken by falling beams—gone
from the living world.

The blind, mendicant priest
knew, somehow. Hz was praying
almost inaudibly. Garthanas look-
ed up slowly as a man stepped into
the enclosure — a dust covered
Hamarian, He had bzen runmning,
and now he was trying to catch
his breath.

“Garthanas! They told me you

were here—"

He got to his feet swiftly and
came to the man, grasping him
roughly by the arms in a crushing
grip. His eyes were still narrowed
as ever, but his dry lips parted,
showing even white teeth, and
when he spoke the teeth still re-
mained clamped together.

“Where did he go!” he demand-
ed. “And where is Carthis?”

“Gone! Years ago. It’s all true,
Garthanas, I swear it! He and
Carthis went, and with the money
they bribed a passage on the Gold-
en Ship. It is said they are on
Thronas — even in Muthark, it-
self ..

Garthanas stood there holding
onto his old acquaintance, pene-
trating his eyes and his mind and
his heart. He knew it was true—
had known it all along. But he had
wanted to have it verified by one
of the old school, one who would
not have reason to tell him lies.

Suddenly, he released his grip
with a slight shove and looked up
at the sky. Still there was no Gold-
en Ship in sight. He, too, wanted a
passage on it, back to Thronas and
to the sprawling, power-glutted im-
perial city of Muthark., But how
obtain it without money, and with
these glaring scars on his fore-
head?

“If vou need a place to get or-
ganized again—" began the other
man, but was interrupted by a
sign from Garthanas.

“Not now,” said the
“Leave me alone.”

latiter.
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The Hamarian hesitated, wist-
fully, but after reading Garthanas’
grim face he thought better of ar-
guing. He turned slowly and left,
quite oblivious of the blind beggar
priest.

Garthanas and the beggar stood
there in the afternoon. From afar
they heard the continuing song of
the Hamarians:

The gods look down and are

alone

W here Hamar never shall atone

For Muthark’s deadly thrust.

Their dreams of old we, too,

have known,

But we are flesh and they are

stone,

And Yesterday is dust . ..

Garthanas clenched his fists
hard. The cords of his neck stood
out and his lips parted again to
reveal his gleaming white teeth
clenched together. He groaned
aloud. And he cursed, shouting at
the sky.

“The gods are stone and all is
lies! Lies! Lies! Lies!”

“All but one” answered the
blind man, “Who is not of stone,
but of all things. And of all truth.”

Garthanas whirled about and
grasped the other’s frail arms and
shook him. “This, too, is a lie!” he
exclaimed. “What is your god if
he leaves you blind, aged fool!”

Surprisingly, the beggar showed
no fear. He said, “This is but proof
of His greater wisdom. He leaves
His servant blind so that he may
see the light that shines in dark-
ness.”

Garthanas looked at the other's
unseeing eyes. He had to admit
that some courage not borrowed
from legend was buoying his spirit
up.

“Give me one truth,” he said to
the beggar, “and I will conquer
Thronas.”

“Jehnthavas is truth”

Garthanas threw the old man
into the dirt. “You lie! There is no
truth but power and wealth and
influence. Up there in Muthark
lies the only truth, Power! The
sword of might! It is the only
answer!”

From the dust and rubble, the
ragged priest answered, “You,
Garthanas, are the only sword of
your people. Do not desert them
for private vengeance.”

Silence. Garthanas stood there
looking at him and at Derkalas’
dead wife and children, whom he
planned to burn that night, so that
their souls might escape cleanly
from the flesh before it rotted and
became food for scavenger feather-
beetles and thousand-legged
snakes.

“If your god hides not wisdom
only in his bowels,” grumbled
Garthanas, “then let him speak
one word of guidance. If I am the
Hamarian Sword, then let him be
concerned and tell me. What shall
I do?”

The priest was silent, and Gar-
thanas laughed. “Pray to your
beard, old prophet of lies!” He
started away in search of faggots
for the funeral pyre, but the priest
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stopped him.

“Find you the true mother of
your blood,” he said, “and Hamar
shall be free”

Garthanas tensed, with an
awareness of the hair prickiing at
the base of his neck. Of all the un-
expected, uncanny—

“You lie again,” he argued lame-
ly. “I knew my mother and my
father, long ago. They are dead.”

He walked away, but the
scarred, blind eyes of the mendi-
cant were before him.

FT\HARLANTHIS — the most

picturesque town on Hamar-
deen—colonial resort of Throna-
sian nobility, headquarters for
imperial authority. It was also the
perennial location of the main
colonial garrison.

Garthanas looked at the town
over a jug of liquor, from his van-
tage point at a table on the stone
veranda of the Imperial, a cheap,
tradesman’s tavern with a ludi-
crously inapplicable name. He had
not been known to drink, but now
he was indulging. In fact, he was
successfully drunk.

The waiters knew him, and the
lower class Hamarian customers
had at least heard of him half their
lives. For the benefit of those who
might not be duly informed be-
cause of their relatively recent de-
portation to Hamardeen, Kurdas,
the proprietor, whispered his fame
among the tables.

But was this that same Garthan-
as who had led the revolution at

the side of his warrior friend,
Derkalas, and succeeded in wiping
out the imperial forces on the
planet only five years ago? Was
this the legendary incarnation of
the Hamar Kings, of old? Was this
lonely, slave-marked, drinking vag-
abond their sharp-edged Hamarian
Sword?

And how was he to pay for his
drinks?

There were some who guaran-
teed Kurdas the price of the
drinks. They recalled the days
when Garthanas had provided
miraculously for thousands of
starving victims of imperial usury
by ransacking the imperial supply
houses under the spear-guns of the
Thronasian guards.

Garthanas shut them all from
his mind. He was busy drinking in
the town with his eyes—and re-
membering. Up there among the
hills were the gleaming villas of
Thronasian nobility who often
visited Tharlanthis, seeking its
tropical warmth after a cold sea-
son at home under the darker skies
of Thronas. On the slopes was the
stone-walled town with its white
stone houses and little, flowering
roof gardens and scarlet and pur-
ple climbing vines. And below,
marking the beginning of the equa-
torial plains, was the great Thamas
Canal, named after the present
Emperor, wider than the town and
reaching north to the polar seas.
Three generations of Hamarian
slaves had built it. Far out on its
muddied surface he could see a
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gray-backed shalus towing a barge.
The Golden Ship had transported
even these great beasts from
Thronas.

What would Thronas do without
that single, Golden Ship and its
miraculous metal god?

But he went back to remember-
ing. It was here that he had spent
the happiest and most triumphant
six months of his life. After the
bloody defeat of the imperial
forces, he and Derkalas had estab-
lished themselves here and re-
ceived the reward of kings from
the victorious Hamarians. And it
was here that he had met Carthis
—Carthis the dancing girl, who for
some mysterious reason would
marry no man, but who loved him
passionately. There had been
nights here under the two moons
of Hamardeen, beside the canal—

He called for another drink and
the waiter brought it without ques-
tioning. And hurried away again.
Those narrowed, brooding eyes
proclaimed to the world that he
was to be left alone.

But Derkalas had run away with
Carthis, taking the people’s hidden
gold with them. They were un-
doubtedly on Thronas, and he had
to follow them. He had to see
Carthis once more, at least, before
he died. But the authorities had
laughed in his face when he asked
for passage on the Golden Ship.

Sometimes he wished the Thro-
nasians had executed him instead
of giving him only five years of
slavery. But they had been too

clever to give the Hamarians a
martyr to remember. They had
treated him like some petty crim-
inal, contemptuously setting him
free with a slave-convict’s brand
on his forehead. He had lived
through it all for Carthis, and now
she was gone.

He cilenched a fist and softly
banged the table top, glaring at the
canal. Damn! Why did his strength
lie with a woman? Was there noth-
ing else?

Yes, Perhaps there was. Hate was
a reliable elixir—and a thirst for
power. Vengeance and power lay
in Muthark, on Thronas. Unless he
could get there—

“Hey—ryou!”

He looked up slowly to see a
Thronasian officer standing before
him. The insignia of his harness
proclaimed that he was only a
sagranus, having command over
twenty men, but he acted like a
gold-harnessed mogrus who dic-
tated to five thousand. He was big,
heavy, but soft. He even had pink
cheecks, which was rare for the
usually dusky-hued Thronasians.

“You are Garthanas, are you
not?”

Garthanas was aware of a sud-
den silence on the veranda. Many
faces watched him.

“Well? Are you too timid to
speak?”

Garthanas slowly took another
drink from his jug. Then he said,
“What do you want?”

“I want you to accompany me to
headquarters. You are wanted for
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‘questicning in connection with the
disappearance of four imperial
guards.”

Garthanas studied the other in
silence, still holding his liquor jug.

“Well? Are you a man of sense,
or do I prod you along like a calan-
thus?” The officer began to draw
his sword.

“Where are your twenty men?”
asked Garthanas, with a slow, care-
less drawl, his eyes narrowing
enough to appear sleepy.

“Listen to the egotist!” exclaim-
ed the Thronasian. “Since when
does it take more than one im-
‘perial guard to bring in a convict-
slave?”

The contents of the jug of liquor
were in the guard’s face almost be-
fore he finished speaking. Garthan-
as moved his feet and flexed his
powerful legs in one smooth move-
ment, causing the officer to fall
backwards onto the flagstones of
the veranda. The customers jump-
ed to their feet in the midst of a
startled cry. Kurdas, the fat pro-
prietor, prayed aloud to his gods,
beseeching them to protect his es-
tablishment from violence.

The twenty men appeared from
their hiding places and ran for-
ward, surrounding Garthanas with
drawn swords. One of the swords’
points rested at the base of Gar-
thanas’ neck. Some of the guards
helped their outraged officer to his
feet.

Garthanas calmly removed the
sword point from the region of his
neck and got up, towering above

most of them. “Now I will go.” he
said, “since you show me the rour-
tesy of a more worthy escort.”

The officer in charge almost
screamsad in his rage as he wired
the liquor off his face with a towel
hastily brought to him by a waiter,
“You live only because my orders
are to bring you in alive!” he
shouted.

Garthanas ignored him znd
walked toward Kurdas. He stop-
ped before him and his usually in-
scrutable face softened into a
smile of amusement as he regarded
the trembling little man. He teok
time to brush a few crumbs of food
from the other’s forearm.

“My friend,” he said, “return the
money of your generous cusicraess.
Garthanas pays his debts—even
for the poorest liquor.”

HEY marched through the
narrow, twisting streets of
Tharlanthis, and the watching
Hamarians were proud to sce that
every guard had his sword drawn
at the back of their former leader.
Garthanas was thinking about
what lay ahead. Death? Or, if the
gods were with him, a trip to Thro-
nas in the Golden Ship. Even as a
prisoner it would be worth it—-to
get to that dark planet. But the
chances were very slim.
Suddenly, their path was block-
ed by a herd of calanthii, stupid,
long-haired, four-horned beasts of
burden also imported from Thro-
nas. They came two abreast, their
ponderous bulk filling the width of
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the street, and behind them were
many more. On one of them, seat-
ed between the great horns, was
the herd master, a young, bare-
chested Hamarian of perhaps twen-
ty years who recognized Garthan-
as at once.

While the Thronasian guards
shouted commands at the herd
master, the latter’s eyes met those
of their prisoner. And he knew his
message had carried.

When the lead calantkus lower-
ed its great head, Garthanas
sprang to its back—and the herd
charged down upon the guards.
Garthanas ran across the backs of
the calanthii and leaped into the
air toward a rooftop. He caught the
stony edge, roughened by the bark
of vines since removed, and pulled
himself over. He looked back, then
ducked just in time to avoid an
arrow from one of the bowmen.
When he looked again, the bow-
man was gone out of sight under-
neath the herd. Much to his satis-
faction, the cooperative young
herdsman had taken to cover.

Garthanas ran across the de-
serted roof garden and leaped into
the bushes at the back of the
house. Then he took to the hills,
where the imperial villas frowned
down upon him. At least, he
thought, the Hamarians had not
forgotten him. They, too, knew
how to pay their debts.

But this was the garrison head-
quarters of the whole colonial
planet. It would not take long be-
fore a small army of imperial

guards would be on his trail. Sad-
denly, he stopped to look at the
sky. He saw the Golden Ship. It
was very near, hovering over him,
following his course. The metal
god was indicating to his pursuers
where he was!

Alone up there in the sky, with-
out any men inside, the great ship,
capable of carrying several thou-
sand passengers across the great,
dark distances between planets,
maneuvered itself around with un-
mistakable signs of efficient intel-
ligence. What other answer than
that there was a hidden god inside
it? He had traveled on it once,
from Thronas to Hamardeen, and
there was a forbidden section
which no man could enter, not
even the highest Thronasian officer
or priest. Some had tried and died
for their pains.

Now here it was above him,
trailing him silently, relenilessly,
taunting him. The single, coveted
key to Muthark’s power. He trem-
bled, not with fear, but in his frus-
tration. He swore, spat upon the
ground, knowing how futile a ges-
ture it was. But all was futility
now.

He ran onward, up the slopes
toward the greatest villa of all.
And the Golden Ship followed
with consummate ease. Bzhind
him he could hear the shouts of
soldiers. The garrison was out to
get him, and his time was running
out.

He was drawing near to the
great villa, which had been built
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a generation ago by Muthark V,
the father of Thamas I — but
neither emperor had ever visited
it. Only certain great noblemen
close to the imperial house had
come here and enjoyed its extrava-
gant luxuries. But it always had
its complement of guards. Soon
they would be attracted by the
shouting from below—or eventu-
ally by the Golden Ship, itself.

But Garthanas knew that villa.
He and Derkalas and his family
and Carthis had stayed there for
many wonderful months, and he
was very familiar with its defenses
and its passages and rooms. There
were secret rooms, perhaps no
longer known to even the present
emperor, Thamas I — and there
were escape tunnels . ..

When he came up under the
walls he unhesitatingly began scal-
ing them, taking advantage of gen-
erous toecholds between the great
stones, plus an occasional vine. He
could see the branches of trees
projecting over the top and he
knew that on the other side was
the garden and the artificial lake
—a rare thing on Hamardeen.

He topped the wall and took ad-
vantage of a large tree branch,
which he crawled along. Reaching
the shaded trunk, he paused to
peer down into the large garden.
There were the same, carefully
tended flower beds and the placid
lake with its floating islands of
scariet tendril blossoms. On a ter-
race above were the treliised ar-
cades, and beyond them, the

sprawling villa, itself,

He heard guards running. One of
them appeared directly below him.
Without hesitating, he leaped upon
him. It was a good twelve foot
drop, and the impact stunned the
sentry. He fell, and Garthanas pro-
cured his sword. The fellow stirred
under him and he struck him with
his fist, knocking him out. Then he
ran for the trellised arcade. Out-
side the walls, the garrison troops
were arriving. He could hear the
shouting of hundreds of them.

In the garden somewhere, a
guard must have spied him, be-
cause there was another kind of
shout, and he heard men running
toward him. He did not lock bach.
He sprinted up the broad, low
steps of the terrace and gained the
arcades. Immediately he found
himself in an embowered alcove, in
the center of which was a naked
woman.

He stopped and stared at her.
Then he chuckled, in spite of his
situation, because it was not ac-
tually a woman. It was a statue,
But it was the most perfect and
lifelike statue he had ever seen.
Sculptured exactly to human scale,
it was a likeness of a rather frail,
angelic type of woman who might
have been in her early twenties.
There was a virginal, almost sacred
aspect about this creation which
arrested his flight momentarily.
Done in modern technique, it was
painted, or dyed, with lifelike col-
ors, including the hair, which was
blond. And the eyes, looking at
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him as though they were alive,
were clear blue. She was a perfect
Hamarian type, which was a very
peculiar mystery, considering the
fact that this villa belonged to the
imperial house of the Thronasians.

But the most remarkable fea-
ture about it was the person who
had made it. He was certain the
sculptor was a man of—of truth!
That was it! He created what he
saw, without cheating either him-
self or nature. Both the subject
and the artist were people he
would like to meet.

But there would be no chance
for that now. Guards came from
all directions. Well, it was as geod
a place to die as any. They'd never
take him alive. Because Thronas
was out of the picture. They'd give
him the death sentence, here, on
Hamardeen. So rather than die in
disgrace he might as well go out
in one furious blaze of glory.

Above him, through the branch-
es of the vines over the trellises,
he could see the hovering bulk of
the Golden Ship. It made him mad
because it reminded him of Thro-
nas and Mutharle—which remind-
ed him of Derkalas, the traitor,
and Carthis, who cnce stood in this
very spot with him and vowed her
Jove.

The first guards to close with
him died before an avalanche of
rage incarnate. Then a particularly
magnificent specimen, a high rank-
ing officer in the prime of his life,
pushed through and held the
others back. His eyes gleamed in

triumph,

“So this is our renegade!” he
cried. “For years I have looked for-
ward to this meeting!” He bran-
dished his sword.

The other men stood back, sud-
denly smug, knowing what their
commander would do. And Gar-
thanas knew also, so he closed with
the other.

The man was a worthy oppo-
nent, in fact dangerous. And he
seemed to like his work. Garthan-
as might have liked it if they had
been alone, without hundreds more
to drag him down if he won.

Both of them were wounded and
the battle was getting hot when
there was an interruption. A Thro-
nasian nobleman stepped into the
alcove from behind a vine-covered
pillar where he had evidently been
concealed. The armed spectators
of the duel dropped to one knee
and bowed their heads. He raised
one hand to the fighters.

“One moment,” he said, quietly.

The officer lowered his sword
and also dropped to one knee, bow-
ing his head. “Down, you fool!” he
hissed at Garthanas, who still stood
there, legs apart, staring at the
newcomer.

The deference of the guards
could only mean that this was a
member of the ruling household,
itself. Imperial royalty. There was
only one such person, cther than
Thamas I, and that was the Em-
peror’s mysterious son, Adamas.
The young man did, in fact, wear
the irnperial medallion on his
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chest, of which there were only two
in existence.

So Adamas, Prince of Muthark,
had come to Hamardeen,

Garthanas still refused to kneel,
however. He had vowed never to
kneel to a Thronasian monarch,
because the symbology involved
was too significant. In bowing
there was defeat, and the only kind
of defeat he had ever anticipated
was death, itself.

He saw before him a pleasantly
featured man in his middle twen-
ties, of the dark complexion of the
Thronasians. He was somewhat
slight of build, but not particularly
soft—not soft in the way that
meant excessive indulgence in the
luxuries of the upper class. The
only softness was an identity with
the artistic, or the aesthetic—with-
out femininity. He was a man,
every inch, but definitely not of
the warrior type. Nor did he strike
Garthanas as being the sole heir
apparent to the mightiest imperial
throne in the history of Man. Yet
he was a man he could have liked,
if his father were not the Emperor,
himself.

Prince Adamas signalled all the
men to risz, and as they did so. the
officer with whom Garthanas had
been du=zling saluted with his
sword.

“Your Imperial Highness,” he
said, “forgive the disturbance, but
we are ordered to arrest this rene-
gade criminal, who is none other
than Garthanas, the man who —"

“I have heard of Garthanas,” in-

terrupted the prince. He was look-
ing the prisoner over speculative-
ly, with a strangely professional in-
terest.

“With your permission — "The
officer laid his hand roughly on
Garthanas’ arm.

“Tell me,” said the prince, “why
you chose to duel with the pris-
oner.”

“Your Highness, it has long been
my ambition—"

“It has been nothing of the
kind,” interrupted Adamas, smooth-
ly. “You are backed by hundreds
of men. You said your mission was
to capture Garthanas, to arrest
him, obviously for the purpose of
taking him to trial—which will
no doubt be a very brief proceed-
ing. Therefore, the only reason for
this duel is a taste for exhibition-
ism.”

The officer reddened, not daring
to make a retort. But several dozen
smiles of grim satisfaction appear-
ed on the faces of men behind him
who had been victims of his arro-
gance in the past.

“Your Highness, I-—"

The prince waved an imperial
hand. “You will leave the prisoner
alone with me,” he said. “I wish to
question him personally.”

“Alons!” exclaimed the officer.
“But I cannot permit myself the
dereliction of duty—"

“l have my own guards here,”
said Adamas, coldly. “I believe I
have expressed myself adequate-
ly?” His eyes flashed a warning,

Garthanas met the officer’s glare
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of hatred with narrowed eyes, but
his lips curled slightly in an
ainused grin,

“1 understand, your Highness,”
replied the officer, “but—may we
dizarm the prisoner?”

“Carthanas,” said the prince,
meeting his eyes cooily. “Would
you mind?”

Garthanas bowed mockingly,
from the waist only, and surren-
dered his sword to the officer.

“T'il get you for this!” the officer
hissed, close to his ear, as he took
the weapon from him. Then he
briskly saluted Prince Adamas,
whirled about, and marched off
with his men.

Adamas and Garthanas looked
up at the sky, as though thinking
the same thing at once. The Gold-
en Ship was still there, as though
it intended to remain there as long
as {aarthanas was present.

“Tell me,” said Adamas, as non-
chalantly as though he were talk-
ing to a fawning crowd of favor-
seckers at court, “why is it you al-
lowed this statue to defeat you. I
think you might have had a chance
to escape if you had not paused so
long to look at it.”

Garthanas knew the personal
guards of the prince were hidden
within earshot. Although he was
unarmed, he ecould have strangled
the prince in three seconds. But
perhaps the metal god in the Gold-
en Ship would blast him out of ex-
istence before he could try it. Then
on the other hand, he might not
want to try it if he had a chance,

because he liked the prince, in
spite of his political convictions.

“Well?” said Adamas, raising his
brows.

Garthanas looked at the statue
of the beautiful, frail young wom-
an. “Because,” he said, “it is truth
written in stone” As an after-
thought, he added, “And truth is
rare.”

“Aha!” Adamas fairly beamed
with sudden enthusiasm. “Do I
hear true wisdom? But wait—you
are drunk.”

“Yes, I am drunk, because all is
lies—except that statue.”

“And that is why you had to
stop long enough to study it?”

Garthanas wished he had an-
other drink. “That person lives
somewhere,” he said, referring to
the statue. “Do you know who she
is?”

Adamas nodded. “She is my sis-
ter.”

The shock of that served to open
Garthanas’ eyes wide, but only for
a moment, “How could shie be your
sister? She is a Hamarian. Besides,
no one knew this before. Why
should it be a secret that you have
a sister?”

“Fach race carries the blood of
the other in its veins. Sometimes
there are pure throw-backs to an
ancestor of opposite blood. That is
why the two worlds have seldom
heard of Yevea. My father des-
pises her, perhaps even more than
he despises me.”

Garthanas studied the prince
closely. “Despises you?”
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Adamas smiled. “I am afraid I
need a drink, myself, Will you join
me?”

Garthanas laughed. “You are
a strange prince of Muthark. Why
should you drink with a con-
demned enemy of the Empire?”

“Because—to do the unexpected
is refreshing to me. I will not be
bound by tradition and routine.
This is not exhibitionism. You
have your own goal to battle for,
I have mine. It is the battle of the
individual — for self-determina-
tion.”

“I can see that your father and
you could never see eye to eye.”

“What you may think of me
just now does not matter, I sup-
pose,” said Adamas, “but—" He
looked up quickly and stared at
Garthanas. “I really have some
very good reasons for wanting to
talk to you.” He smiled in his pe-
culiarly disarming way, a way Gar-
thanas liked, because he smiled
with his eyes as well as his mouth.
“Let’s go have our drinks ...”

The guards followed them both
at a distance along the trellised ar-
cades toward the villa, and the
Golden Ship hovered above the
place, motionlessly.

HE interior of the villa was

far from being what Garthan-
as had expected. The great halls
with their soaring archways and
polished stone floors echoed emp-
tily to their passing footsteps. The
usual crowd of courtiers and flat-
terers with their women and serv-

ants, the music and the continual
banqueting, so typical of the whole
debauched Empire—all these ele-
ments were missing. Prince Ada-
mas was obviously a recluse, pre-
ferring the grandeur and assurance
of this perfect solitude to all the
false friends, treacherous advisers
and flesh-yielding concubines with-
out souls that the Empire could
offer him. Moreover, the few serv-
ants he saw were not Hamarian
slaves. He was astounded to see
the long-haired, tentacled qulnii,
the humanoid creatures from
Thronas who were usually the
servants of slaves.

Prince Adamas was becoming
stranger by the minute!

They sat down at a heavy table
with a beautifully polished hard-
wood top. It was on a private little
veranda adjoining a room that had
been designed for the purpose of
dining and dancing. Now that
room had been cleared, and in its
center was a half finished statue
of heroic proportions. From what
he could see of it, Garthanas pre-
sumed the end product was going
to be a statue of a warrior. Ten im-
perial guards took up positions
around the walls of the room and
looked out the door onto the ver-
anda where they sat. A male
qulnus brought them liquor in
great, golden cups. Its bulbous eyes
surveyed the tattered guest ques-
tioningly, but it said nothing.

After a while, Garthanas began
to chuckle. He drank deeply of the
expensive liquor, and the chuckle
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grew into a laugh that ended in a
loud guffaw.

Prince Adamas seemed pleas-
antly amused. He merely raised his
handsome brows, questioningly.

“Fate is unpredictable because
it is insane!” laughed Garthanas.
“An hour ago I was the object of
search for your entire garrison—
a despised enemy number one of
the Empire. Now here I sit with
the Prince of Muthark, himself,
drinking his best liquor!” He sober-
ed suddenly, then emptied his cup.
He leaned toward the prince. “This
is the feast before the execution.
Why not get it over with? Why am
I here?” '

Adamas clapped his hands and
the gquinus returned to refill their
cups.

“You have asked me one perti-
nent question about the statue in
the garden,” he said. “You wanted
to know the identity of the sub-
ject. Now what about the sculp-
tor?”

“The sculptor?” All right. So
he’d talk about that virginal look-
ing creature out there with the ten-
der passion written in her blue

eyes. It was a pleasant subject, if .

words were still to be bantered.
“I'd say the sculptor was her lover
—because no one else could
achieve the intimate details—”

Adamas nodded, and quietly he
answered, “I am both.”

Garthanas staggered to his feet,
jarring the table. He was very
drunk, but somehow his mind was
like a clear light shining in the

darkness. He knew both of them
were in the same condition, when
men speak truth and nothing else.
But this truth was incredible!

Adamas stared back at him, his
head weaving slightly. He was
drunk, wanting to get drunker. And
neither of the two men was ac-
customed to drinking.

“You!” Garthanas exclaimed.
“You mean—your sister—”

Adamas nodded. “I want to mar-
ry her, but the thought is poison
to my father. He hates Yevea be-
cause her true Hamarian features
thwart him. Instead, I am to mar-
ry a woman of his own choosing,
one Merlanthis, daughter of Gial-
nis, an ambitious and treacherous
wench who could never love me.”
His fist came down on the table
and his eyes flashed genuine anger.
“But I grew up with Yevea. That
we love each other is no fault of
ours. Blame it on the gods, who
are of stone, and not to be reasoned
with!” He lifted his cup and drank
deeply.

Garthanas slumped back onto
his ornate wooden bench. This was
the strangest day of his life. Bitter
experience had taught imperial
families to avoid incest and inter-
marriage, and the priesthood had
responded to the situation by say-
ing that the gods forbade it.

The two men studied each other
for a long moment, then simultane-
ously took refuge in their cups.

Why was Adamas telling him all
these personal things? The only
answer he could arrive at was that
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what he was told did not matter
because the prince knew that his
lips would soon be sealed by death.
This, alone, was logical.

“You see,” Adamas continued,
“everything I think or desire is
opposed by the Emperor. I love
my sister. It is forbidden. My life’s
ambition is to be the greatest
sculptor of this age—for there is
only one greater, I believe, and
he is my teacher—old Zircuth, a
wonderful old priest. You'll have
to meet him.”

Here was a contradiction again,
If he was to die, which was ob-
vious, how was he to meet the old
priest, Zircuth, who probably lived
on Thronas? With firm grip on his
cup, he sat there and listened to
the rest.

“My father detests the arts, ex-
cept the art of war. He sometimes
cries in his cup because I am not a
warrior, then roars invective at
me and tells me to get out of his
sight. I am practically an exile,
myself. Do you know why I am
really here on Hamardeen? I am
to study colonial problems, I am
commissioned to determine rea-
sons for beating the Hamarians
into permanent submission in a
punitive war that will be planned
to break their will forever.”

Garthanas tensed, straightening
up slowly, eyes narrowing more
than ever. Here was a language
which was more comprehensible.
The jumbled world of his thoughts
began to fall back into shape again
—even though the shape was men-

acing. He was used to that.

“But I have done none of that.
Instead, I have lived here in de-
fiance of imperial command, devot-
ing myself entirely to the practice
of my art” He nodded his head,
significantly, toward the unfinished
statue in the adjoining room. “As
an artist I have learned that there
is no greater truth than the bold,
clear stroke, whether it be with
chisel or brush. Truth is always in
defiance of the false norm that
each society establishes for itself.
The greater the violation of that
norm, in terms of basic truth, the
greater the defiance, the greater
the boldness of the stroke, and
hence, the greater the art. I started
to make a statue representing the
principle of defiance, but I have
been unable to go on. You see—"
Adamas smiled again. “I needed
the proper subject. What greater
embodiment of defiance would I
find than in Garthanas, the living
Hamarian Sword? I knew I had
my answer when I saw you fight
with Xanthas in the garden today.
At first, I had considered Xanthas,
himself, but he had only the form,
not the spirit. Him I would use to
depict animal egotism.”

Garthanas’ head weaved drunk-
enly now, but he was mad, down
deep inside. “So the stay of execu-
tion will be prolonged,” he said,
“until you have satisfied yourself
—with this damned statue. So I'm
an artist’s model?” He banged his
cup down on the table, “Is that all
you're good for? If you didn’t care
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to obey your father in regard to
this war plan against the Hamari-
ans, then you must be against such
things. If you are—why don’t you
do something about it! With your
position and all your power—
hup!” He took another drink. “You
could bring lasting peace— ’n hap-
piness—to everybody. Be greatesh
Emp'ror in Hishory ... "

Prince Adamas was matching
him, drink for drink. “Because it’s
all a pack of lies—hup!” He lifted
his cup again. “No matter what
system you set up—hup! Y’can't
beat human nashure. Maybe it’d
lash in my lifetime—but my sons
would weaken with sush big power
in their hands. Thash the trouble
—hup! Too much power!”

Garthanas reached out an un-
steady cup to him, and they clink-
ed the cups together. “Lesh drink
to that!” They drank to it.

“Tell you what,” continued
Adamas. “Lesh be practical. Besh
way I can learn about colenial
problems is — from tl’opposishen.
That’s you! You tell me whash
wrong here, 'n then I'll have both
sides of th’ story—hup!”

Garthanas reached out his arm.
The two cups clinked together.
And they drank to that.

“’S zglways two sides to a story,
isn’t there?—hup! Lishen! T'll do
more than that. °’F you play it my
way, Garthanash, I'll find a way to
make you my teacher—all about
war 'n politics. Take you to Thro-
nash—set you up in court.”

Garthanas sobered, but didn’t

show it. Inwardly, he trembled.
What were the gods throwing into
his lap! But no—he should not
deceive himself. The prince was
playing with him in his drunken-
ness. How could an ex-convict-
slave and enemy of the Empire be
set up in the imperial court of
Muthark?

Adamas spilled liquor across his
face when he drank now. “The bold
stroke!” he laughed. “Who would
dream of such a trick!”

Admittedly, it was very funny.
Garthanas responded to the other’s
laughter. They laughed, and they
drank toasts to each other.

Xanthas and Morkalas, the mo-
grus of Hamardeen, himself, called
at the villa at the head of an offi-
cial delegation. They told the
guards they wanted an audience
with the Prince. It was'of vital im-
portance. They wished to advise
his Highness that his behavior was
in dangerous conflict with the
wishes of the Emperor. He could
not harbor the enemy, Garthanas,
for long. It was time that he be re-
leased to the authorities in charge
of military affairs, the authorities
being, of course, Xanthas and Mor-
kalas.

The captain of the special
guards approached the private
veranda with this message, to find
his master and the prisoner in
question practically rubbing noses
together. Each had a hand on the
other’s shoulder, and they were
laughing,

When the message was given,
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Adamas waved the captain away.
“Tell ’em I've got the prisoner
where I want ’im! I'm makin’ *im
give me vital informashun! Go
away!”

When the guard left, the two of
them put their heads together as
well as their cups, and they sang
a forbidden song, albeit quite off
tune:

“The golden years are dead an’

cold
“‘N gone are the Hamar Kingsh
of old,
“When Thronash was their own
—hup!”
HE statue making began.

Adamas worked atittwo hours
each morning and several hours in
the afternoon. And while he work-
ed, deftly and confidently, with his
bold, clear strokes, he conversad
with Garthanas, and the guards
who witnessed this conversational
game caine to wonder who was g=t-
ting the most information from
whom.

For example, Adamas told the
real story behind the Golden Ship
—as much as anybody except the
Emperor knew about it. Genera-
tions before, in the reign of Hamar
VIII, when the fair-haired Hamar-
ians and the dark-hued Thronasians
lived in a semblance of peace to-
gether on Thronas, and Hamar-
deen was not known except as a
dim star in the sky, the Golden
Ship had come. In it were a fair-
skinned golden-haired people of
great stature and apparent wis-

dom, but they were ill with some
incurable ailment. Before much
contact could be established, these
people died, leaving their mysteri-
ous ship behind them.

It was a revolutionary leader of
the Thronasians, Muthark, who
learned the secret of the ship and
caused the mysterious metal god
inside to obey his commands. With
its terrible weapons he soon over-
threw the ancient House of Hamar
and established the Muthark Dy-
nasty, of whose generations Tham-
as I was sixth. The coveted secret
of the ship was carefully guarded
by each Emperor and only handed
down to the imperial heir upon
the latter’s official marriage and as-
cension to the throne.,

It was Muthark II who decided
to send out emissaries in the Gold-
en Ship and explore the nearer
heavens, and thus it was that they
discovered the true nature of the
sun, and that their own world was
the fifth of a family of planets re-
volving about it. The first two
planets were terribly hot. The third
planet, Dlaktasdeen, was almost
inhabitable by their own kind, but
not quite. It possessed a heavy
atmosphere and great oceans and
continents and gigantic forests peo-
pled by hairy, man-like creatures
and inhabited also by ferocious
animals. Moreover, this world was
very actively volcanic and gener-
ally too hot to live in.

However, the fourth planet was
more promising, though tropically
warm. This was the little world of
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Hamardeen, which the Muthark
Dynasty soon colonized with Ham-
arians, until they had the majority
of them there and then shut them
off from the Empire, subjecting
them at last to virtual slavery.

Beyond Thronas was the giant,
uninhabitable, gaseous world of
Kebardeen, possessing many
moons; but in that direction lay
the great coldness, and the Mut-
hark emperors were satisfied that
they. had learned enough. Their
own world and Hamardeen were
the only ones that concerned them.
Where the golden people had come
from in the first place was a mys-
tery which they were content to
leave with the gods.

“But the Emperor is not here on
Hamardeen,” said Garthanas, one
afternoon when they were discuss-
ing the subject of the Golden Ship.
“How is it controlled in this
world?”

“My father believes I am faith-
fully fulfilling his commission,” re-
plied Adamas. “He has instructed
the mind of the ship to answar my
commands, primarily, and the com-
mands of Morkalas szcondarily.”
He paused with chisel and ham-
mer in mid-air to smile at his sub-
ject. “You see, that is why it is not
as ridiculous as it seems for me
to entertain such a ‘dangerous’ ren-
egade in my household. If you
made an attempt upon my person,
the blue ray of the ship would turn
you to dust.”

Garthanas grinned, wryly. “And
you knew I was aware of that fact.

However, without that threat I still
would not try it. May all Hamar-
ians forgive me—but I have grown
to like you.”

“Oh come now! Where's that de-
fiance I need?” He pointed to his
towering statue. And they both
laughed, while the guards frowned.

T WAS that same night that

Garthanas’ growing hopes for a
chance at Thronas were blasted
into ruins and he was left in a bit-
ter, disillusioned mood, ready to
commit murder.

From his second stoty room in
which he was locked nightly, ap-
parently to appease the guards, he
overheard a conversation that
changed his plans. His room was
a bartizan type of structure which
jutted out above that private ver-
anda where he had sat with Prince
Adamas on the day of his arrival
at the villa. It was late at night. He
was awakened by the sound of
voices raised in heated argument,
Without igniting his oil lamp, he
went to the window and lisiened.
Below him in the light of Hamart-
dzen’s nearer moon, he could make
out two dark figures, one of which
was certainly that of the Prince,
himss=if. The other, it developad,
was Morkalas, grand mogrus of the
entire colonial garrison.

“But I insist, your Highness,” he
heard Morkalas say, “that this con-
duct on your part will bring the
most serious disfavor upon all of
us from the Emperor when he
hears about it!”
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Garthanas heard Adamas chuck-
le. “Perhaps, then,” said the latter,
“I should let you in on my little
secret. You see, I am not as naive
and insensitive to the best interests
of the Empire as my father might
have the Military believe — be-
cause as a matter of fact I know
he is actually reluctant to relin-
quish the throne to me when, or if,
I ever get married. To be brief and
to the point, I naturally agree that
this Garthanas is an enemy to the
Empire and must be executed.”

Qarthanas tensed painfully, and
a cold sweat began to ooze out of
him as he listened, incredulously,
with the sickening fever of rage
rising to his head and making him
dizzy with the itch to commit mur-
der. More than he hated the pros-
pect of death, he despised treach-
ery and untruth. And this was the
epitomy of it, All that unctuous
pretense of comradeship—the bold
stroke, indeed! His fists clenched in
anguish and frustration.

“If I had left it solely up to you,”
Adamas was saying, “you would
have executed him at once and
that would have been the end of it.
But I saw in him a valuable foun-
tain of information — precisely
what I came here to get. By gain-
ing his confidence, I can squeeze
more frank revelations out of him
pertairing to Hamarian sentiment
toward the Throne than you could
by the most ingenious torture.”

Now Morkalas chuckled. “I
humbly beg your Highness’ for-
giveness in that case. This is the

neatest trap I have yet seen de-
vised. Then there will definitely be
an execution?”

“Of course! As soon as I have
finished his statue—which, ironi-
cally enough, will be his tomb-
stone.”

“By the gods! This will go down
in history!”

“Ill give you an execution
worthy of history,” said Adamas.
“I'll have a special amphitheatre
prepared, and you may bring the
Hamarians to see it. Xanthas has
little love for the renegade. Let
him be ‘master of ceremonies.’”

Garthanas could not listen to
the rest. Even if he had tried to
hear more, the roaring of his pulse
might have deafened him to the
sound of their voices. He paced
the floor, while his nails bit into his
palms.

As time went by, emotion was
replaced by the keen reasoning of
the man who had become a symbol
of hope for the Hamarians. The
statue, he reflected, was not yet
finished. From the looks of it, he
still had eight or ten days left.
That would give him time to plan
an escape and at the same time
fight fire with fire. If the Prince
was so sure he was going to die,
then perhaps there was a good
deal of information about the se-
crets of Empire he would be will-
ing to divulge to a condemned
man.

And after the Prince had di-
vuiged enough—he would die.

Garthanas smiled grimly to him-
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self in the darkness. Two could
play this game as well as one.

But he did not feel elated. In-
stead, he was bitter. Was there no
one on the two worlds that he
could believe—ever? Did one have
to adjust himself to an unbroken
pattern of lies? If so, then there
was only one truth, which he had
observed before. Wealth, influence,
might — power. The only reality.

He ignited a small tallow later
on, to see the small stone figure of
Hamras, the pot-bellied god of the
villa household, grinning at him
from a niche. It was as good a god
as any. He kneeled before it and
vowed. He took an oath to re-
nounce all things save one truth,
which was wealth and power.

When he raised his head to look
into the diminutive, grinning face,
however, he seemed to see the
sightless eyes of the old mendicant
priest staring out of the shadows
of the niche. And he remembered
his words: “Find you the true
mother of your blood . . . and
Hamar shall be free”

Angered because he was
strangely frightened, he dashed
out the candle.

He could not sleep. He lay on
his cot while the light of the far-
ther moon began to drift across the
circular wall of his room. He tried
to remember the details of his
youth and childhood.

He recalled the woman whom
he had known as his mother, and
the man he had considered to be
his father. They were Thronasians,

the father being some sort of gov-
ernment official of minor category
who had been sent to Hamardeen,
There, during Hamarian uprisings,
they had been killed, and he had
lived an adolescent life among
Hamarian warriors, finally adopt-
ing them and their cause as a part
of him.

But something bothered him be-
fore that time. There was a vague,
distant memory of some strange
condition existing before he knew
his supposed parents. Something
about living among slaves and the
tentacled, hairy qulnii, on Thronas.
The dimmest memory of all was
that of a kindly priest and some-
thing shiny that hung from his
neck. He caught a vision of him-
self as an infant, reaching up to
play with that shining object dan-
gling from a golden chain, and the
priest smiling at him.

Then, somehow, there was a
change. The priest was removed
from his life. He remembered —
cruelty. He had run away to find
his father and mother. After living
among slaves and qulnii, he had
found them, apparently. They
were kind to him, and later they
went to Hamardeen, on the Gold-
en Ship, when he was a boy of
fourteen. It was during that trip
that he had first heard about the
mysterious metal god that ran the
ship.

Garthanas cursed the beggar
priest for being a feeble-minded
liar. Finally, with plans for the
murder of Prince Adamas taking
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shape in his mind, he fell asleep.
He dreamed that he blew the
Golden Ship to pieces with the
Hamarian’s only secret weapon—
a black powder which exploded
violently when ignited. And then
the black powder became the key
to Empire.

HAT he did not really

wish to believe was con-
firmed before his eyes within the
next few days when he saw prep-
arations being made for the prom-
ised amphitheatre in which he was
to be executed. They were clearing
a space at one end of the villa be-
low a low line of bluffs that mark-
ed the top of the hills. Adamas ex-
plained that a site was being clear-
ed for an addition he wanted to
make to the building.

The statue went on, and Gar-
thanas posed for it, attempting to
act as though he knew nothing of
the facts. Often he had to suppress
a sneer of contempt, however,
when Adamas would hum happily
to himself or talk to him in the
tones of almost intimate friend-
ship.

He was entertained with a rath-
er personal history of the imperial
household. Thamas I had had an
elder brother, Romuth, who was,
according to Adamas, a sadistic
moron, It had been broadly under-
stood that the law of primogeni-
ture would be broken in the case of
two sons, and that Thamas, the
younger, would succeed Muthark
V to the throne. On the basis of

this, a certain royal house offered
its coveted daughter, Gialnis, in
marriage to Thamas, and the two
were very much in love.

However, in a fit of momentary
insanity, on his deathbed, Mut-
hark V changed his mind, and Ro-
muth the Moron ascended to pow-
er. Gialnis was still willing to mar-
ry Thamas, but her parents with-
drew the offer. Thamas became
very embittered over this experi-
ence and went elsewhere to set up
his own household. He married,
and there was a very great mystery
surrounding the mother of Adamas
and Yevea, inasmuch as she died
in an earthquake at the time of
Yevea’s birth. They lived, at the
time, in a distant, secluded villa in
the land called Aralanthas, and in-
asmuch as Thamas maintained a
harem of some five wives, the four
survivors of whom were put to
death to conceal the secret, Ada-
mas and Yevea grew up with no
knowledge of their real mother.
Whatever lay behind the secret
only added to Thamas’ bitterness.
He became a ruthless young ty-
rant.

During the first Hamarian wars,
Romuth the Moron succeeded in
getting himself killed, and Thamas
finally gained possession of the
throne—and the secret key to the
Golden Ship. During the reign of
Thamas I, he still maintained the
old villa at Aralanthas, which was
affectionately known to Adamas
and Yevea as Hedenas. There they
passed the happiest time of their
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lives as children, under the tute-
lage of old Zircuth, the priest of
the family gods. And it was Zir-
cuth who inspired Adamas to be a
sculptor, by his own magnificent
examples in stone and clay.

Yevea, with her fair skin and
blue eyes and blond, Hamarian
hair, was a thorn in the side of
Thamas, the Emperor, her father.
He never allowed her to visit the
imperial city, Muthark, but instead
forced her to remain at Hedenas,
a virtual prisoner and servant.
That Adamas and Yevea loved
each other was accepted by the
two of them as inevitable. What
they were going to be able to do
about the situation, however, was
another matter. Adamas planned
to wait for a solution until after
his own ascension to the throne,
which would happen when or if he
married Merlanthis, his father’s
choice.

Garthanas did not care what
Adamas decided to do in regard to
his private love life, since the dis-
tasteful stigma of incest attached
to the whole discussion was some-
thing to be expected from the de-
bauchery of the rulers of Muthark.
His mind was busy with plans of
his own.

In fact, there were some nights
when he succeeded in getting out
of his room, thanks to the aged
condition of the bars on his win-
dow. But each morning he was al-
ways present to model again for his
intended tombstone. . . .

HERE came the day when

Adamas finished his work. It
was a magnificent statue towering
impressively above their heads.
The musculature was superb and
the face appeared to glare at the
universe in an almost godly ex-
pression of defiance, When Gar-
thanas knew the work was done,
he was maddened by the apparent-
ly sadistic efforts of Adamas to
prolong the suspense. The prince
continued to touch up almost in-
visible flaws, as though the whole
thing were actually a labor of love,
after all.

Finally, he could stand it no
longer. “Why don’t you stop!” he
exclaimed. “You know the thing is
finished!”

“lI know you must be tired
standing there,” returned Adamas
evenly. “We have worked unusual
hours this morning. Well—” He
stood back from his work and re-
garded it proudly. “What do you
think of it?”

Garthanas stood there in silence.
He was not looking at the statue.
He was looking at Adamas and
wondering how any man could be
so calloused and still be human.
He kept thinking: You're going to
die, Prince of Muthark. It was
the only thought that could give
him control of his hatred now. The
plan that he had presented to his
followers on those nights when he
was supposed to be in his room
could not fail now. He prayed to
all the gods he could recall that
they would be ready in time—and
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not lose their courage at the last
minute in the presence of the
Golden Ship.

But he could not make the mis-
take of giving the appearance that
he knew of the other’s treachery.
He forced himself to admire the
statue.

“1 am flattered,” he said, at last.
“Again, you have written truth into
stone. It is an inspiring symbol of
defiance. I feel that—even if it
should someday mark my grave
I could project myself through it
and centinue, in spirit, forever.”

At least thirty guards appeared
in the room with startling sudden-
ness, and at their head was Xan-
thas, grinning triumphantly. Gar-
thanas feigned shocked surprise.

“Everyone is his own prophet on
his last day,” said Xanthas. “You
are right, Garthanas. This statue
is your tombstone! Men, seize
him!”

As the guards sprang forward,
Garihanas made a good show of
resistance but managed to surren-
der to thom after a few moments
of struggzle. He looked in chocked
dismay at Adamas.

The Prince put down his chisel
and haramer and faced the pris-
oner. There was no smile on his
face now. His eyes were as cold as
the stcne he had learned to shape.

“I have deliberately listened to
your subversive drivelings for
days,” be said, abruptly. “You and
your pride and your lofty con-
tempt for the mightiest Empire
that ever existed!” He came for-

ward and slapped Garthanas’ face
with the back of his hand. “Idiot!”
he almost shrieked. “What you
have told me of the Hamarians I
shall use against them! Today
your public execution will mark
the beginning of their complete
enslavement. Take him away!” He
waved an impatient, imperial hand
at the guards and walked away.

“Adamas!” Garthanas cried out,
pleadingly. “You can’t betray me
like this!”

Xanthas led his men in a loud
chorus of laughter. “How talent=d
is the famous Hamarian Sword!”
exclaimed the latter. “It can sing,
too!”

They took him away to the am-
phitheatre to prepare him for the
execution.

The amphitheatre was now com-
pleted outside. The “stage” con-
sisted of a small stone slab at the
base of the low bluffs which form-
ed the backdrop, where he was
supposed to stand before the spear-
gunners. Opposite the bluffs at a
distance of some one hundred talii
(a talus being the average height
of a man), was the low ridge of
the hills that looked down upon
Tharlanthis and the broad Thamas
Canal. Along this ridge, crude
benches had been installed, on
which now sat hundreds of Hamar-
jans, under the bows and swords
of the Thronasian guards from the
garrison. In the center of the am-
phitheatre, in a position just be-
hind the squad of spear-gunners,
was an uncovered pavilion where
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the Prince of Muthark sat in com-
pany with Morkalas under the
black and gold banner of the Thro-
nasian Empire. The fact that the
pavilion was uncovered seemed to
have a close connection with the
fact that the Golden Ship hovered
directly above it at a distance of
about two hundred talii. Both
Price Adamas and Morkalas
glanced upward at the huge,
gleaming vessel from time to time,
as though to reassure themselves
of its presence.

When Xanthas and his men
brought Garthanas out into the
amphitheatre, the low rumble of
conversation along the ridge
ceased. In victory the Hamarians
would have cheered him, but in the
imminence of death and defeat
they were silent, except for the oc-
casionally audible sound of a wom-
an’s crying or someone’s prayers
to the gods of their people. Ever
since Garthanas had surrendered
himself to the Thronasians in order
to save his friend, Derkalas, defeat
had been heaped upon defeat for
the Hamarians and they had final-
ly found themselves to be truly a
nation of slaves, isolated complete-
ly from the home planet, Thronas.
Yet while Garthanss lived they
had hoped. Now this day was to
be the ceremonial termination
even of hope. Their great Hamari-
an Sword was to be broken in dis-
honor and relegated to the dust of
olden dreams forever. Garthanas
was going to die.

But still they were proud of him.

In his appearance out there he
looked like the veritable embodi-
ment of their ideals—tall, power-
ful, still confident and defiant. In
spite of Xanthas and his men, he
paused once to survey his audi-
ence with his narrowed eyes. And
the strange part about it was, they
knew he was not trying to draw
courage from them. He was trying
to give it! In the presence of cer-
tain death he thought of them.

However, there were some in
that audience who smiled grimly
back, knowing there was a specific
source for his confidence. It was
with these persons he had spoken
in the datk of the stars down in the
woods along the shores of the canal
on those nights when he was sup-
posed to be locked in his tower.
When they were not grinning at
Garthanas they were glaring at
Prince Adamas, who was the one
who was really going to die this
day—if they did not uanderesti-
mate the abilities of the metal god
who lived in the Golden Ship.

Prince Adamas only heard half
of what Morkalas was telling him
about himself. He was preoccu-
pied, watching Garthanas and the
crowd on the hill.

“All right!” exclaimed Xanthas,
prodding Garthanas in the back
with his sword. “Who’s the exhibi-
tionist now? That will be encugh
for your public today. Now get up
on that slab!”

Garthanas stepped up onto the
slab and turned to face Xanthas.
He smiled at him, grimly. “You
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know,” he said, “one thing I regret
is that we were not able to finish
that duel”

“That,” replied Xanthas, “is the
only sentiment we have in com-
mon.” Whereupon he turned
smartly on his heel and walked
toward the spear-gunner squad,
ready to take command of the exe-
cution.

Garthanas lifted his head to
search out the trumpeters. When
they lifted their long horns and
sounded the blast that announced
his time had come, he smirked in
secret satisfaction, The focls were
giving the cue to his followers, set-
ting in operation his carefully laid
plan. Picked personnel would be
moving up under the foliage on the
hill siopes now, some of them
mounted on swift, armored kruthii,
the scaly-beasts of the deserts
which only Hamarian warriors on
Hamardeen had dared to ride.
They were not permitted in the
area of Tharlanthis, so now their
sudden appearance would serve as
an additional factor of surprise.
And the greatest surprise of all, of
course, would be the secret weap-
on, the black, explosive powder
bombs which might even catch the
Golden Ship, itself, off guard.

He waited there motionlessly for
the trumpeting ceremony to end.
Conveniently, there was a long,
traditional pause between trumpet
blasts, to build up tension in the
crowd.

Now, at last, he saw a few heads
appear here and there along the

ridges — unobtrusively, but effec-
tively reassuring him that the plan
was under way. They were ready.

With a calm eye he turned his
attention upon Xanthas, who
raised his sword and shouted a
command at the squad of spear-
gunners.

“Fix spears!”

The dozen gunners placed their
long, metal barbed spears in their
firing channels.

“Load!”

They braced the butts of their
long guns against their right thighs
and reached forward in wunison,
pulling back one set of elastic
straps after another, until all had
been hooked in place. When load-
ed, those spears could shoot
through the hide of a giant shalus.
The crowd on the ridge was rising
to its feet.

Garthanas looked at Prince Ada-
mas and saw that he, too, had got-
ten up, and Morkalas stood beside
him watching Xanthas. Adamas,
however, was gazing curiously at
those new heads which had ap-
peared behind the ridge. Very ap-
parently, he was suspicious. He
looked up at the Golden Ship,
tensely.

“Aim!”

Twelve long spear-guns raised
upward to a horizontal position,
their shining, heavy barbs pointing
directly at Garthanas, only four
talii distant from them. Slowly,
Xanthay’ sword arm raised upward
for the final command.

Suddenly, a strange, sighing
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sound pervaded the amphitheatre,
and a black, smoky streak of some-
thing arched outward toward the
gunners, from the hills,

“Fire!” shouted Xanthas. But
too late.

Ill-timed, but still effective, the
rocket bomb exploded just above
the gunner’s heads, knocking them
to the ground, wounding some and
scattering others. Simultaneously,
half a dozen Hamarians mounted
on silver gray, scale-armored
kruthii, darted swiftly across the
amphitheatre toward Garthanas.
To this surprise and confusion was
added the roar of hand propelled
bombs going off as the rescue party
on the ridges attacked the garri-
son guards. Three lonely figures
ran hurriedly toward Prince Ada-
mas’ pavilion, trailing smoke from
fuses. Badlam smote the place like
a hurricane.

Xanthas scrambled to his feet
and charged Garthanas with drawn
sword just as a snarling kruthus
approached. Xanthas stepped back,
alarmed, but not quickly enough
to avoid one of the ferocious scaly-
beast’s raking talons. He was hurl-
ed into the dust, holding his bleed-
ing face.

In that moment, the Golden
Ship acted. Three blinding needles
of light leapt downward and the
three bomb carriers who were in-
tent upon assassinating Prince
Adamas dropped dead. Then their
bombs detonated, shattering their
bodies. Adamas stood there, a hand
placed on Morkalas’ impatient

sword arm, holding him back. He
was watching Garthanas.

The six mounted Hamarians
milled around Garthanas and he
shouted at them, trying to see them
through the curtain of dust they
were raising,

“Where’s my mount?”

“Plans are changed! Behind you
—quick!” cried one rider. The
kruthii were swirling madly about,
fighting with each other in a mad
tangle of harness, claws and rep-
tilian fangs, accompanied by their
blood-curdling roars and piercing
screams.

Before Garthanas had time to
look, friendly hands grasped him
from behind, and he was aware of
entering into a tunnel in the bluff.
Then the sunlight was blotted out
as someone closed a hidden door.

Outside, the Hamarian riders
darted away from the execution
slab and the crowd gaped. Xanthas
and some of his spear-gunners rose
up from the dust and reorganized
themselves. There before them
stood Garthanas, a tall, rigid figure
in the swirling screen of dust.

“Aim and fire!” commanded
Xanthas.

But before this could be accom-
plished, Prince Adamas raised his
hand in a signal to the Golden
Ship. When he pointed at Garthan-
as, a pillar of blue fire descended
on the shadowy figure, and it soon
dissolved into dust, along with
half the slab he had stood on, leav-
ing a smoldering crater.

“There,” shouted Adamas, “is
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the end of the traitor!”

He and Morkalas shook hands
in grinning triumph. Then the lat-
ter left the pavilion, shouting com-
mands at his garrison troops, who
were getting the crowd under con-
trol. Xanthas tried to hold the gap-
ing wound on his face together,
but in spite of the gushing away of
his life’s blood, he smiled in grim
satisfaction as he looked up at the
Golden Ship and at the smoulder-
ing crater where Garthanas had
stood. Then his men hurried him
away to attend to his injury.

Inside the tunnel, the real Gar-
thanas was being hurried along by
his unseen rescuers, toward a dis-
tant light, where a slim figured
girl with long, blond hair awaited
them, holding a sputtering torch.

“This way,” she said, as they
drew near, and without pausing to
see if they followed her she led
them off down another passage.

Accustoming his eyes to the
dim light at last, Garthanas made
out two men whom he recognized
as being members of the party he
had conversed with down by the
canal.

“How did this come about?” he
asked.

“No time now to explain it,” re-
plied one of them. “Ceranthis will
tell you. We've got to get out of
here!”

“But why were the plans
changed? How did you know about
this passage? I didn’t know it ex-
isted, myself.”

“Ask Ceranthis. Hurry!”

They soon arrived in subter-
ranean chambers which Garthanas
began to recognize as belonging to
that series of secret rooms under
the villa which he had visited in
the old days of his triumph. He
followed the slim girl, who wore a
purple robe against which her
blond hair was a gleaming con-
trast, guiding him onward. When
he turned to question his compan-
ions once again, however, he stop-
ped suddenly in surprise. The girl
stopped to look back at him.

“They’re gone!” he exclaimed.

“Yes,” she answered. “They had
to make good their escape before
the guards returned to the villa.
Come, follow me. The way is not
long.”

He took the torch, and she
guided him into some larger cham-
bers. The room in which she finally
stopped had once been a wine cel-
lar. In fact, there were a few kegs
of wine still in evidence in the
damp gloom, under ancient, arch-
ed niches. There was an old wood-
en table in the center of the room,
a bench, and, against one wall, a
great couch, prepared with furs,
for sleeping. There was also a sup-
ply of food underneath the table.

“Here we are to stay until it is
safe for them to come for us,” Ce-
ranthis told him.

He looked down at her fair-skin-
ned face and into her wide, clear
blue eyes. Her lips were full and
soft, such as he had not discovered
since—since Carthis had first come
into his life. And the years since
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she had last been in his arms had
been long. This girl could not have
been older than twenty years, at
the most. Most likely, she was a
virgin. There was a courageous lit-
tle tilt to her chin that he liked,
and her eyes met his in frank ad-
miration.

“We?” he queried, as he admired
her hair again and the slimness of
the young figure concealed partial-
ly by the cloak.

“Yes,” she said. “They have sent
me to you.”

The connotations of that remark
were simplified when she sudden-
ly removed her cloak and dropped
it upon the ground. Underneath
she wore only a single, sheer gar-
ment which only emphasized
everything that it failed so com-
pletely in concealing,

He stood there silently, taking
her in with his eyes, not wishing to
offend her obvious pride in her
beauty.

“Who sent you?” he asked.

The tilted chin came upward
as she looked straight into his eyes.
“The mothers of your chosen peo-
ple, who love you, Garthanas. ¥You
are our only hope. But if some-
thing should happen to you—"

The rest was too much for her,
She hung her head, blushing in
spite of herself. It was too much
for Garthanas, also. If the men had
sent an experienced woman, wise
in the arts of love, he would have
grinned at their masculine consid-
eration. But that the mothers of
the land had sent him this virginal

creature to keep him company dur-
ing his lonely wait, even hoping for
a son by him, to raise as another
Garthanas—it was, in fact, a holy
thing. And it blocked him. He
couldn’t touch the girl.

Slowly, her eyes raised up,
searching his. One thing he respect-
ed was human dignity. He knew
she was proud of her mission. He
could not humiliate her. So he
played for time. There were other
things to be considered.

Slowly, he reached down and
picked up her robe, handing it to
her. On second thought, he draped
it tenderly about her shoulders.

“Rare wine is not to be swal-
lowed at a single sitting,” he told
her, softly. Then he kissed her gen-
tly on the lips—and found his
metaphor to be not far from truth.
The hunger and privations of years
cried out to him, but he held on to
himself.

She smiled at him gratefully,
both for his consideration and the
promise that sustained her pride.
She went with him to the table
and sat down.

“Now tell me,” he said, “what
this is all about—the change in my
plans, I mean. Maybe this is a bet-
ter plan, as I didn’t know about
the tunnel leading just to the right
spot in the amphitheatre. Who
knew about that? How did it hap-
pen?”

“It is a mystery,” she answered.
“Your plan was to ride away on a
kruthus and have Prince Adamas
assassinated.”
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“That’s right. But the Hamari-
ans did not even bring an extra
mount for me, and I am not sure
they succeeded in killing the
prince.”

“Well, after you had talked to
the men and gone back up here to
the villa, another man came and
also talked about saving your life.”

“Another man! Who?”

“That is the mystery. We do
not know. He came heavily cloak-
ed and his face was covered at all
times, He said he found it neces-
sary to conceal his identity in or-
der not to be openly involved in
the affair, but that he was concern-
ed about your safety and offered
a safer plan—one that would in-
sure your safety and not cost the
Hamarians so many lives.”

Garthanas’ eyes narrowed. “Was
he in favor of saving the life of
the Prince?”

“He knew nothing of that part
of the plan—about killing Prince
Adamas—Dbecause the men didn’t
tell him. They thought he might
be some sort of spy until he took
them over the hills and showed
them the secret passage and allow-
ed some of the Hamarians to stand
guard in it. And then when he
showed them the—"

There was an interruption as a
man suddenly burst into the room.
He had been running, and now he
stood there panting, with drawn
sword, glaring at the two. Gar-
thanas sprang to his feet.

“Adamas! They didn’t kill you!
But I shall!” Even while he shout-

ed, he picked the heavy table up
in his hands and hurled it at the
prince, knocking him down and
stunning him. He then ran over to
his side and took his sword. The
point was at the prince’s heart
when the latter opened his eyes.

“Wait!” he cried out. “One last
word, Garthanas!”

Ceranthis stood in the middle of
the room, her cloak drawn tightly
about her, waiting for the kill,
aware of being present at a histor-
ical moment. Her eyes were bright
with tense excitement and trium-
phant pride. This was to be the
end of a Thronasian tyrant.

“I'll not slip again in the oil of
your words,” said Garthanas, not
moving the sword point from the
other’s chest. “If you must speak
in vain—speak!”

“It is I who saved your life,” said
Adamas. “I who disguised myself
and went down to the canal at
night to speak to your men—be-
cause it was known to me you were
getting out at night and plotting
something. You must have over-
heard my conversations with Mor-
kalas, which you should have ree-
ognized as a ruse. I had great plans
of my own, which your plans might
have ruined. What do you think
was behind my short working
hours when I made the large sta-
tue of you? In the rest of the time
I was down here in these rooms
making a life-sized likeness of you
—a hollow one of reeds and clay,
so that a few men could handle
it easily when the time came—"
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“Garthanas!” exclaimed Ceran-
this. “It is true! I was about to tell
you of the statue. When you were
drawn into the tunnel they pushed
the statue out, and the cloaked
stranger promised that this statue
would be destroyed so that every-
one would think they saw you die!”

“Xanthas was about to have the
gunners fire at it,” said Adamas,
“but I couldn't risk having their
spears bounce off it, so I signalled
the ship. The blue ray turned the
statue into dust, and Morkalas,
standing beside me, was thorough-
ly convinced he had seen you die.
To all the world, aside from those
who knew this plan, you are now
dead. It is my plan to smuggle you
back to Thronas and —”

The sword point swerved away,
and Adamas felt himself dragged
to his feet as though by a metal
winch. Garthanas’ grip on his arm
hurt, but he withstood the pain pa-
tiently. He met the larger man’s
narrowed eyes and could almost
feel him probing into the depths
of him.

After a long moment of silence,
Garthanas shouted one word.
“Why?” He shook the prince and
shouted again, even louder.
“W hy.’”

Prince Adamas looked at the
girl, hesitantly. “I have plans, Gar-
thanas. Trust me. You will find
them to your liking.”

Garthanas removed his hand
from the prince’s arm, and the lat-
ter rubbed the spot in relief.

“All T want is your promise to

get me to Thronas,” said Garthan-
as. “Tell me what you wish after
that and it will not matter whether
it is truth or lies!”

“The Golden Ship leaves to-
night,” said Adamas. “We shall
both be on board, and you will be
well concealed.”

Garthanas’ scarred brow furrow-
ed. “But once on Thronas, what
about this?” His finger pointed to
the slave brand above his eyes. “It
will mark me wherever I go.”

“I have thought of that, too. Old
Zircuth, the priest I told you about,
has medical friends. There is a sub-
stance which will pass for new
flesh, once fastened to your fore-
head. You can grow a beard, your
dress can be changed. No one will
suspect.”

Ceranthis ran forward and kneel-
ed before the prince, kissing his
hand. “Thank you!” she said. “This
will be happy news to bring to my
people, that the great Prince of
Muthark—"

“Silence!” commanded Adamas,
frowning at her. “You will tell no
one where Garthanas went. You
will tell them he was discovered
here and was killed. Even the
Hamarians must think he is dzad!”

The girl rose to her feet, paling
suddenly. She looked at Garthanas.
He thought for some moments and
then smiled at her, nodding.

“He is right,” he said. “Each ex-
tra person who knows a secret is a
fragile link—because the flesh is
weak, and there is always one who
can at least be tortured into tell-
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ing the truth.”

“Even you,” said the Prince, in-
dicating the girl, “are one weak
Iink in the chain. Besides myself,
you are the only one who will
know Garthanas is alive and on
Thronas. Actually, what is involv-
ed here is a grave concern of em-
pire. One wrong word, and the
hopes of a thousand future years
are fallen into dust. Were it not
for your mission to spread the lie
that he is dead — you should be
willing to seal your lips with death,
here and now.”

- Ceranthis shrank from the
prince; drawing her breath in
sharply. Garthanas frowned in
thought.

“Prince,” he said, “have you
money on your person?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Will you give me a dozen or so
golden galunii? 1 wish to talk to
this girl alone.”

Doubtfully, the prince withdrew
from his belt a leathern pouch
and produced a handful of small
golden coins. Garthanas took them
and turned to Ceranthis. He led
her by the arm into one of the tun-
nels that gave exit to the hills.

When he had her alone, he plac-
ed both his hands on her small
shoulders and looked into her eyes.
The gold coins he had already de-
posited in the pocket of her cloak.

“Ceranthis,” he said, “it was a
brave and beautiful sacrifice you
were about to make.”

She tossed her hair back over
her shoulder and looked up at him

proudly. “It is a privilege which
has been denied me,” she stated,
boldly.

He smiled, looking at her lips,
then back into her eyes. “Let us
say we are as close as if—as if you
bore my child. I want a sacred
promise from your lips.”

She waited, looking up at his
strong face wistfully.

“For the sake of the future of
our people, never breathe a word
of the truth even to your own
mother.”

At once she said, “I promise!”

He drew her to him slowly. He
kissed her as he really wanted to,
and her arms went around his
neck, while the cloak dropped to
the ground. He held her tightly
for almost a minute and when he
released her there were grateful
tears in her eyes. He picked up the
cloak and drew it around her.

“Tell those mothers of Hamar
who sent you that I died praising
their names.”

Ceranthis turned to go, but the
coins tinkled in her pocket. She
stopped, looking at him. She with-
drew the coins from her pocket
and held them out.

“What is the purpose of these?”
she asked.

“It is a weakness of mine,” he
smiled. “I always pay my debts.”

Ceranthis flushed, angrily.

“Not to you!” he exclaimed,
hurriedly. “But to Kurdas, the pro-
prietor of the Imperial. Tell him 1
had sent the money to him before
my execution, but that it was de-
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layed in being delivered.”

Ceranthis studied the coins. “Is
that so important?” she asked.

He grinned. “I said—it’s a weak-
ness of mine. I always pay my
debts—even from the grave.” He
thought of what he owed Prince
Adamas and the Hamarians for
saving his life—and then he frown-
ed, thinking of something else he
owed to Derkalas and Carthis for
what they had done. “It’s an excel-
lent habit, Ceranthis,” he added,
“when it is applied, especially, to
debts of a graver nature.”

He turned about and left her
alone in the tunnel.

E almost suffocated inside

the great, leather trunk, in
spite of the airholes—especially
when the Golden Ship began to
accelerate on its way outward into
the deep ocean of darkness be-
tween the worlds. After his wild
years riding armor-scaled kruthii
across the plains and deserts of
Hamardeen, and after those long
years exposed to the elements
while working on the canals, this
close confinement caused him to
suffer from claustrophobia. He
fought back the terribly insistent
inclination to cry out, to burst out
of his bonds and fight—because
the stakes were too high, just get-
ting to Thronas was reward
enough.

And then there was that strange
madness afflicting Prince Adamas,
who wanted to take the greatest
Thronasian enemy back home with

him and even set him up in power
beside himself, within reach of
Muthark and the Emperor. He had
not yet explained why, and Gar-
thanas ached to know the answer.

Finally, after what seemed a
lifetime of torture, the top of the
trunk was removed, and he blink-
ed his eyes to accustom himself
even to the dim night lights of the
imperial suite on board the ship.
Prince Adamas, in black, gold-em-
blazoned robe bearing the emblem
of the House of Muthark, smiled
down at him.

“You may be dead to everyone
else,” he said, in a low tone, “but
your stomach is probably saying
you are very much alive—and
hungry.”

Garthanas struggled to rise, his
limbs half asleep. He sat up and
shook his head, angry at his mo-
mentary weakness. Now that
Adamas had mentioned it, he was
hungry.

“How lonz have I been in
there?” he asked.

“Perhaps three hours.”

“Three hours! It seemed like
three days!”

“Shh! Keep that calanthus’ voice
of your down! Come—follow me.”

“How many men are on board?”
He put his legs out of the trunk
and onto the floor.

“About eight hundred, including
four or five hundred Hamarian
slaves.”

Garthanas grilmaced darkly and
followed the prince.

Here in this spacious suite of



LAST DAYS OF THRONAS 43

many.rooms — originally designed
for the mysterious chiefs of the
dead people who had built this
ship—he could discern already
the influences of the excessive
wealth and luxury of Muthark.
The metal floors were covered
with rare furs, fastened down in a
clever invisible way so that they
would not move from their places
when the grip of the worlds faded
away from the ship. Each item of
furniture was also fastened down
—great, long couches and ornate
tables and benches, some of them
inlaid with precious metals and
even jewels. But the biggest lux-
ury of all, of course, was the magic
light that only the Golden Ship
provided. You pressed little but-
tons on the walls and a light bright-
er than day pervaded the rooms,
wherever you wanted it. Any-
where else one would have had
to find his way by the light of a
sputtering oil lamp, yet here, not
only was there an inexhaustible
supply of light but there was no
smoke, and everything could be
kept as clean and spotless as the
sacred temples of Shivathis, the
Goddess of Creation.

Or you could turn another little
button and keep the lights dim as
they were now during the period
chosen for sleep. Illumination was
one of the few items controllable
by the hands of Man on board the
Golden Ship. How it propelled it-
self or where its power came from,
or even how it supplied them with
air—all this was a question which

generations of men had learned to
leave to the metal god that was the
invisible master of the vessel. For
those who had sought to enter the
metal god’s domain to seek an an-
swer to these mysteries had died.

“You're going to have to get
used to a thin diet,” said Adamas,
as they came into the luxuriocus
dining room of the suite. “I can't
appear to have an abnormal appe-
tite, and it would arouse suspicions
for me to dispose of enough food
for two men.”

Garthanas slid his big frame
gratefully onto the bench before
the table and drew the dish of lig-
uid cheese and cereal toward him.
There was also bread and wine
and a little baked meat, plus chill-
ed, crisp bloodfruit from the villa’s
gardens on Hamardeen. He had
often known times when he had
had to suffice on much less.

“Where are your slaves?” he
asked, as he ate.

“It is known to be a tradition
with me that I have no slaves—
only servants in the form of qul-
nii.” Adamas sat down opposite
him and took a little wine. “How-
ever, when we get back to Thronas,
I'm going to have to change my
policy.”

“What about the quinii? How
can you keep them from knowing
I'm here?”

“They’ll have to be watched
carefully. Some pretend not to
have learned our speech. Some
pretend to be loyal to only one
person. But they are unpredictable,
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You never know what they’re go-
ing to do.”

“Am I going to have to stay in
that trunk during the entire voy-
age?”

“Of course not. I'll fix up my
private study for you and tell the
qulnii to keep out of there.”

“Well, so much for that. Now
then, what's this about your
changing your policy? In fact, why
am I here at all? What is the plan
behind your saving my life and
bringing me to Thronas—and
making everyone think I'm dead?”

Prince Adamas took a big swal-
low of wine. Then he took a big
breath and sighed, studying Gar-
thanas for a long moment before
he spoke. “Will you admit that I
have been instrumental in saving
your life?” he asked.

“Naturally. Not only that, you
are making it possible for me to
get to Thronas, which is more than
life to me.”

uwhy?»

Garthanas went on eating. Fi-
nally, he answered, “That is a per-
sonal story. Let’s stick to yours.”

“Ail right. Then if you agree
that I have saved your life you
will also agree that you are indebt-
ed to me.”

Garthanas looked at him, not
answering.

“I want you to pay that debt
here and now by making me a
sacred promise,” said Adamas.

“What promise?”

“That whatever I tell you this
night will be buried in your mind

and never be divulged to anyone,
until our goals have been reached.”

“I’m not sure of your goals, but
T’ll promise to be quiet about any-
thing you want me to keep as a
secret.”

Adamas leaned forward, his
clenched fist hitting the table with
mild emphasis. “The future of all
Mankind depends upon that prom-
ise. What I am going to tell you
cannot be told to anyone else!”

“All right. I'm listening.” Gar-
thanas fortified himself with wine.

Adamas joined him. Then he
said, “I'll make it brief. You may
be either astonished or shocked by
what I am going to say, but let me
finish. Save your comments for
later. Now brace yourself. I believe
that my father’s policy is wrong
and I intend to change it, to the
benefit of all living men on both
worlds, with your help.”

Garthanas reached for the wine
flask with a trembling hand. He
drank deeply. His narrowed eyes
watched the Prince, but he said
nothing. He listened, as he had
never listened before.

“My trip to Hamardeen has
awakened me to the fact that I
have been asleep, mentally,” said
Adamas, swiftly, “Knowing you
and talking with you has also help-
ed me tremendously to be con-
vinced of certain principles which
were instilled in me in my youth
by Zircuth, the priest of whom I
told you. Zircuth is a great man in
spite of his drunkenness and his
secret moods of brooding despond-



LAST DAYS OF THRONAS 45

ency. I am glad I have always re-
membered his philosophies and
theories of government, some of
which are radically original. When
I saw the conditions on Hamar-
deen, I knew that they were appli-
cable. I understood, at last, why I
could never become enthusiastic
about the tyrannical policies of
my father.

“The entire system is terribly
wrong. It is wrong, and it always
shall be wrong, for one major sec-
tion of humanity to have all of the
power and the other to have none.
Overbalance of power not only
leads to tyranny—the step beyond
it is anarchy and dissolution. On
the other hand, the healthiest so-
cial balance is to give equal rights
and powers to two sides and let
them police each other. Zircuth
and I both have envisioned some
sort of representative council of
the people whereby all this will be
accomplished.

“When I ascend the throne, I in-
tend to reinstate the Hamarians
as free men, to abolish human slav-
ery forever. Now that will precipi-
tate alarm and confusion and I
will meet with resistance, but if I
have strong leadership for the
Hamarians in the imperial court I
may have a chance of convincing
the Thronasians. What more pow-
erful stroke can I make than to
resurrect Garthanas, the Hamarian
Sword, in their midst just at the
proper moment?”

Garthanas sat there without eat-
ing or drinking. But he sweated in

spite of the perfect air condition-
ing. His eyes had narrowed to slits.

“But my reasoning goes deeper
than this,” continued Adamas. “My
father, Thamas I, does not consider
me to be fit timber for an Emperor.
He bemoans his fate that he has no
other son. The fact that he has
only myself as an heir apparent
has given him some sort of a com-
plex that has embittered him ter-
ribly. However, for this very rea-
son I know that he would bend
over backwards to meet me half-
way if I showed any willingness to
slant toward his own imperialistic
policy. Therefore, as a temporary
camouflage, I am going to appear
to take an interest in his way of
life.

“You see, I've got to assure my-
self of getting hold of the secret
to this Golden Ship. To obtain that
secret I must become Emperor,
and as things stand now my father
might break the old traditions and
withhold it from me if I don't
show promise, according to his own
evaluations.

“So in regard to yourself—I am
going to have you disguised and
then pretend that I have brought
back from Hamardeen a specialist
in Hamarian affairs and a military
expert—a first class Thronasian
warrior. Under you I am going to
take lessons in the arts of war, in-
cluding fencing. I never was much
good at that, because I never could
understand killing. This maneuver
should attract my. father’s favor,
and once that is assured I should



46 SCIENCE STORIES

be able to advance you upward in
power, influence and wealth to the
point where it would be logical for
me to make you my personal ad-
viser, which will be the final step
in preparation for my coronation
and the big surprise.

“In the meantime, you may stay
with me and Yevea and Zircuth
at the villa in Aralanthas.

Abruptly, Adamas stopped talk-
ing. He and Garthanas looked at
each other for perhaps a minute
without speaking,.

Finally, the Prince of Muthark
observed something he had never
expected to see. Garthanas, the
powerful, battle-scarred scourge of
Imperialism, hung his head and
shook, silently. Deep inside him-
self he was sobbing, without tears.

For the Prince, this was a more
eloquent and convincing answer
than he could have hoped for. It
was a dangerous game which only
real men could play; in fact, Gar-
thanas was the only partner he
could have chosen in all the uni-
verse.

ARTHANAS did not discuss

the matter with Adamas. It
was as though this totally unex-
pected discovery of all his unut-
terable dreams in one basket had
left him speechless. In a sense this
was true, because the overwhelm-
ing magnitude of his thoughts and
feelings in regard to the whole plan
of Adamas was beyond the scope
of words—at least for Garthanas,
who yearned more for expression

in the form of action. Both men
understood each other in this re-
spect, and in their prolonged si-
lence they found a companionship
of minds on a deeper level than
might have been probed by con-
versation.

One night Garthanas sat alone in
the study which Adamas had pre-
pared for him, The curtains were
drawn across the entrance of the
room, blocking out a view of the
rest of the suite. It was the period
of sleep, but he was wide awake.
He sat lightly on his bench at a
table, idly tossing a small dagger
into the air and watching it fall
slowly back. The ship was far out
in those unknown regions of the
star-sea where the grip of worlds
was weak. The road was long to
Thronas. He waited impatiently
for the journey to be over, his mind
wrestling continuously with
thoughts and ramifications of
thoughts connected with past and
future.

To all but Adamas and Ceran-
this he was dead—yet in reality he
was only beginning to live. He felt
giddy whenever he fully grasped
his situation and envisioned him-
self swinging on a new and mighti-
er pendulum of Fate, in breathless
surging across a measureless gulf
between ultimate perdition and
epic glory.

Suddenly, the curtains parted,
and he looked up to see a male
quinus standing there on its curi-
ously formed, triple-taloned feet,
its tentacled arms writhing ner-
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vously and its lifeless looking bul-
bous eyes regarding him accusingly.
‘This creature was a large member
of its species, three-quarters as tall
as Garthanas and weighing almost
as much, taking into consideration
its long, thick coat of gray and red-
dish hair, which Nature had given
it to protect it from the deep cold
of the ice continents existing in the
northern and southern hemi-
spheres of Thronas,

“Well?” queried Garthanas, rest-
ing his forehead against the palm
of his hand to conceal the tell-tale
slave brand. “What do you want?
What are you doing here?”

The qulnus pursed its mouth la-
boriously to form words in the
human speech—a mouth that was
slit in a leathery face, without lips,
and handicapped by a murderous
looking incisor beak just inside.
“Yu—GQGar-tanas,” it said, in a deep-
throated, rasping tone that simu-
lated a growl.

Garthanas got to his feet so swift-
ly that he went a foot off the floor
in the light gravity. He landed on
the floor lightly, legs apart, and
caught his dagger in a better grip,
glaring at the gulnus with his nar-
rowed eyes. No need to hide his
scar now, he reasoned, inasmuch as
he had already been identified.

“How did you know that?” he
almost hissed at the hairy creature.

A hook-ended tentacle reached
up and the gqulnus tapped its own
forehead, significantly. It knew
about the scar.

“I am sorry,” said Garthanas,

starting toward it. “You should not
have recognized me. Unless you
have been ordered by Adamas to
come here—"

The qulnus stared sullenly at
the dagger in Garthanas' hand.
Then it turned and ran.

Garthanas followed it, trying to
govern his muscles so as not to
sprawl out in the air. He cursed,
wishing for normal gravity. The
qulnus seemed to be more of a
space veteran than he. It made
rapid progress across the richly
carpeted floors and headed for the
exit to the suite.

“Adamas!” called Garthanas. But
there was no answer. The Prince
was elsewhere on the ship, in spite
of the hour, which was unfortunate.

In fact, if the qulnus could not
be stopped it would be calamitous.
All his reasons for living now
hung in the balance as the creature
reached the exit and fled. It had
to be stopped.

Pausing briefly to wrap a cloth
around his forehead to conceal the
scar, he went to the exit and looked
out. A wide, empty corridor led
straight ahead into the depths of
the ship. The corridor was empty,
that is, with the exception of the
weirdly loping figure of the qulnus,
which ran with the aid of its long
tentacles.

Having no other recourse, Gar-
thanas followed the creature, keep-
ing his eye on every doorway that
he passed, ready to kill any ob-
server or to duck into one of the
entrances if men appeared in the
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passage ahead. The lights were
dim, and everyone seemed to be
asleep. On this ship there was no
need for standing watch, as all
slaves were securely locked in
their own section and the ship ran
itself. A fajut vibration could be
felt in the deck, reminding all who
were awake that the metal god
never slept.

The course taken by the fleeing
and apparently frightened quinus
was a devious one, as though it
hadn’t the intelligence to realize
that widespread alarm would have
been its best protection. Each time
it darted into a side passage, Gar-
thanas would reach it in time to
see it turn off somewhere else, and
so he was able to follow it, below
the center deck and about it, work-
ing gradually toward the bow of
the great vessel, racing down
spiral ramps, through empty dining
halls and lounging rooms, or even
between walls, through mainte-
nance hatches, up metal ladders
and into chambers filled with
weird, glowing instruments that
ticked or buzzed at him as he
passed.

Once he came to a large room,
one wall of which consisted of
magical screens where he could
see the awful gulf of the star-sea
and all its billions of far shining
lights. There he could see the
growing disc of great Thronas, and
beyond it the far mightier but cold
and lifeless world of Kebardeen,
surrounded by its little family of
shining moons. It had been more

than half a lifetime since he had
beheld this awesome miracle, but
now there was no time to observe
the stars. The gulnus has crossed
the room silently and made its
exit, stupidly neglecting to awaken
some hailf dozen Thronasian war-
riors who lay sleeping on the ob-
servers’ couches below the screen.
The men were snoring loudly. Al-
most holding his breath, Garthanas
passed swiftly between them and
followed his quarry. He did not
know how much longer his luck
would hold out—or for that mat-
ter, how he would ever manage to
get back to the imperial suite with-
out being seen.

At last, however, he caught the
qulnus in what appeared to be a
cul-de-sac. Apparently unfamiliar
with the forward section of the
ship, which was generally forbid-
den anyway, the creature had run
into a passage that terminated in
a closed, circular hatch. Here it
stopped, with its hairy back against
the hatch, evidently unabie to open
it. It drew back its mouth to ex-
pose the shining incisor beak, emit-
ting a rumbling growl, its tentacles
poised like great serpents, ready
to strike with its knife-like hooks.

Ferocious and tough as the qul-
nii could be, Garthanas knew that
there could be no hesitation here,
He closed in on the thing, anxious
to throttle its loud caterwauling
and growling as quickly as possi-
ble, before it woke up the whole
ship. He feinted with his knife,
ducking back from the lashing
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“I¢ drew back its mouth to expose
the shining incisor beak, its tentacles
poised like great serpeats, ready to

strike with its kaife-like hooks.”

hooks on the tentacles. Then he
thrust out a long leg and kicked
it in the stomach, slamming it
against the hatch, eliciting a blood
curdling screech from it.

Abruptly, it charged him, grasp-

ing him in crushing tentacles and
simultaneously ripping his back
open with the hooks, Its great beak
was near his throat before he push-
ed with his hands and arms. Then
he caught its hairy neck and grip-
ped down hard with all his
strength, aware of the terrifyingly
tough, leathery muscles of the hu-
manoid which made it seem near-
ly indestructible.

Suddenly, to his surprise, the
qulnus fell limp. Its great eyes
grew dim as though a light had
gone out inside them. It was dead.
He hadn’t known they were so vul-

nerable. His dagger was on the

floor. He had not even used it.

But there was no time left for
conjecture. He heard men running
toward the passageway. He knelt
down, picked up the dagger, lis-
tening.

“It came from here!” he heard
somebody shout. “This way!”

Definitely, he was about to be
discovered by a large number of
men. His only alternative was to
try the hatch, which he did, and it
swung back like the ponderous
door of a tomb—into a cavernous
world of semi-darkness and eerie,
blinking lights.

The home of the metal god! No
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wonder the qulnus had chosen to
fight it out with him rather than to
enter here!

In a flash the realization came
to him that it were better to risk
death in a meeting with the metal
god than to risk revealing any
phase of the secret plans of Ada-
mas. If he, himself, were to die,
Adamas might yet succeed, as long
as the secret was kept. Gritting his
teeth against instinctive dread, he
entered the place and closed the
hatch behind him, knowing that
none would dare to follow even if
they should suspect that someone
had entered here. He hoped they
would think the qulnus had been
killed by the metal god for ap-
proaching too closely.

He waited just inside the hatch,
trembling unaccountably. He knew
he was not afraid of death. It was
that indefinable something which
lay beyond death he feared, in
spite of himself. A power beyond
life and mind—here, lurking in the
dim cavern, where a thousand
eyes, it seemed, glowered at him
resentfully, waiting for him to
make one move before cancelling
out his life. The danger on the
opposite side of the hatch suddenly
became as insignificant as a tiny
beetle crawling away into nothing-
ness—but this before him loomed
upon him like the enigma of Eter-
nity. And all his size and strength
and prowess gained in a hundred
battles was as dust—meaningless.
He sensed a mighty power here
that lay far beyond the reach of

swords or any violence that Man
could inflict, In short, he was in the
presence of a real and living god.

A god who was the key to Mut-
hark’s power. And he, Garthanas,
stood in its forbidden temple.

Well, hadn’t he dreamed of such
an advantage as this? Hadn’t he
wished that he might actually visit
this place some day and see if he
could find the secret? Perhaps,
after all, other gods had devised
this means of bringing him here.
What it that they had placed the
cloak of history on his shoulders,
guiding him into the channels of
victory? He would be undeserving
of their special attention if he did
not take acdvantage of the positions
in which they placed him. Maybe
he was supposed to be here, after
all.

Endeavoring to strengthen his
morale with this delusion, he
straightened up and searched the
gloom with his eyes. He saw tier
after tier of instrument banks with-
out realizing their purpose. Their
dials glowed in the dark, and little
signal lights flickered off and on,
racing across whole relay banks in
a rush of ghostly flashes. He heard
whisperings and rustlings and hur-
ried clicking sounds, muffled by
depths of wires and tubes and ma-
chinery which lay as far beyond his
comprehension as the stars.

But in the middle of the main
aisle between the dark tiers lay
something much more comprehen-
sible and to the point—a crum-
bling human skeleton. Someone
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else had come before him, search-
ing for the guarded secret of the
Golden Ship.

It seemed foolish to take a step
in that direction and thus lose his
life, yet on the other hand did he
have no faith in his destiny? What
if it was meant to be? Should the
gods who befriended him now have
to shake their heads and say he
had no faith—that he was a cow-
ard, unfit for the important role he
played in the affairs of men?

Sweating and calling himself a
self-deluded fool, he nevertheless
took a few hesitant steps forward
toward the dim tiers of tiny lights
and glowing instruments—toward
the ancient skeleton on the floor.
As nothing happened, he took
courage and moved with a greater
certainty down the aisle.

“Stop where you are.”

The command was low in vol-
ume, yet it boomed upon him like
a powder blast, paralyzing his will.
The voice was decidedly not hu-
man. It was muffled, metailic, tone-
less, seeming to emerge out of the
air and come from everywhere.

After a while, he found his voice
and forced himself to say, “You are
—the god of this Golden Ship.”

“lI am the servant and protector
of the leader of men,” came the
answer.

In a way, that made sense.
Thamas I was Emperor, the leader
of men. But that this mysterious
power denied it was a god—

“You must go from here,” said
the voice.

Garthanas hesitated, yearning
to know more, marvelling at the
fact he hadn’t been killed, wonder-
ing if he were the first to ever hear
the voice of the metal god—for no
one had ever claimed it could
speak to men.

"GO!”

Unable to think of any argu-
ment, Garthanas turned to go, then
stopped, wondering how he would
get back to the imperial suite with-
out being seen.

“There to your left is a mainte-
nance hatch,” came the voice again.
“It leads between the walls. Follow
the passages to the end of the
ship.”

Garthanas felt the hair prick-
ling him at the base of his neck.
The metal god could read his
mind! No wonder the holder of the
key to its power was always safe!
He found the hatch, opened it,
and reached for the metal rungs
inside that led upward—and fled.

It was well he followed this
route between the walls, because a
trail of blood through the ship
would have led the guards to the
Prince’s quarters.

E told Prince Adamas about

his killing of the qui/nus, but

for some unknown reason he could

not bring himself to relate to him

his experience with the metal god.

Instead, he merely claimed that he

had found his way back to the
suite between the walls.

Adamas personally dressed his

wounds. “They believe that two
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quinii became curious about the
metal god,” he told Garthanas.
“The story is that the one fought
the other to prevent it from enter-
ing the place, because of the blood
they found on the deck, and both
of them must have been killed by
the god.”

Garthanas winced as medicinal
herbs stung the lacerations in his
back. “Do you think that story will
stick?”

“I believe it will. I have given it
my official approval, which ab-
solves the slavemasters of any fur-
ther responsibility in the matter.”

“How can we keep the qulnii out
of my room? I know it would look
strange if you refused to be waited
on at all.”

“The voyage is almost at an
end. Soon we shall be on Thronas.”

Soon we shall be on Thronas.
Garthanas forgot his physical pains
and savored the thought. Thronas
—and the promise of all things.

When the ship approached the
planet of his birth, Garthanas was
able to see it in a smaller magic
screen in the Prince’s suite. It was
not a bright and shining world like
tiny Hamardeen, which lay nearer
to the sun, but a vast, half-frozen
globe swinging through the fringes
of the outer coldness—the last of
the planets lying within reach of
the sun’s life-giving rays—its
brightest day like graying twilight,
its only belt of flourishing life be-
ing in its equatorial zone.

He could make out the Belt
plainly — a broad area of snow-

capped mountains and forested
steppes going down to the cold,
restless oceans. Above and below
this belt were the gray-white jum-
bles of the ice continents, a no
man’s land where only the qulnii
and the other ice-world denizens
could penetrate. Still, the inhabita-
ble area of Thronas was greater
than the total surface area of Ham-
ardeen, according to the best Thro-
nasian and Hamarian thinkers.
And it had been inhabited far
longer. Thronasian and Hamarian
civilization could trace its history
back to the fringes of crumbled
ruins that marked the end of an-
cient empires beyond the ken of
Man.

As the Golden Ship slowly pene-
trated the atmosphere, Garthanas.
and Price Adamas finally discern-.
ed the tremendous outlines of the
greatest city in the universe—
Muthark, home of the Emperor.

“There will be a stop here to
unload almost everybody on
board,” the Prince told him. “Then.
you and I will continue onward to
Aralanthas and Hedenas.”

Below them they saw an endless
panorama of tree-lined stone roads
and stone buildings, interspersed
with towering temples to various
deities. As they drew closer to the
center of the metropolis, after a
half hour of drifting across the
rooftops, the houses began to be
replaced by luxurious villas and
sprawling palaces whose roof-
gardens gleamed with the color of
rare plants and painted and pol-
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ished tiles inlaid with precious
metals and jewels. Between the
great palaces now could be seen
mighty temples which seemed be-
yond the work of Man, so tremen-
dous were they, and there were
vast, open coliseums and private
lakes and pavilions, luxury seem-
ing to be heaped on luxury and
might and power as they drew near
to the great palace and the courts
of the center of Muthark.

Behind giant walls, on the top of
which were roads giving passage
to troops, was the Inner City. It re-
quired a special city, in itself, to
service the Palace, which was a
square mile in extent and soared,
in tome parts, more than one hun-
dred and fifty talii in height. There
were gleaming domes and marble
towers and vine covered arcades
surrounding private pools and gar-
dens, far above the level of the
streets. Next to the great Palace
was the mighty temple of Shiva-
this, Goddess of Creation, from
whose uppermost tower the smoke
of eternal fire rose in dubious
greeting to the rival god of metal
in the Golden Ship.

Somewhere down there, thought
Garthanas, were Derkalas and Car-
this. Before when he had been
drunk and had been thinking of
them he had not been quite sure
what form of vengeance would sat-
isfy him, but now that he was cold
sober and so close to them he
knew exactly what that vengeance
would be—which made him wish
he might get drunk again, because

even his own thoughts appalled
him.

While the ship unloaded at Mut-
hark, Prince Adamas was suddenly
summoned to appear before the
Emperor, and Garthanas was
forced to go into concealment
again. While he waited for Adamas
to return, he busied himself by ap-
plying a temporary disguise suffi-
cient to get him into Hedenas with-
out arousing too much suspicion on
the part of the farm laborers
there. He had been supplied with
the harness and insignia of a Thro-
nasian moganus, an officer com-
manding from three to five hun-
dred men, and this he put on now.
In addition, he bandaged his head,
covering the slave brand, review-
ing in his mind the little story he
and Adamas had concocted to the
effect that he had been wounded
in a skirmish with some Hamarian
slaves. Later, when things had set-
tled down, they would see what
Zircuth’s medical friends could do
in the way of a more permanent
disguise. He had already begun to
let his beard grow, and already he
locked different, somehow older
and distinguished.

Most of all he liked the fine
quality sword that came with the
outfit. It was of excellent metal,
flexible, resilient, light, tough, and
razor sharp. He practiced whipping
it through the air and nicping littie
tascles off the curtain that hung
acroce the door of the study. An
enemy to false pride, Garthanas
expected pride in a man who had
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reason for it. And of this he was
justifiably proud — his amazing
ability with a sword. Readily rec-
ognized as the best swordsman on
Hamardeen, he secretly wondered
if there were any master of the
art on either of the two worlds who
could teach him a trick or two.
Xanthas had been one of the best
blades he had met, but if there
were none better than he—Gar-
thanas shrugged, grinned, and
made his sword sing through the
air, One nickname he liked, be-
cause he thought he could live up
to it. His people called him the
Hamarian Sword. Now was the
time to get into good condition.

Suddenly, his blade paused in
mid-air, and he frowned darkly. He
remembered a better sword than
that of Xanthas. The man behind
it had been—Derkalas—practical-
ly his equal.

Well? So much the better! He
grimaced, showing his teeth, as he
slashed a hole through the curtain.

“Here! Here! What’s going on in
there!” he heard Adamas exclaim.

His face was red with anger
and embarrassment when the
prince entered his room. “I like
this sword,” he said, lamely.

“But not the curtain, evidently.”

Garthanas felt a slight pressure
of the deck under him and knew
the ship was under way again. “Did
you see your father?” he asked,
changing the subject.

“Yes, but incidentally your dis-
guise is good. You'd better prepare
yourself to return salutes.”

“What did the Emperor want?”

“Well, naturally he wanted a
preliminary report on my inspec-
tion of Hamardeen.”

Garthanas arched his brows.
“And?”

“He is having a private celebra-
tion of his own tonight because he
is convinced, at last, that I may
turn out to be what he wants.”

“You must have put on quite an
act.”

“It was hardly necessary. I gave
him one piece of news that solved
everything. You see—he believes
I really had you executed.”

“Oh.” Garthanas’ eyes narrowed
more than ever. “Was I—I mean,
am I that important to him?”

“Perhaps—but what is more im-
portant is the fact he thinks I was
capable of taking the law in my
hands and acting like the Prince
of Muthark should—according to
him.”

“I see .
up?”

“Yes—and then he clawed me
over for authorizing such a large
importation of Hamarian slaves
this trip.” Adamas’ acquiline fea-
tures clouded over. “For some rea-
son I can’t quite fathom yet, he
has been following a policy of
keeping Hamarians out of Thro-
nas.”

Garthanas’ brow furrowed in
puzzlement. “Well? I should think
you'd be happy about- that. We
don’t like slavery, do we?”

“True. But don’t underestimate
my father. His mind is not only

. « Anything else come
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keener than that sword of yours,
it’s completely unfathomable and
unpredictable. I don’t like the
drift of things. It seems his plan
is eventually to have every Ha-
marian isolated on Hamardeen.”

Garthanas curved his sword into
a circle and studied it. “Hmm.
That is food for thought ... In-
cidentally, did you mention you
had brought along a certain Thro-
nasian ‘moganus’ who is going to
instruct you in the arts of war?”

“No. He might have wanted to
see you at once. I am saving you as
a surprise later on.” Adamas sought
to change the subject. “How does
it feel to be weighted down with
the heavier grip of Thronas?”

“Great! A man likes to feel his
feet are on the ground—or on the
deck, as the case may be.”

With a sly grin, Adamas drew
his own sword. “How about giving
me my first lesson in swordsman-
ship?” he asked.

In the same instant, his sword
flew out of his hand and clattered
into a corner. He felt the point of
Garthanas’ sword at his throat, and
he paled.

“You've had it,” replied the lat-
ter, grinning and staring him down
with his narrowed eyes.

“Wh—what kind of a lesson is
that?”

“A very important one. Never
be caught by surprise—and hang
on to your weapon next time.”

The two men grinned at each
other.

“By the gods—I'm glad I found

you, Garthanas!” said the Prince,
Garthanas lowered his sword.
“Is there any liquor around here,
your Highness? Let’s have a drink
before we reach Hedenas—to us!”

RALANTHAS was a country
which all Thronasians re-
garded as a picturesque land of
peace and warmth and color. It
was peaceful because it was prin-
cipally agrarian, yielding crops of
grapes, sugar roots, and fibre bark
for weaving. It was warm not only
because of its location on the equa-
tor, but mostly because of sub-
marine volcanic action off the
coast which provided the region
with the only warm ocean current
on the planet. Moreover, among
the towering, snow-capped moun-
tains which formed a scenic back-
ground to this country were smoul-
dering volcanoes, providing warm
mineral baths for tourists and na-
tives alike in the lowlands. It was
colorful both because of the flow-
ering trees and vines, and because
of the dress and music and song
and artistry of the people—if you
visited them between those peri-
ods when the tax collectors came
around, or when the imperial army
was not recruiting Hamarian de-
scendants for work on the canals
of Hamardeen,

The lands belonging to the im-
perial villa of Hedenas practically
constituted a province. It was a
verdant valley spilling out of the
lap of the foothills and spreading
like a huge green fan to the sea,
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divided by a turbulent river that
was fed by the eternal snows far
above. Inasmuch as rains were
more predictable in the uplands,
lowland farming had come to be
based on the principle of irrigation,
so the river had its man-made
tributaries which glided peacefully
along the terraced lands, encircling
vast vineyards, fibre reed plateaus
and marshy sugar root fields. As
the valley rose upward and nar-
rowed between the shoulders of the
hills, farming gave was to industry,
where the wineries and the sugar
plants and fibre processing mills
were located. And beyond thase
lay the laborers’ village, in the
shadow of the great, terraced hill
where the gleaming pillars of the
“yilla” and the dome of the Tem-
ple of Shivathis could be seen
among the towering trees.
Garthanas had never been to
Aralanthas, but he knew he was
going to like it. His opinion of
Hedenas was darkened only by
the fact that it was all the product
of Emperor Thamas I's industry in
the days of his mysterious youth
when he had not expected to be
called to the Throne. Here was
where the Ermperor’s dreams had
been warped by personal bitter-
ness and survived in a twisted form
to dominate two worlds. Here was
the grave of that unknown woman
who had given birth to Adamas
and Yevea. Here was the tomb of
imperial mystery. And here lived
a once scholarly and talented
priest named Zircuth who chose to

drown his unspoken memories in
his cup.

They disembarked from the
Golden Ship along with fifty
guards reassigned from Muthark,
plus twenty-five Hamarian slaves
from Hamardeen. When the un-
loading was finished, the ship au-
tomatically took to the sky and
returned to Muthark, where it usu-
ally hovered, waiting for new com-
mands from the Emperor or those
with delegated authority.

When they entered the inner
grounds of the villa, the two of
them walked alone up the graveled
path between the trees. Guards,
slaves and qulnii had taken an-
other route toward the service en-
trances to the palatial establish-
ment, bearing the imperial luggage.
Garthanas was looking at the pale,
daylight sky, comparing it to the
brighter skies of Hamardeen, and
he shivered, knowing that it might
take many days for his blood
chemistry to change sufficiently to
make an adjustment to this cli-
mate, which was the warmest that
Thronas could provide. But in-
stinctively there was a satisfaction
in knowing he was back on the
planet of his birth. Though he de-
spised most of its aspects, there
was still a sense of identity to be
derived from it.

Adamas was looking anxiously
ahead of him toward the villa, and
suddenly a little gasp of relief
escaped his lips when he saw
Yevea come running toward them.

“Yevea!” he exclaimed, and ran
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ahead to meet her,

Garthanas slowed his steps,
watching, assailed inwardly by a
curious conflict between morals
and understanding. He recognized
Yevea at once because of the
statue he had seen in the villa gar-
den on Hamardeen. Here was that
same frail, virginal looking crea-
ture with the long, blond hair and
the soulful blue eyes, falling into
her brother’s arms with the telltale
abandon of a lover. He wondered
if there were not sadists among
the gods—or if in the case of the
leaders of men, especially, they
tortured them with the taste of for-
bidden manna. In terms of love,
alone, he could sympathize with
these two when he witnessed their
hungered response, one to the
other — because he knew such
hunger. Goddess or witch, there
was always Carthis.

“Tharnas,” said Adamas, turning
to him, happily—they had agreed
that his name should be changed
for the time being — “this is
Yevea.”

He had avoided saying this was
his sister. Well, at least they cer-
tainly did not look like brother
and sister.

“I know,” he answered with a
grim smile. “Have you forgotten
the statue?”

Adamas reddened. ‘Through
memory of it they both saw Yevea
as he had portrayed her—as naked
as Shivathis.

The girl searched his narrowed
eyes, wonderingly. Then she stud-

ied his stern, rugged face and took
in the size and strength of his
towering frame—and his military
insignia. She smiled, uncertainly.

“Yevea, this is Tharnas, an au-
thority on Hamarian affairs on
Hamardeen. He will be with us a
while to instruct me.”

She held out her girlish little
hand, and Garthanas kissed it
gravely.

“You've been wounded,” she
said, observing the bandage on his
head.

“Nothing serious,” he returned,
straightening up.

“Ah-tell me,” put in Adamas,
hastening to change the subject.
“Where is Zircuth?” The three of
them resumed their way up the
path toward the villa.

Yevea hesitated.

“Don’t tell me he’s back in one
of his drinking spells!”

“No—something which frightens
me more.” Garthanas saw a shad-
ow of concern cross her lovely,
delicate features. “He has gone
back—to the hills.”

Adamas stopped. “Oh no! — not
that!” .

“I'm afraid so. He’s been gone
for days.”

Adamas turned to Garthanas.
“About every few years or so, Zir-
cuth fails to get satisfaction even
from his wine—so he turns to
Jehnthavas—"

There was a cold feeling at the
back of Garthanas’ neck which had
nothing to do with Thronasian
weather. “You mean—the invisi-
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ble, forbidden god of beggars?”

Adamas nodded. “It seems only
when he is so troubled that noth-
ing else can help him he goes up
there into the hills, because he be-
lieves Jehnthavas lives alone in
the sky.”

“But I thought— Zircuth was
your family priest of Shivathis?”

“He is—but a renegade, in a
way. My father broke him from
high priestly office once because
of this Jehnthavas business. For
some reason he keeps Zircuth here
a virtual prisoner—like Yevea.”

““Adamas! Please!” Yevea
blushed.

“My friend Tharnas under-
stands many things, Yevea. Wait
until you come to know him
better.”

Yevea reverted hastily to the
previous subject. “Don’t you think
you should go after Zircuth?”

“Yes, of course. It will be a good
opportunity to show Tharnas the
country, too. We can ride up on
kethalii and perhaps do some hunt-
ing on the way. How does that
sound to you, Tharnas?”

“Hmm?” Garthanas looked star-
tled. “Oh—yes. That’s fine. Fine.”

He had been thinking of the
mendicant priest on Hamardeen
who had told him there was one
god who was not of stone, but of
all things and all truth. The one
who had said, “Find you the true
mother of your blood and Hamar
shall be free”

And then on the other hand, he
had actually talked to another

sort of god—the one who lived in
the Golden Ship. And come to
think of it, that god really did live
in the sky, even among the stars,
if he chose.

Garthanas grunted semi-audi-
bly, in his impatience with things
that were not the concern of war-
riors. He would leave all that to
the philosophers and the blind.

ETHALII were multiple pur-

pose beasts. They served the
purpose of both mount and hunt-
ing dog. Giant cousins to the dogs,
they were white and long-haired,
accustomed to living in the dreary
wastelands of the ice-continents
and foraging for themselves. For-
merly their howling packs had
been the scourge of human explor-
ers before the qulnii had proved
they could be tamed. Almost as
tall at the shoulder as a man, they
were the most nimble and sure-
footed beasts obtainable for the
dangerous passages in the moun-
tains. It was Garthanas’ first ride
on a kethalus and he considered it
much more relaxing than storming
along on the scaly back of a Ha-
mardeenan kruthus.

Which fact enabled him to en-
joy the scenery. After the com-
paratively flat horizons of Hamar-
deen, this was a wonderland of
breathtaking panoramas. The
mountains ahead were so vast that
one could only sense their size
rather than see it, and the eternally
frozen peaks appeared to have
more in common with the dark sea
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of the stars—which glimmered
here in the midst of day at these
altitudes—than with the distance-
misted coastlands far below.

As his kethalus sniffed eagerly
at the trail and surged ahead,
Adamas remarked, “I think we're
getting close now. They always
smell the huts of the Upland
Dwellers because of the mergralii
they keep for live stock.”

“Is Zircuth staying at one of
those huts?”

“Yes. He has an old friend up
here who takes care of him when
he’s—this way.”

The hut was made of sod, be-
hind which was a small corral en-
closing a half dozen, furry little
creatures known as mergralli. The
howls and bellowing yelps of the
kethalii, straining at their reins,
brought the owner of the hut out-
side, grinning at them tcothlessly.
He kneeled instantly and touched
the ground with his forehead when
he recognized his visitor—and his
deference was motivated also by
the insignia which Garthanas was
wearing.

Adamas asked him about Zir-
cuth and he shock his head sadly,
finally getting to his bare, dirt-
caked feet. He pointed off into the
hills, and Adamas goaded his
mount into a light gallop. Gar-
thanas followed immediately.

They found Zircuth on his knees
in front of a cave that had once
been the lair of a screaming glide-
cat, a ferocious, web-pelted mon-
ster of the mountain skies which

had since been hunted out of these
regions. Before him was a precipice
that dropped away into mist
shrouded depths, and above him
was the shoulder of the gleaming
white cordillera—and the dark
gray of the sky with its glimmering
stars. He started, a resentful ex-
pression on his aged face at the in-
trusion, but when he recognized
Adamas the resentment was re-
placed with sudden joy and he
struggled to his feet. He wore the
black robe of the order of Shiva-
this, and his head was shaved in
accordance with the regulations of
the temple, but this was compen-
sated for by a full, black beard
that was streaked with gray.

“Adamas!” he exclaimed, hap-
pily. “At last you have returned
from Hamardeen! I did not
know—"

“How could you?” interrupted
Adamas, without dismounting.
“You were up here.”

The kethalii were sniffing and
whimpering, for all their size and
ferociousness, vaguely aware that
a glide-cat had once lived here.
They pranced about nervously.

Zircuth clutched at something
that hung on a chain from his neck.
“Forgive my despondence,” he
said. “But your arrival has lifted
this cloud. I will go back to Hede~
nas now.” He looked curiously at
Garthanas, studying his face and
his eyes more than his harness
and insignia.

“I would introduce you to this
man,” said Adamas, “if it were not
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necessary for me to tell you some-
thing very important first.” He
motioned with his head to Gar-
thanas. “Let’s dismount. This is a
good place to talk. Zircuth is one
who may be trusted with our se-
cret.”

The old priest looked from one
to the other, at first slightly bewil-
dered, then suddenly aware that
the three of them were to be in-
volved in a very vital matter. In
his old eyes Garthanas saw things
that he liked, and in his face, too.
There was a reservoir of strength
and wisdom which could still be
tapped if occasion demanded, and
this was such an occasion.

Adamas reviewed swiftly the
political philosophies which Zir-
cuth had taught him. He told the
priest most of his plan for deceiv-
ing his father, the Emperor, and of
how he would take over and abol-
ish slavery, establishing a bi-parti-
san representative form of govern-
ment as soon as he obtained the
key to the power of the Golden
Ship, but he saved the biggest sur-
prise until last.

" “This is wonderful news,” re-
plied Zircuth, still studying Gar-
thanas curiously, “but it seems that
something is lacking in the entire
picture’”

“What do you mean?”

Zircuth placed a gentle hand on
Adamas’ arm. “My son, do not take
offense at what I am going to tell
you, but in such matters as these
we must face reality. You are a
good man, but do the people know

it? Will they follow you?”

“I know what you want to say.
I haven’t the name, the back-
ground, the looks and the leader-
ship to take this great step and es-
tablish a balance between Thro-
nasians and Hamarians. The Ha-
marians themselves might harbor
the thought of revolt in their minds
if we brought a lot of them back
here, as long as a Thronasian sat
on the throne, and the Thronasians
would suspect this and thus dis-
trust the whole procedure.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, on Hamardeen I met the
type of leader you have in mind,”
said Adamas, looking a little sad
and troubled. “But unfortunately
we had to execute him.”

Zircuth’s brow furrowed. “Then
why mention it? I don’t under-
stand.”

“The man was
thanas.”

Zircuth had seated himself on
the ground, but now he staggered
to his feet, his face suddenly pale.
“The Hamarian Sword!” he ex-
claimed. “Dor’t tell me he is dead!
There was the only man who could
have made your plan perfectly
feasible! He was the last of the
truly great leaders of men—a man
who was brave and defiant and
who could inspire a great mass of
people by his deeds. How could
you let such a man as that be ex-
ecuted!”

Adamas smiled, triumphantly.
“Both the Thronasians and the
Hamarians witnessed the execu-

called Gar-
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tion,” he said. “But they only think
he is dead. I am saving him for a
‘resurrection’ at the proper mo-
ment. Zircuth—this man is Gar-
thanas!”

The priest's mouth dropped
agape. He released the object he
had been clutching all this time
in his hand and made a curious
sign, touching an index finger to
his forehead and looking upward
at the sky—a forbidden piece of
ritual da=dicated to Jehnthavas. On
his chest, the object hungz on its
chain—the naked figure of Shi-
vathis, Goddess of Creation.

And Garthanas, his eyes no long-
er narrowed, stared dumbfounded
at it. His mouth opened and he ex-
claimed, “Mugu!”

“What?” said Adamas.

“I—I'm sorry. It's been years
since I've sean one of those”

“It’s Shivathis,” replied Adamas,
disappointed that his sutrprise had
been dulled by this curious reac-
tion.

“I know. Once, when I was a
child, I called her “‘Mugu’” He
looked up, suddenly smiling at Zir-
cuth. He extended his hand to the
priest, who took it in both of his,
with tears in his eyes.

“This is a god-sent miracle!”
exclaimed the latter. “I am glad I
have lived to meet you, Garthanas.
I knew you were a leader of men
before I knew who you were.” He
turned to Adamas and clapped him
enthusiastically on the back. “My
son, you have my blessings—what-
ever they may be worth from a

broken down priest like myself—
because the signs are heavy with
good portent.”

“I should never have dared to
turn these wheels of empire with-
out your blessing,” Adamas replied.
“You have been the teacher of my
life.”

During the return trip, Gar-
thanas was unusually silent, think-
ing of the “Mugu” worn by Zir-
cuth. It had been such a trinket
that he remembered reaching for
as an infaat, worn about the neck
of another priest of Shivathis.
When and where he could not tell.
It was the earliest recollection of
his life.

ROM that day onward, the

various facets of the Great
Plan were developad rapidly. One
dark night, Adamas and Zircuth
took Garthanas to the home of an
old physician and friend of the
priest’s, who was told that this
“Tharnas” with the slave brand on
his forehead had been of noble
birth but he and his parents had
been sent into slavery on Hamar-
deen years before during the reign
of Romuth the Moron, and that
now he was being reinstated as a
nobleman. The physician applied
his “magic substance” that looked
like skin, effectively covering the
scar. Garthanas was to return
every few months to have it re-
newed until his skin had become
sufficiently accustomed to the
substance to take a permanent
covering. In the meantime, there
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would be irritations and itching, he
was told, but he must not scratch
it. The relief obtained from not
having to wear a bandage was
worth it to Garthanas.

The pretended training of
Adamas in the arts of war com-
menced. In the mornings there was
strategic practice arranged with
the officer of the local Thronasian
guards, and in the afternoon there
was fencing. Although Garthanas
attempted to conceal his real prow-
ess with a sword, the officer of the
guards and other men began to
wonder about the origin of this
mysterious moganus who stood so
high in the favor of the Prince.

One morning Garthanas took a
walk alone down through the la-
borer’s village below the villa and
along the roads between the sugar
plants and wineries, down across
the bridges spanning the irrigation
canals and among the wet ficlds
where the sugar root grew. He had
wanted merely to take in the scen-
ery here which was somewhat rem-
iniscent of his childhood, but his
mood was disrupted by the sight of
at least fifty Hamarian slaves who
were engaged in a strange cere-
mony just prior to commencing
the day’s harvesting. The slave-
master, a half-breed “irustee”
slave, was the only man among
them who was armed with a
sword, and it was he alone who
stood while the others kneecled in
mournful song, pounding their
breasts as though they were pro-
fessional mourners. The half-breed

scowled at them dubiously but
permitted them to continue. He
was evidently waiting for the blast
from the horn of the morning
guard watch, signalling that it
would be time to get to work.
Garthanas suddenly stopped,
amazed, because he recognized a
forbidden song:
“The Empire and the ramparts
fell
Where Muthark’s ancient tem-
ples knell
The death-song of old glory
”

He stepped close to the slave-
master and nodded his head to-
ward the mourners, questioningly.

The half-breed looked him over
sullenly, one hand on the hilt of
his sword. Actually, he should have
saluted him with respect. Finally
he said, “They’ve received news
from Hamardeen. Garthanas has
been executed.”

Garthanas could only stand
there and watch them, unable to
tell them the truth, that the one
leader on whom they had pinned’
their faith stood even now among
them—and in a most favorable po-
sition to do them some good. In-
stead, he sought to change the sub-
Ject.

“Are you forgetting regula-
tions?” he asked, trying to sound
offended.

The slave-master sneered and
gave a salute. “Is that what you
want?” he almost snarled.

“No, I want more. You will stop
them from singing that song. You
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know it is forbidden.” However bit-
ter the taste in his mouth, he had
to play his part.

“I'm not under your command,”
retorted the other, and he grin-
ned. “But I'll do as you say. Hey—
you!”

The Hamarians stopped singing,
They looked up at Garthanas in
sullen defiance.

“The moganus here says you'll
have to stop that!”

The crowd grumbled, and they
got slowly to their feet. They look-
ed Garthanas in the eye and sang:

“The gods look down and are

alone
Where Hamar someday shall
atone .. "

They had changed the words!
The despondent song was taking
on a defiant tone. Garthanas want-
ed to grin, but he held his face in
an expression of offended dignity.
He raised his sword partly out of
its sheath, then snapped it back in
place and strode off, listening to
the defiant parody that followed
him.

“Their dreams of old we shall

revive

They are of stone but we’re
alive,

And vengeance is our trust.”

Well, he thought, Yesterday
might be dust, but Tomorrow look-
ed like a big heap of black powder.
The old feeling of defiance and
victory was in his blood. This time
the Hamarians had built up his
morale! They were ripe for a revo-
lution, Perhaps the camouflage of

imperialism around here was serv-
ing a double purpose.

The most discouraging news, of
late, however, was that the Gold-
en Ship had been making many
trips, taking thousands of Hamari-
ans away from Thronas—into ex-
ile on Hamardeen. Garthanas
wished he might have a look at
Thamas I and attempt to guess
what was going on inside his im-
perial skull.

On the way back to the villa, he
met Zircuth. The bearded old
priest invited him to take a little
walk with him. They went up to
the highest irrigation canal against
the side of the hills, where they
could look back at the whole ex-
panse of Hedenas.

“I have deliberately sought you,”
Zircuth told him. “I wanted to
warn you of trouble that is in the
air.”

“I've had a sample of it,” Gar-
thanas replied, and he nodded his
head in the direction of the Ha-
marians, who had now gone to
work in the fields. “It’s ironical
that they should hate me when
T'm also the object of their mourn-
ing.”

“That’s not what I'm getting at.”
The priest’s eyes were shadowed
with concern.

“Then what is it?”

“It concerns you more directly.
You see, ever since Adamas has
begun to find new favor with the
Emperor—your own position has
been eyed with greater envy.”

“By whom?”
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“Well, at first it was the local
guards and their officers—but then
they began to take stories of your
prowess with the sword back to
Muthark, and now it seems you
have attracted the attention of
various power-hungry overlords of
the Military. I have learned that
in Muthark such questions are
being asked as: Who is this Thar-
nas, the unassigned moganus of
Hedenas? Where are his records in
the archives of the Thronasian
Army? Under which mogrus has
he served before?”

“Sooner or later I expected
that.”

“But this thing has developed to
the point of action. Among those
military officials who are high
enough to be involved in upper
echelon politics there is a certain
clever moganus by the name of
Sorthalas. It seems the authorities
have enlisted his aid in getting
more personal evidence before tak-
ing the matter to the Emperor. 1
know this Sorthalas well, and if he
starts investigating—"

“What do you know about him?”

“Well, they couldn’t have picked
a man who is in a better position to
find out about you. He is intimate-
ly involved in the personal affairs
of the Emperor and Adamas, be-
cause he appears to be related in
some way to Gialnis, the mother
of Merlanthis, who is to marry
Adamas. He is also the manager
of the widow Gialnis’ estate, which
was returned to her after Thamas
1 took the Throne.”

“Gialnis,” Garthanas mused.
“Isn’t she the woman who—"

Zircuth’s face darkened. Then it
seemed that by an effort of will he
gained control of his emotions, “I
see Adamas had told you some-
thing of the personal history of
Thamas and Gialnis,” he said.
“Yes, she was his first and perhaps
only real love” He emphasized
this bitterly, as though there were
other loves not so real-—as though
he, himself, had some connection
with the Emperor’s secret past.
“But when 1t was announced that
Romuth would take the throne,
Gialnis’ parents withdrew their of-
fer, and the two lovers were sep-
arated. This, perhaps, was the
beginning of Thamas’ bitterness
with life. That he was injured in a
duel after the birth of Yevea, be-
coming sterile and unable to pro-
duce another heir besides Adamas
— was another added factor to
twist his personality.”

“Then this Merlanthis,” said
Garthanas, “is the daughter of
Gialnis by a later marriage?”

“Yes. Gialnis finally married
Thamas’ old rival for her affections
—a man who died some years ago.
In these later years Thamas and
Giainis have become intimates
again, and it seems they both favor
a marriage between Merlanthis
and Adamas as a sort of vicarious
realization of their earlier dreams.
The idea did not occur to them
until Merlanthis returned to her
mother. The girl ran away from
home when the estate was lost, un-
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der Romuth’s reign—but when she
learned of her mother’s new status
she returhed. Her interest in
Adamas is purely strategic. She is
a scheming rascal, for all her beau-
ty. She aims at being Empress.”

“I see. But getting back to this
moganus you mentioned. What
was his name?”

“Sorthalas. He may be bold
enough to contact you directly be-
fore long, and I’'m wondering what
sort of logical defense you can
make.”

“I've been preparing for that.
You see, my parents were actually
Thronasians of minor nobility.
They took me to Hamardeen when
I was young, and they were killed
during early Hamarian uprisings.
No one need know that I turned
ouf to be Garthanas. I can be ex-
actly what you told your doctor
friend—a reinstated nobleman.
They can look up my parents’ rec-
ords for themselves.”

“Hmm. That may be just the
plan we’ll have to follow. We must
talk this over with Adamas.”

They began to walk back to-
ward the villa, and soon they were
near the Temple of Shivathis.

“Have you performed any of
the rituals to the Goddess since
your return?” asked the priest. “I
have not seeri you enter the Tem-
ple”” They stood beforz the gates
of the domed building.  Garthanas
squinted upward at the smoke of
eternsl fire rising from its top.

“No,” he said. “It szems you and
I are both confused about our

gOdS.”
Zircuth darkened visibly and
looked at the ground. Suddenly, he
looked up, decisively. “Come in
here,” he said, opening the gate.
They went into the temple. And
Garthanas stopped, suddenly, look-
ing up at the naked image of
Shivathis. He had seen other like-
nesses of the goddess, but this was
the most beautiful of all, and the
strangest. Usually the statues of
her he had seen were done in one
of the harder black rocks suitable
for fine sculptoring, but this was
done with a lighter material and
painted to resemble a living being.
In the dim light of the torches
below her, Shivathis looked very
much alive. After he had looked
into her apparently searching and
challenging eyes and at those full
lips that curved in the most subtle
suggestion of a seductive smile, he
was forced to study her body,
which was beautiful enough in all
its feminine attractions to tempt
the soul of a man. Moreover, there
was something very familiar about-
her features which seemed to re-
mind him of someone he had seen
before. For all her pagan sort of
beauty, there was a tenderness hid-
den away beneath her, an aware-
ness of the aesthetic, an expression -
of longing for the indefinable.
“Weall? What do you think of
her?" asked Zircuth.
“She’s—haunting.”
“How true.” In Zircuth’s eyes
Garthanas saw both longing and
SOrrOw.
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“Who made her? Is this your
work?”

Zircuth sighed. “Yes. I made her
—Ilong ago.”

“It is a masterpiece. Too bad it
was so long ago. I should like to
have known the model.”

Zircuth started, glaring at him
suspiciously. “She’s dead!” he ex-
claimed, hastily.

Garthanas knew he was treading
on secret ground, that he was very
close to a clue to the imperial mys-
teries that lay buried here at
Hedenas. Surprised at his own
boldness, he said, “In other words,
the model was Adamas’ unknown
mother.”

Zircuth grasped his arm, fierce-
ly. “That is something Adamas,
himself, does not suspect. My lips
are sealed concerning this, and the
penalty for revealing it is death.
You will remember that!”

Garthanas studied the priest
curiously. “You mean-—the Em-
peror wants it kept secret? Why?”

Suddenly, there were tears in
Zircuth’s eyes. “You may wonder
why I have been known to be a
drunkard. It is because I am a
coward!”

“I don’t see the coward in you.
There’s something else behind all
this—not merely the threat of
death.”

Through incipient tears, Zircuth
glared at him. “You are too per-
ceiving,” he said. “Now let’s drop
the whole subject.”

Garthanas looked up at Shi-
vathis again, realizing now that

she has reminded him of Adamas.
She was dark, a typical Thronasian
type. '

“All right,” he answered. “But
there is another phase of this mys-
tery which maybe you could tell
me something about.”

“I don’t know. What is it?”

“Who—or what—is Jehnthavas,
really?”

Again, Zircuth started, almost
fearfully. Then a strange, wonder-
ing elation came over him as he
looked up at Garthanas. “Why—
why do you ask that?” he said.

“I seek truth. Regardless of
where it exists—"

Hastily, Zircuth led Garthanas
from the temple. They went up
into the gardens of the villa and
conversed in low tones for several
hours.

“So you see,” Zircuth concluded,
finally, “this is the only faith which
does not separate Man from God.
This is a real and workable theos-
ophy which states that the essen-
tial divinity is in Man, himself,
that he is a part of that certain
unity of conszciousness and law
which underlies all phenomena in
the universe. A belief in this ul-
timate unity, Jehnthavas, is a be-
lief in self—and there you have
the source of seif-respect and the
beginnings of godliness.”

Zircuth la’d a hand on Gar-
thanas’ powerful arm. “You are
important to the future history of
Mankind,” he said. “You stand at
the threshold of that history. If
you could but embrace this doc-
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trine, forbidden though it may be
in the eyes of the materialistic and
power-greedy priesthood, it would
give you the strength you need
to see you through all difficulties.”

“Certainly the masses here on
Thronas could use some of this
self-respect and gedliness,” re-
marked Garthanas. “I haven't vis-
ited Muthark yet, but from what
I've heard—"

Zircuth almost snarled in his
rage. “That constant debauchery
and degredation of the flesh is an
anarchy of the soul!” he exclaimed.
“If Jehnthavas is an actual entity
with a will of His own, He may
destroy this world bafore long—
unless we can change it.”

“But what about the metal god
in the Golden Ship?”

“I suspect that the original mak-
ers of the ship were clever enough
to construct some sort of machine
equipped with wonders beyond our
comprehension, which acts in a
fashion to continue some of their
purpose. It is an example of God
in Man, wlio created a lesser god
to serve him.”

Garthanas remembered that the
metal god had said only that it was
a protector and servant of the
leader of men. He lookad at Zir-
cuth, definitely convinced that
here was one of the fathers of
Wisdom.

And he thought—if Man had

made that weird thing in tlie Gold-

en Ship, Man could control it!

IN THAT moment, Garthanas
narrowed his eyes, apprehen-
sively, as he observed a lone rider
approaching the villa at a gallop,
astride a magnificent, bronze col-
ored kethalus. In the morning sun-
light he could make out thie mili-
tary trappings of a moganus and
several other insignia denoting spe-
cial office.

“Who is that?” he asked Zircuth,
pointing.

“By the gods!” exclaimed the
latter, tensing. “It is that same Sor-
lathas of whom I told you! Now
the trouble begins!”

The officer was still too distant
for Garthanas to make out his fea-
tures, but there was something
about the way he held himseif and
the way he held the saddle that
brought back vague, indzfinable
memories. Something started his
pulse to pounding as the racing fig-
ure disappeared under a grove of
trees below.

Both men heard the sound of
running feet. They looked up to
see Adamas. He was pointing to
the sky.

“The Golden Ship!” he exclaim-
ed. “I have been informed that my
father is visiting us!”

“The Emperor!” murmured Zir-
cuth, clutching at his Shivathis
which still dangied from his neck.

“Weil, maybe that’s what Sor-
thalas is hurrying about,” said Gar-
thanas. “He has been the ship, too.”

“Sorthalas!” exclaimed Adamas,
paling slightly. “Have you seen
him?”
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“He’ll be at the villa any minute
now,” put in Zircuth.

“Then brace yourself, Garthan-
as,” said Adamas. “Anything can
happen.”

The three men glanced up at
the approaching ship in the sky.
Then they all hurried toward the
villa, to be met by a worried look-
ing Yevea. She now knew their
secret, and she knew what might
be behind Sorthalas’ visit. If he
expressed his suspicions in front of
the Emperor—

But evidently there was some-
thing else that bothered her, too.
“Adamas,” she said. “Your father
has come — for the wedding!”
Tears of consternation welled up
in her eyes.

This stopped everybody. Ada-
mas glanced swiftly at Garthanas
and Zircuth. The latter clutched
his Shivathis harder than ever and
he looked away from Adamas only
to meet the narrowed eyes of Gar-
thanas. The old priest’s lips quiv-
ered, and he left them in haste.

"Garthanas slowly turned his
head from looking at Zircuth’s de-
parting figure. He stared at Ada-
mas and Yevea. “Is it true?” he
asked.

Adamas placed his arm around
Yevea’s shoulders and hugged her
to him. “My father has been press-
ing the issue,” he answered. “He
might well be coming here to de-
mand a marriage ceremony be-
tween me and Merlanthis.”

Yevea sobbed and buried her
head against Adamas. “Oh why

must it be this way!” she cried.

Garthanas struggled to bring to-
gether many disconnected clues
and suspicions in his mind in con-
nection with the mysteries of He-
denas—the strange attitude of Zir-
cuth in regard to Adamas and
Yevea, the secret of the lifesize
Shivathis in the Temple — He
shook his head, angrily.

“Pll meet you inside the villa,”
he said, and strode on, leaving the
two lovers alone with their fears
and their grief.

Garthanas went to his rcoms to
change into formal military attire.
He had a presentiment that this
day was going to be either long
remembered—or not remembered
at all. Because if things went
wrong, it could mean death. And
much depended on this fellow, Sor-
thalas.

The thought of Sorthalas caused
Garthanas to pick up his sword and
flex it. He paused, staring at the
gleaming blade. What instinct had
moved him to do that?

He shot it home in its scabbard
and stompad out of his rooms
through the glittering halls of the
imperial villa, toward the luxuri-
ous reception chambers. He could
hear the guards trumpeting a
salute to the Emperor. Servants
and slaves ran frantically about
under the sharp commands of
slave-masters and guards, making
everything in readiness for the
surprise visit.
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HE main reception hall was

twenty-five falii in length,
equipped with a raised dais at one
end which supported several great
chairs behind a broad, ornate table.
One side of the hall was open, giv-
ing access through vine-grown
arches to a broad veranda, from
which a beautiful view of the
broadening green fields of Hedz2nas
and the ocean beyond it could be
had.

The villa guards stood on either
side of the hall in their military
best, with swords trembling before
their noses in stiff salute. Slaves
scurried to place bowls of fruit and
jugs of rare wine on the table be-
fore the great chairs on the dais.
Bespangled noblemen of the court
at Muthark stomped imperiously
into the chamber, clearing the way
for the Emperor. Priice Adamas,
decked out in regal splendor, stood
expressionlessly before the table
on the dais, waiting for his father,
His eyes glanced once into Gar-
thanas’ eyes, warningly, then look-
ed away.

Garthanas took a place at one
end of the line of guards opposite
the arches and looked about for
Yevea and Zircuth, who were con-
spicuous by their absence. And so,
for that matter, was the man who
might have answered the descrip-
tion of Sorthalas. Perhaps, he rea-
soned, it was etiquette for the of-
ficer to wait until the Emperor had
passed him at the villa’s entrance
before coming in.

Suddenly, the guards and the

noblemen dropped to one knee as
the Emperor appeared. Only Ada-
mas stood up, but he cast another
warning glance at Garthanas.

Well, no use making a scene,
Garthanas reasoned, dropping to
one knee. Pride could not take
precedence over their carefully
conceived Plan. He kneeled there
with the rest, his eyes narrowed to
hateful slits as he watched the Em-
peror, Thamas I, approach the
dais.

He saw a man who appeared to
be in his fifties, but it was difficult
to judge because of his lean figure
and energstic stride. Underneath
all those gold, jewel incrusted trap-
pings, Garthanas was surprised to
discern the healthy frame of a war-
ricr—one who was not as muscular
as he was quick and wiry. In his
youth he had not been a small
man, like Adatnas. Rather, he still
showed the lines of a large man
who probably handled a kethalus
and a sword as well as any man of
his age on the planet.

But in his face there was much
more to be seen as he swiftly pass-
ed Garthanas, flicking out his
sword to return the salute his son
was giving him. Dark-visaged,
gaunt, with a stubborn set to his
angular chin—which was covered
by a short beard—he seemed to
depend solely on his eyes for ex-
pression. They were dark, deep-set
under outward jutting brows, and
they were alive, burning with a
mental energy that put even Gar-
thanas instantly on his guard.
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Though he hated the maliciousness
of the man’s character, he admired
its strength.

Here was the man who had fin-
ished most of the work of exiling
the Hamarians, the man who sent
his Golden Ship to lay waste the
villages of those who were guilty
of fighting for freedom and dig-
nity. Here was the master figure
of the hated Muthark Dynasty
who ruled the mightiest and the
foulest empire in the history of
Man. Garthanas wanted to spit at
his heels but restrained himself.

Without ceremony, Thamas 1
mounted the dais and turned to
face the people assembled in the
hall. He still held his sword in his
hand, and with it he signalled
everybody to rise.

There was a clattering of swords
returning to scabbards.

Thamas I indicated his son with
his sword. “Hail the Prince of Mut-
hark!” he commanded, in concise,
energetic tones. His piercing glance
darted about among the assembled
noblemen.

Swords clattered out of their
scabbards once more and a roaring
shout was heard. “Hail the Prince
of Muthark!’ they cried, while
Garthanas joined them.

He was looking at the heavy,
jeweled medallion on the Empar-
or’s chest. It was identical to the
one Adamas was wearing, except
for the center stone, which was
luminescent. It was a fascinating
and beautiful thing the like of
which Garthanas had never been

before.

“My son has done well,” said the
Emperor, briskly. “It is time for
me to make arrangements for the
next great step in his approach to
the imperial Throne.”

Another great shout went up,
but Adamas did not smile. He only
inclined slightly from the waist to
acknowledge the acclaim.

The Emperor went around the
table and sat down in one of the
great chairs. He signalled Adamas
to do the same, while he replaced
his sword in its jeweled scabbard
and picked up a great bunch of
purple fruit to munch on. Garthan-
as could have sworn there was a
malicious glimmer in his eye as he
watched his son. He knew that a
marriage with Merlanthis was in-
timated, and he knew what this
meant to Adamas in relation to his
helpless love for Yevea. Adamas
came and sat down beside his fa-
ther, trying to keep his eyes away
from Garthanas.

A gold-harnessed honor guard
which had accompanied the Em-
peror on the ship now took its
place behind the two on the dais.

“Now that I am here,” continued
the Emperor, “I should like to see
this moganus, known as Tharnas,
who is to be my son’s teacher in
Hamarian affairs and the arts of
war.”

Garthanas tensed in the struggle
to control his emotions. It required
a positive effort of will to keep his
hand from the hilt of his sword. He
saw Adamas lean toward the Em-
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peror and nod to him. He stepped
forward to the foot of the dais and
forced himself to drop to one knee,
bowing his head. But he got to his
feet before receiving permission to
do so, which elicited a gasp of as-
tonishment from the people on the
floor.

Now Garthanas had the full at-
tention of Thamas I, and the two
men glared at each other, delib-
erately measuring and weighing
the character of each. Garthanas
found himself face to face with
the strongest personality he had
ever met.

“You look at me,” said the Em-
peror, “but with narrowad eyes.”

“A habit, your Imperial High-
ness,” responded Garthanas, in his
deep, booming voice. “It is owing
to years spent on the deserts of
Hamardeen under a brighter sun.”

The Emperor studiously peeled
one of the purple fruits and pop-
ped it into his mouth as he looked
Garthanas over. “You are a man to
satisfy the eyes of a warrior,” he
commented, smoothly. “Tell me
something of your history.” There
was a tone in his voice that told
both Garthanas and Adamas that
the Emperor suspected more than
he let on. Perhaps somes of the
gossip in military circles had al-
ready reached his ears!

“Come now,” chided Thamas I,
“surely among accomplished war-
riors modesty is a false virtue.”
Evidently he was enjoying himself
immensely, if Garthanas correctly
interpreted the wicked twinkle in

his eye. Adamas was growing paler
by the second.

“There is not too much to tell,
your Highness,” Garthanas finally
blurted out, to keep Adamas from
saying anything that would not
agree with his story. “Myv parents
were of the minor Thronasian no-
bility who were sent to Hamardeen
unds=t the reign of Romuth. There
they were killed during the early
Hamarian uprisings—"

“Wliat were the namsas of your
parents,” interrupted Thamas I
sharply. “And what was yeur fa-
ther’s office?”

Garthanas lieard a few snickers
from the noblemen who had come
along from Muthark. When his
narrowed eyes searched out the
authors of those sounds, the sounds
ceased.

“I was a boy of fourteen when
they were Kkilled,” he answered,
finally. “My father’s name was—
Kanthas of—"

Thamas I leaned forward, chal-
lengingly. “Yes? Kanthas of what!”"

“It's difficult to remember, your
Highness. It's some Thronasian
town—Thoronis! That's it! Kan-
thas of Thoronis. And my mother’s
name was Sarlis. I don’t know my
father’s office. It had something to
do with colonial government on
Hamardeen—but I submit my fa-
ther's name, whose record may be
searched.”

The Emperor frowned in slight
puzzlement, glancing quickly at a
few of the noblemen who had been
snickering. Adamas was trying to
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relax, his acquiline face glistening
with a light film of perspiration.

“All right,” said Thamas I, “we
have your father’s name and your
statement that he was of the minor
nobility. After your parents’ death,
what happened to you?”

Garthanas shrugged, with per-
fect nonchalance. “I was an or-
pihan. In the following years of
coniusion and uprisings I wander-
el wherever circumstances and the
supply of food guided me. I lived
and traveled with Hamarians and I
also lived and traveled with Thro-
nasians. In my later years I studied
with the imperial Thronasian
guards and took up the art of the
sword as a sort of vocation. The
garrison at Tharlanthis used to
pay me in food and lodging, and
in other ways, for fighting Hamari-
ans with them. After a while, I be-
came a minor officer in their ranks,
but when his Highness, the Prince,
discovered me and became im-
pressed enough by my swordsman-
ship to investigate my background,
he took me in as his teacher.”

Garthanas looked straight into
Adamas’ eyes and knew the other
was thinking the same thing as he
was. That he had just told a bald
lie, but before it could be dis-
proven Adamas would be Em-
peror.

“l see,” said Thamas 1. “Now
tell me—in the course of your as-
sociation with the Hamarians on
Hamardeen, did you ever learn
their secret concerning this explo-
sive powder they have invented?”

“No,” Garthanas replied, truth-
fully. “I am only a warrior, not a
chemist, your Highness.”

“You realize, of course, that this
weapon is a serious thing. It makes
the Hamarians dangerous.”

“But—your Highness, with the
Golden Ship you can isolate them
with the moat of the star-sea,
which no one could ever cross.”

Thamas I's eyes glimmerad. H~
evidently liked an intelleciual
duel in which the cpponents emo-
tions could be used as a trap. “1
know,” he replied, “but I dislike
having to worry about such a very
clever peeople. If they have in-
vented this marvelous explosive
substance, who knows what they
may invent in another generation
or so? I am thinking of the future
peace and safety of Thronas. And
therefore, I was thinking that if
the Golden Ship were to destfroy
Hamardeen utterly—"

A torrent of exclamations issued
from the assembled people on the
floor, and Adamas stared at his
father in obvious horror. But the
Emperor was analyzing every
muscle in Garthanas’ face, none of
which moved, to his evident disap-
pointment.

“As 1 was saying,” continued
Thamas I, deliberately probing
Garthanas with his eyes, “if I were
to order the Golden Ship tc de-
stroy Hamardeen entirely, it would
not only rid us Thronasians of a
headache and a concerr {or the fu-
ture peace and safety of Thronas,
but it would constitut: the mighti-
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est sacrifice ever made by Man to
our sacred goddess, Shivathis.”

The assemblage quickly mum-
bled the ritual statement: “Sacred
be the name of Shivathis forever!”

And Garthanas’ eyes narrowed
down to slits again as he returned
the Emperor’s stare. So he was
covering up with religion—dress-
ing up calloused, inhuman fiendish-
ness with a high-sounding motiva-
tion.

“You see,” continued Thamas I,
pleasantly, as though he were dis-
cussing what he preferred to have
for breakfast, “it has come to my
attention that the Hamarians of
Hamardeen are turning away from
Shivathis — that they even pay
homage to the forbidden god,
Jehnthavas” While a flurry of
whispered comment again went
around the room, Thamas 1 still
concentrated on Garthanas. “Thar-
nas, you do not seem to respond to
this idea. You hesitate. Why? Don’t
tell me you have become contam-
inated by associating with those
heathens!”

“No, your Highness,” returned
Garthanas, trying to think of some-
thing brutal to say. “I-—was mere-
ly thinking that it would be a
shame to lose the canals. They are
a monument, you might say, to
your imperial fame.” His thoughts
were racing, and when he glanced
from time to time at Adamas he
knew the latter was thinking fast
also. Their Plan had to be brought
to a head quickly before this mad-
man actually sent the Golden Ship

on such a mission. Of course it was
madness in the first place to as-
sume that even the Golden Ship
could actually destroy a whole
planet, but certainly it could wipe
out a race of men, such as the
Hamarians.

At that moment, a guard step-
ped close to the Emperor and whis-
pered to him. The latter looked up,
smiling pleasantly, and when he
spoke a note of personal interest
was in his voice. He was looking at
the entrance of the hall.

“Ah yes! The noble Sorthalas! I
have been waiting to see you!”

Garthanas’ hand went to his
sword hilt instantly and involun-
tarily. For some strange reason,
however. he could not bring him-
self to crane his neck to look at
Sorthalas. His eyes, instead, were
fixed on the Emperor’s face.

“Sorthalas,” said the latter, as
the officer came to the foot of the
dais, “it is time you made the ac-
quaintance of Tharnas of Hamar-
deen.”

Simultaneously, Sorthalas and
Garthanas turned to salute each
other. They found each other's
eyes, and slowly they straightened
up from their slight bows and
stared at each other. Sorthalas, like
Garthanas, has grown a beard and
looked older and more distinguish-
ed, but brown, gold-flecked eyes
and a well-known scar cut across
his left brow could not be hidden
or forgotten. When Sorthalas’ eyes
suddenly searched Garthanas’ fore-
head for the hidden slave brand, he
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revealed the fact that he had
guessed the truth, and Garthanas
could no longer suppress his emo-
tions.

“Derkalas!” he roared.

Adamas sprang to his feet,
mouth agape, staring from one to
the other. The Emperor tensed
with surprise, but remained silent,
seriously concerned with this to-
tally unexpected development,
Garthanas’ bellow of rage and the
well known name he had uttered
produced a dead silence in the
great hall.

Derkalas’ hand sprang to the
hilt of his sword, but as quickly he
fought for control of himself. He
raised his brows haughtily. “Is the
man mad?” he asked.

“No!” cried Garthanas to the
Emperor. “If you are worried
about enemies of the Empire, your
Mighness, here is the greatest of
all! Disguised in your midst! Pos-
ing as a relative of the lady Gialnis
—which is some nefarious scheme
of his own!”

The personal aspects of the sit-
uation brought a warning frown to
the Emperor’s brow. He glared at
Derkalas.

“Your imperial Highness,” be-
gan Derkalas, loftily.

“Your imperial bowels!” yelled
Garthanas in a blind rage. He
whipped out his sword and sprang
forward. “You know why you’re
going to die—now!”

For one brief instant, the old
hard gleam of battle flared up in
Derkalas’ eyes, to be replaced by

a shadow of concern which Gar-
thanas had no time to fathom, be-
cause his opponent’s sword whip-
ped through the air before him
with a dexterity that no one who
had known “Sorthalas” had ever
witnessed or suspected.

As the duel began, the guards
began to move toward the fighters,
but the Emperor waved them back.
His eyes went from the duelists to
various noblemen from Muthark.
There seemed to be a tacit agree-
ment among them that such
swordsmanship was a suspicious
discovery.

Adamas could only sit there be-
side his father and gape at Derka-
las, whose presence here was a
totally unforeseen development —
and he found himself praying even
to poor old Zircuth’s invisible god,
Jehnthavas.

Though Derkalas’ sword was the
best ever seen on Thronas, Gar-
thanas quickly found openings and
drew blood. Derkalas’ face now
paled and the sharpness faded
from his powerful style. He began
to back away, his lips trembling.

Suddenly he ran out onto the
veranda znd leaped up on the
stone balustrade. In the same in-
stant he hurled his sword like a
spear at Garthanas and jumped to
the garden below. Garthanas
caught the missile on his own
sword and deflected it into a pillar.
Hardly hesitating in his flight, he
picked the sword up, shoved it into
his scabbard and, his own sword
in hand, high-jumped over the bal-
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ustrade.

He followed Derkalas through
the bushes and along trellised ar-
cades toward the stables where the
kethalii were kept. Before he got
there, he was almost knocked
down by the bronze colored keth-
alus that Derkalas had brought
with him. Garthanas went after his
own kethalus.

He galloped after Derkalas,
heedless of his surroundings and
deaf to the fading shouts of guards
and noblemen from the villa. He
goaded the giant kethalus which
had come to know the powerful
grip of his legs and the sure, per-
emptory tug of the reins, and it
caught some of his excitement,
eagerly trying to overtake the
strange kethalus that was heading
for the mountain trails above the
valley.

In spite of the boiling turmoil of
his personal emotions now, Gar-
thanas was not disloyal to his
friend and benefactor, Prince Ada-
mas, in relation to the Great Plan.
Far from upsetting it, this private
fight was a fortunate interruption
just at a time when the Emperor’s
clever needling of his emotions
might have yielded a clue to his

real identity. Although Sorthalas

had been revealed as Derkalas, the
latter had not mentioned his own
real name, and the whole affair
even backed up Garthanas’ ficti-
tious story—that he was a Throna-
sian warrior widely experienced in
the affairs of Hamardeen. Surely
such a veteran from the colonial

planet would react in just this way.
He wculd be able to recognize Der-
kalas, and he would seek to cut
him down. Jealousy on the part of
the Mutharkian military noblemen
might have caused them te ques-
tion his identity, but even the Em-
peror knew that Garthanas had
been executed at Tharlanthis.

The situation for Adamas and
his Plan was still ship-shape,
thought Garthanas—and for the
time being he could devote himself
entirely to his own personal affairs.
His body and soul had ached for
this sort of action since the day he
had returned from the canals and
confirmed the treachery of Derka-
las. Moreover, his erstwhile battle
companion would be able to tell
him the whereabouts of Carthis. It
was Carthis, above all, who was
really important to what was left
of his private world. In the midst
of his hate for her, he knew that
she was the only woman he would
ever love.

Then, too, the deathblow that he
owed Derlkalas was important to
the Plan. That he knew he was
Garthanas was too important a
secret with which to remain alive.

ERKALAS led him far up

into the hills, and it was not

until they began to ride along the
edge of mistfilled chasms that
Garthanas recognized their path as
the same trail he and Adamas had
taken in order to find Zircuth. For-
tunately, his own kethalus was fa-
miliar with the terrain, whereas the
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other animal was not. It could not
move as swiftly here as his own
mount could.

His quarry disappeared for a
while beyond tortuous curves in
the dangerous trail. Suddenly, he
heard Derkalas shouting at him
from a position above him. When
he stopped to look up, he instantly
goaded his mount and moved out
of the way of several great boul-
ders. They crashed onto the trail,
splintered, and then fell silently
away into the depths below. Gar-
thanas saw Derkalas’ head duck
back out of sight. The kethalus
whimpered in its excitement. He
goaded it into a gallop.

Around a turn in the trail he dis-
covered a gulley leading upward.
In that gulley stood the bronze col-
ored kethalus, which had been left
behind, as it was unable to proceed
over the rougher terrain. It turned
and bellowed and snarled at Gar-
thanas’ mount, and the latter made
a mad, whimpering dash toward it.
Garthanas slid to the ground and
rolled over just as thz two beasts
engaged in furious battle.

Sword in hand, he climbed up
the gulley swiftly. At the top he
discerned a small, flat mesa-like
area which jutted out over the trail
and the chasm. Derkalas stood
there, uncertainly, unable to go
anywhere but back into the gulley.
He had apparently gambled all
his chances on the boulders.

Neither of them said a word at
first. Garthanas stood there on the
mesa and took out Derkalas’

sword. He tossed it.to him, which
the latter caught easily, whipping
it into dueling position even as it
reached his hand. Garthanas start-
ed slowly forward, eyes narrowed,
his face expressionless.

Then Derkalas spoke. “All right,
Garthanas, we can fight it out—but
there are a few things you ought
to know.”

Garthanas raised his brown in
mock surprise. He stopped advanc-
ing and leaned casually on his
sword. “That may be proper,” he
replied, tauntingly. “Say your last
words, Derkalas!”

“What I did may appear unfor-
givable,” he began. There were
beads of perspiration on his face,
and there was a hint of unsteadi-
ness in his voice. “But behind it all
was a reason greater than any per-
sonal concern of yours or mine. It
was for Hamar.”

“A lie if I ever heard one,” com-
mented Garthanas. “But go on!”

Derkalas’ face reddened. “It is
not a lie! Do you know why Car-
this would never marry any man—
even you, whom she loved?”

Now Garthanas’ face flushed,
angrily. “Where is Carthis?” he de-
manded, taking a step forward. “If
you don’t tell me that I'll give you
something worse than death—and
today I'm just full of ideas!”

“T'll tell you where she is and
who she is—and then maybe you'll
calm that childish temper of yours
and listen to reason! This is an af-
fair of Empire—for the Hamari-
ans. Carthis is the daughter of Gial-
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nis. Her real name is Merlanthis!

Garthanas’ world darkened in a
maelstrom and he swayed dizzily
for a moment from shock. Derk-
alas could have run him through
at that moment, had he known it.
Then, vaguely, through the mist
covering his eyes he made out
Derkalas’ figure, still standing in
the same place. The two men star-
ed at each other.

Merlanthis — the clever beauty
who wanted to be Empress! His
dark haired dancing girl of Hamar-
deen—his private love. The choice
of Thamas I for Adamas, and
Yevea’s rival. The girl who had
come back home when she learned
her mother’s estate had been
returned, who knew, perhaps, the
personal aspects of the situation,
and realized she might have a
chance of marrying the Prince of
Muthark. No wonder she had wait-
ed for the chance, wherever her
personal passions were or to whom
they might be dedicated. Was it
truly a plan for Hamar she had
in mind—or a thirst for power?

He was suddenly aware that
Derkalas was talking to him,

“She had actually hoped to get
you to take her to Thronas, but
after your enslavement on the
canals the time was growing short
for her and she told me it was my
duty to take the gold and get her
to Thronas. She said her mother
had lost a cousin years ago, so 1
took the part of the cousin and
posed as a relative. Money and the
phoney relationship did the rest

And soon she'll marry Adamas.
When he gets the key to the Gold-
en Ship’s power from his father,
she’ll take it, and Hamar will be
freed!”

Derkalas watched Garthanas
warily, tensing swiftly as he dis-
cerned that the other considered
half of it a lie. “It’s true, I swear it!”
he exclaimed.

Garthanas came at him, and
Derkalas turned a furicus defense
almost into an offensive. Had the
warloads of Muthark been able to
witness the duel they might have
learned new tricks. Garthanas felt
his chest grow warm with blood as
Derkalas sliced under his guard,
but was satisfied to see a deep,
scarlet gash appear on his oppo-
nent’s face, from ear to chin. Each
wound received made each of them
more wary. They fought, finally, al-
most hopelessly matched to each
other, and the duel became a mat-
ter of sheer endurance,

Bleeding, exhausted, gasping for
breath, they both lowered their
swords and lcoked at each otter, in
silent agreement that each would
give the other a chance to catch his
second wind.

“Youre the worst kind of liar,”
gasped Garthanas, finally. “Do you
know why? Because you've learn-
ed to lie to yourself!”

Dertkalas could not reply. He
was breathing too hard, and too
weak from loss of blood. He could
only watch Garthanas and listen.

“The human mind is a clever de-
vice,” Garthanas continued, oblivi-
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ous to the blood matted on his
chest. “If you had to admit the
truth to yourself — you'd jump
over that cliff and save me the
trouble of killing you.”

Derkalas watched him closely
now, his eyes widening in fear.

“It was no altruistic motive in-
volving Hamarians that led you
to run away with Carthis. You call
her Merlanthis, but to me she'll
always be Carthis. Shall I tell you
what it really was—so you can
face it?”

Derkalas almost screamed. “It
was for Hamar!”

Garthanas took a step toward
him and he stepped back. “It was
the lust for power—"

“Freedom for Hamar!” screamed
Derkalas, his lips trembling. He
raised his sword.

“And gold—" Another step for-
ward, Garthanas’ sword came up
also.

“No, Garthanas! You lie!”

Derkalas closed with him, slic-
ing furiously to get through his
guard.

“And a lust for Carthis—for her
lips—"”

“You're mad!” Derkalas fought
recklessly now, as though Garthan-
as were a cancerous growth in his
own consciousness which had to be
severed for the sake of sanity.

“And her arms—" Garthanas
played with him now, deliberately
sadistic.

“Garthanas! I swear—"

“And her naked body!” He
struck home, laying open Derka-

las’ shoulder. Then he stopped,
abruptly, and watched the other
squirm with pain.

“Derkalas—was it really for
Hamar that you left your wife and
children? Unprotected? Alone —
to forage for themselves?”

Flecks of foam were at the cor-
ners of Derkalas’ mouth. “Yes!
Yes!” he gasped.

“Know, Derkalas, that I held
your dead wife in my arms and
thought of you and your lofty pur-
poses—and I burned her and your
two dead children. Envision that,
Derkalas, and tell me, was it flesh
or spirit that took you to
‘Thronas?”

He lifted his sword. As Derkalas
lifted his, Garthanas flicked it out
of his hand. It went flying into
the. chasm, and Derkalas stood
there defenseless with the point of
a sword aimed at his heart. He
stared at it wildly. Then he stared
just as wildly at Garthanas, into
his narrowed eyes.

“Do it!” he screamed. “Kill me!
Why don’t you kill me!”

Then Garthanas’ face broke into
a slow smile. A deep-chested
chuckle began which turned into
a laugh. “Now that you can’t be-
lieve your own lie,” he laughed,
“you’d like to die!”

“Garthanas!” shrieked Derkalas,
frothing at the mouth.

“Well I'm going to let you live
with yourself! That is worse than
death, isn’t it? Think of your wife
and children—weigh them in the
balance against gold and Carthis’
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flesh!”

Derkalas turned and sprang into
the chasm with a wild yell. Gar-
thanas stood there with his blood-
ied sword and sobbed, unable to
contain the volcano of hate, frus-
tration and disillusionment that
raged within him.

Far away and below him he
could make out the yellow egg that
was the Golden Ship hovering over
Hedenas. He could have sworn it
was aware of him and what had
happened.

He looked up at the sky with
its daylight stars glimmering
through—up there where Zircuth
always found Jehnthavas. Down
below was a metal god. Up there
was an invisible god—and in be-
tween stood Shivathis, a goddess
of stone.

Garthanas looked long at the
sky until the moisture in his eyes
had dried. Then he said, “Who is
responsible for the world—Man or
God?” After another moment, his
teeth flashed. “Don’t ever give it
to me—or I'll destroy it!”

HEN he turned to leave,

he stopped short, staring
in astonishment at Zircuth, who
had climbed the gulley and now
stood there on the mesa. His
Shivathis was gone, and there was
an inspired light in his old eyes as
he regarded Garthanas.

“How long have you been stand-
ing there?” asked Garthanas, gruff-
ly. He was not too pleased with
the priest’s secretiveness concern-

ing the Hedenas mysteries, or with
the fact that Zircuth had taken to
the hills again in a time of emer-
gency.

“Garthanas! You were looking
at the sky when you said those
words—about Man and God! Were
you addressing Jehnthavas?”

“Never mind that!” Garthanas
strode over to him and grasped
him by his robe. “I want you to tell
me these secrets you keep hiding,”
he demanded. “I don’t care what
threat seals your lips, because 1
feel what you know is vitally im-
portant. So T’ll give you a bigger
threat!” He held up his sword.
“Tell me what it's all about, or
you'll follow Derkalas! Not Sor-
thalas — Derkalas, my old battle
companion from Hamardeen — a
man who betrayed himself, his
family and his friends and his peo-
ple for things that turn to dust!
Don’t you do the same!”

Strangely, Zircuth showed not
the slightest trace of fear, nor of
anger. He only smiled and looked
Garthanas straight in the eye.
“There is no need of threats,” he
answered. “What I can tell my in-
timate friends I will tell. What 1
cannot tell I will not. And if I
must die, then let Jehnthavas take
me.”

Garthanas looked into his eyes
and remembered the same type of
fearlessness he had witnessed in
the mendicant priest of Hamar-
deen. He wondered where such
inner strength came from, but he
forced himself to get back to
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reality. He shook Zircuth.

“What is this mystery about
Adamas and Yevea?” he de-
manded.

“I—have come to the hills pre-
cisely to—ask Jehnthavas what I
should do about that,” replied Zir-
cuth. “In regard to Yevea, that is
the only secret which I was bound
to keep on the mere threat of
death.”

“Who bound you?”

“The Emperor.”

“Why!”

“Because he hates all Hamari-
ans and he hated her real parents.
They were the last descendants of
the House of Hamar. And the cir-
cumstances surrounding Yevea's
birth were so bitter to Thamas I
that he took revenge on her for
what happened.”

Garthanas’ eyes opened wide.
“Then—Yevea is not Adamas’ sis-
ter! And you let those two go
through life, suffering for love of
one another, when all the time—"

“Sometimes—" Zircuth inter-
rupted, “the cup was consolation
to me, but at other times there was
only Jehnthavas. You see, at first
it was the threat of death that si-
lenced me, but recently it was a
desire to see Adamas become Em-
peror that held me back. If he
know Yevea was not his sister he
would give up the Throne, itself,
to marry her, and he would not

marry Merlanthis, his father’s
choice.”
Merlanthis! Garthanas’ hand

trembled slightly and Zircuth look-

ed down at it, wonderingly.

“Tell me about it,” said Gar-
thanas, at length. “What is Yevea’s
true story?”

Zircuth hesitated, as though as-
sembling in his mind that which
could be told and that which had
to be withheld. Finally, he began.

Adamas was only three years
old when his father discerned that
he was not the type to make an
Emperor. He wanted another son.
The mother of Adamas, that same
mysterious beauty who had been
the model for Shivathis in the local
temple, gave birth to a baby girl.
So embittered was Thamas I over
this news that he swore he'd make
the girl into an Empress rather
than raise Adamas to the Throne,
At this time the last of the noble
line of the House of Hamar had
been discovered among Hainarian
slaves, and the two of them, a
young man and his cousin, were
kept at Hedenos to serve Thamas
I. The two were in love and the
girl conceived a child, also a girl.
There was a coincidence in that
both Thamas I's wife and this
Hamarian girl lay abed with their
female infants on the day of the
great earthquake, while Thamas I
was away in Muthark. The earth-
quake killed many people at He-
denas, including the Hamarian
slave prince and the two mothers.
One of the infants was also killed,
but one was rescued from the fall-
ing wreckage by a slave, Thamas I,
terribly embittered by the loss of
his beautiful young wife and his
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newborn child, refused to believe
that the rescued infant was not his
own. He started to raise her as his
daughter until her blond hair and
blue ‘eyes and fair complexion
made it evident that she was the
very last of the House of Hamar.
Sadistically, then, he conceived
the plan of continuing the fiction
that she was his daughter, on
whom he took secret revenge for
all that had happened to him. His
injury in a duel had added nothing
to his happiness, either, because
now he was really incapable of
having an heir. Later, when it was
evident that Adamas and Yevea
were in love, the Emperor enjoyed
his secret all the more.

“All right,” said Garthanas, when
Zircuth had finished, “now tell me
what you’re holding back. Thamas
I had other wives, whom he killed
in order to bury the secret of Ada-
mas’ mother. What is that secret?”

Now the calm courage was gone
from Zircuth’s eyes. “Don’t ask me
that,” he pleaded. “Later, when it
no longer matters—”

“Never mind. DI've learned
enough for now.” Garthanas turned
to go.

“Wait!” Zircuth placed a hand
on his arm. “You are not going to
tell Adamas the truth, are you? If
he knows it, he will not be Em-
peror, and you know what that
means to your Plan. Tomorrow or
the next day he is to marry Mer-
lanthis, at which time, according
to imperial custom, he will receive
imperial power and the key to the

Golden Ship.”

Garthanas studied Zircuth for a
long moment without speaking.
Then he left him and climbed
down the gulley. The bronze color-
ed kethalus was gone, but his own
mount still waited there, wagging
its giant tail like an innocent
puppy.

“Garthanas!” he heard Zircuth
cry out after him.

But he mounted and rode away.

HRQOUGH narrowed eyes he

watched the valley of He-
denas unfold before him as he de-
scended the trail. There was much
to consider. The sword wound on
his chest pained him and his head
ached from the shock of revela-
tions and the aftermath of emo-
tions resulting from his fight and
the suicide of Derkalas.

Merlanthis was Carthis, whom
he both hated and loved. She had
to marry Adamas if the key to the
power of the Golden Ship was to
be obtained from Thamas I. Yet
Adamas loved Yevea, who was not
his sister. The two had a legitimate
right to each other. Thus, for the
sake of the Plan, Carthis was to be
lost to him and Yevea was to be
lost to Adamas.

The more he thought about it
the more his head ached.

When he reached the bottom of
the trail, he was far below the
villa, at the edge of the sugar root
fields, where almost a hundred
Hamarian slaves were at work.
They glared at him sullenly as he
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approached them, but they were
also intent upon a group of mount-
ed guards and officers who were
riding rapidly in their direction
from the villa.

Garthanas came to a stop, sud-
denly aware of this latter group.
Soon he made out the riding fig-
ures of the Emperor and Adamas,
followed by at least thirty guards
and high ranking officers from
Muthark. There was an ominous
aspect to the picture, inasmuch as
all of them had their swords drawn
except Adamas, whose hands were
tied to his saddle.

The slaves stopped their work
to drop to one knee, facing the Em-
peror only because their half-breed
slave-master forced them to. Gar-
thanas tensed, waiting, innocently
allowing his sword to remain in its
scabboard. But his pulse was racing
again in the face of an obvious new
emergency.

Above him the Golden Ship
hoveced in what appeared to be
sadistic repose.

When the mounted party drew
near enough for Garthanas to
make out the expressions on their
faces, he discerned in Adamas’
features a look of both horror and
desperation—and frantic apoeal.
It required only one swift glance
at Thamas I to ascertain that the
Emperor had discovered the Plan
against hira and was enjoying the
potentialities immensely. His lips
had thinned out into a malicious
smile, and his deep set eyes fairly
sparkled with deadly intent. Other

noblemen were grinning smugly.
Mounted guards immediately sur-
rounded Garthanas and deprived
him of his sword. The astounded
slaves in the field were forgotten.

“What is the meaning of this?”
Garthanas demanded indignantly,
without paying the Emperor the
slightest tribute of deference.

One of the guards was about to
slap him across the mouth when
the Emperor signalled him to de-
sist. He rested his sword arm across
the peak of his saddle and looked
amused.

“We owe you a debt of gratitude
for having taken care of our erst-
while enemy, Derkalas.” The Em-
peror looked at the wound on Gar-
thanas’ chest. “That is, I assume
you have disposed of him?”

“Yes—he is dead.” Garthanas
did not like the other’s easy accept-
ance of the fact that Sorthalas was
Derkalas. It meant that other evi-
dence had come to light.

“The most curious bit of news
has come to me,” continued Tha-
mas I. “It seems that my own son
has deceived me—that Garthanas
had been executed on Hamardean.
It appears very much as though
you, yourself, would answer the
description of the famed Harmarian
Sword. Tell me—are you not Gar-
thanas?”

Adamas flashed him a look of
helpless appeal.

“That is ridiculous,” he said,
with easy conviction. “In the first
place, Garthanas was a slave on
the canals and wore the brand. In
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the second place, I have just killed
his closest companion—Derkalas.
I should think—”

“Never mind all that. Let me
bring you up to date regarding the
latest events. The last trip of the
Golden Ship brought from Hamar-
deen all of the remaining Throna-
sian guards and officials. I wonder
if you perceive the significance of
that.”

It was extremely significant.
Garthanas’ fists began to clench.
This was actual preparation for
the destruction of Hamardeen. The
incredibly horrible deed was going
to be carried out!

“That is one way,” said Gar-
thanas, through his teeth, “to as-
sure yourself fame in the records
of all future history—as the dark-
est fiend ever born to Man.”

“Ah!” exclaimed the Emperor,
pleasantly. “I see you perceive
one facet of the potentialities. But
what else is involved?”

Garthanas’ eyes narrowed as he
gazed at Thamas I and thought. If
all the Thronasian guards had been
brought home to Thronas—

He started.

“Aha! It has come to you! There
should be some presznt who will
be able to identify you. As a matter
of fact there is one petrsen in par-
ticular who knows your entire
story and all about Derkalas. He
has just arrived, traveling rapidly
overland from Muthark to warn
me.” The Emperor turned in his
saddle. “Xanthas! Would you
please come forward and identify

the prisoner?”

Garthanas' legs stiffened so that
he rose in his saddle, straining to
see his old enemy. And there he
was, riding smugly forward, tall
and proud in his saddle, enjoying
an egotist’s Paradise.

“At first I thought as Morkalas
did,” said Xanthas, drawing his
mount in beside the Emperor. “I
really thought you died there that
day in the amphitheatre.” Garthan-
as noted a deep scar across the
other’s face—and remembered the
tangled fight among the kruthii. He
wished fervently the beasts had
killed Xanthas.

“This is still a conjurot’s story,”
he insisted, glaring at the other and
wondering which sword was near-
est his hand.

“So it might seem,” retorted
Xanthas, confidently, “were it not
for the tearful evidence surrender-
ed by a pretty young Hamarian
girl named Ceranthis.”

Garthanas shot a startled glance
at Adamas. Ceranthis!l—the beau-
tiful young virgin who had been
sent to him by the mothers of
Hamar. She had sworn—

Xanthas shook his head sadly.
“This noble habit of yours, always
to pay your debts,” he said. “Think
of the irony of it, Garthanas. A few
pieces of gold paid to my p=t spy,
Kurdas, the innkeeper, and the
plans of Empire fall to dust! Nat-
urally he thouglt the girl’s story to
be quite strange, so he dit me the
honor of letting me analyze the
facts for him, Of course the poor
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little child needed persuasion—
but pain is a truthful surgeon.”

Garthanas bellowed, lunging
forward to get his hands at Xan-
thas’ throat. He was brought up
short on the points of three swords,
one of them being that of Thamas
I, himself. And one of them was
that of Xanthas.

“There is no need to get excited
now,” put in the Emperor, trium-
phantly. “Your plan has failed, so
why try to defend it. My son has
deceived me and plotted against
me. The full details of that plot are
not yet known to me, but it no
longer matters. Adamas will never
be Emperor. In time I shall name a
successor and meanwhile I shall
proceed to make Thronas safe for
all time against the treacheries of
Hamar, Soon the Golden Ship will
move on Hamardeen, and the en-
tire planet will be shattered to
pieces.”

Garthanas made his mount rise
up on its hind legs, and at the same
time he tore a sword from the hand
of a guard. He lunged at Xanthas,
only to meet the other’s quick de-
fense. In the same instant, Xanthas

struck through and sliced his fore-'

head, an accidental strike which
tore away the artificial covering.
The slave brand glared against a
backgrcund of blood. The lucky
blow startled Xanthas just long
enough for Garthanas to run him
through.

“Garthanas!” shouted the small
army of slaves who had witnessed
all this.

As the ragged Hamarians
swarmed over the kethalii and
started pulling the startled guards
and noblemen from their saddles,
Garthanas found himself at sword-
points with the Emperor, himself.
He struck at him viciously, only to
meet an effortless guard and to
know that this was a master sword
to match his talents. Thamas I was
laughing at him.

“Fool!” he shouted. “The ship
protects me! I apologize for the
advantage!”’

He had forgotten the Golden
Ship. It was true. The metal god
had even told him that it was the
servant and protector of the leader
of men.

So Garthanas stabbed the Em-
peror’s mount just behind the left
leg, and found its heart. It fell, and
with it went Thamas I, shouting in
sudden rage.

The surge and press of yelping,
bellowing kethalii and guards and
shrieking slaves brought him next
to Adamas, who was shouting at
him, holding up his fettered wrists.

“You taught me how to use a
sword!” he cried. “Now give me
one!”

Garthanas sliced the thongs with
one expert flick of his sword, and
in the same instant the half-breed
slave master shoved somebody
else’s sword into the prince’s hand,
grinning happily just as a Mut-
harkian nobleman ran him
through. And Adamas turned in
time to sever the nobleman’s jugu-
lar vein.
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The two of them fought, taking
full advantage of the help from
the Hamarian slaves. Adamas had
apparently learned much from
Garthanas, because he surprised
every one of his attackers. Finally,
he and Garthanas became sep-
arated for one brief moment from
the others and a solid phalanx of
slaves filled the gap.

“Go!” they shouted. Of the orig-
inal group of thirty mounted war-
riors there were only ten alive and
in their saddles, and even these
were fighting for their lives be-
cause the slaves had picked up
swords from dead hands and
mounted kethalii, themselves.

Adamas and Garthanas galloped
up the old trail into the hills, as
the distant sun of Thronas sank
low toward the sea.

HEY rode upward, far into

the mountain wilderness, until
it was night and the stars blazed
down at them in a thinning sky.
Low on the horizon, following the
trail of the sun, was the small red
light of HFamardeen —and both
men were wondering if the Golden
Ship was mighty enough to blot it
out.

“We've got to stop the Emper-
or,” said Garthanas, when they
finally stopped to rest their gasp-
ing mounts.

“He is insane,” replied Adamas,
“and the Golden Ship is his to com-
mand. Our Plan is ruined. We are
both fugitives from the Empire,
and soon Hamardeen will be de-

stroyed. What is there left, Gar-
thanas?”

Garthanas looked up at the stars
and thought of Zircuth and the god
who shared himszif with men, giv-
ing to each a spark of the power
of creation. If such a thing could
only be believed.

“What is left?” he mused. “Our-
selves.”

“And futility . .. Garthanas, have
you seen Yevea?”

“I thought she was at the villa,”

“No. Just before I was arrested
I learned that she had gone into
the hills. I am afraid that rather
than see me married to Merlanthis
she preferred to kill herself.”

Garthanas started in his saddls.
“By the gods!” he exclaimed. “I
forgot to tell you—or rather, I
haven’t had a chance. Adamas—
go and find her, quickly!”’

“Why? What is it you forgot to
tell me?”

“This is going to be a shock to
you, so prepare yourself. Now that
our Plan is dead, your marriage
to Merlanthis is insignificant, isn’t
it?”

“Of course—but what are you
getting at?”

“I have dragged a confession out
of Zircuth., There is no time to go
into details. You'll have to accept
my word for it.”

“But tell me!”

“Yevea — now brace yourself
and keep your head—Yevea is not
your sister.”

Garthanas could not see his
companion’s face very well in the
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starlight. Adamas only sat there in
his saddle, speechless, for perhaps
a minute.

Suddenly, he goaded his ketha-
lus and galloped away toward the
old trail.

“Adamas! Wait!”

There was no reply, and finally
Garthanas shrugged.

What bitter irony that would be,
he thought, for Adamas to learn
that no barriers whatever stood
between him and Yevea—except
death by suicide.

ATER that night, Garthanas

trapped an unwary guard on

the outskirts of Hedenas and made
him tell where Gialnis lived.

“You’ll not live long, Garthan-
as,” snarled the guard, lying under
the other’s foot and the point of his
sword. “The latest imperial decree
is that all Hamarians are to be kill-
ed, meaning those on Thronas—as
well as every Hamarian sympa-
thizer. There is a reward of one
million galunii for you—dead or
alive.”

Which were the last words ever
spoken by that particular guard.
Garthanas moved swiftly across
the valley. The place was not far.

It was another villa, in a smaller
valley beyond the adjacent ridge
of foothills. He dismounted on the
outskirts of the grounds and tied
up his kethalus. Then he proceed-
ed toward the villa, itself, on foot.

In peculiar contrast to the villa
at Hedenas, there were few lights
in evidence here, and even though

STORIES

he searched the place he could not
find a single guard. He assumed
they were out hunting for him or
killing off Hamarians. In both val-
leys he had discerned distant fires
marking funeral pyres for the
mounting dead. He felt nauseated.
This was a carnival of murder. In
Muthark it must be a flaming abat-
toir, as there were still thousands
of Hamarian slaves available
there.

He had one desperate plan left,
but before he gambled his life in
the attempt to save Hamardeen he
had to see Carthis. The gods could
wait a moment longer. They had
all eternity to themselves. He had
only hours at the most.

He found a lighted room, one of
those smaller, more personalized
rooms assigned permanently to
one of the residents of the villa.
Obviously it was a woman’s room.
An oil lamp sputtered beside a
sleeping couch, across which lay
several robes which someone had
been embroidering. He was just
about to turn to go on to other
rooms when someone entered. The
woman did not scream. She only
drew in her breath sharply, then
stood there petrified, staring at
him.

As he turned to face her, she
said, “Garthanas!”’

He saw a middle aged woman
who seemed to be more Hamarian
than Thronasian. Her eyes were
blue, her hair a pleasant compro-
mise between light and dark. In
those eyes and the lines of her face
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was the story of years—longing,
frustration, disillusionment. It was
a kind face, but weakened by un-
certainty and indecision. She had
been clutching at a Shivathis
which hung from her neck, but
when he turned and she recognized
him by his description and the
slave brand she started so that the
little chain broke. The little Shi-
vathis lay there in her hand.

“You must be Gialnis,”
Garthanas.

She nodded her head slightly,
staring at him in wondering fas-
cination, from head to foot. “You
must go,” she said, finally. “There
is a price on your head.”

“Where is Carthis?”

Her eyes widened in fear. “You
mean Merlanthis. That is her real
name. She has told me all about
you—and her. Surely you have not
come here to—"

“No harm will come to her. I've
got to see her. And to me she is
Carthis.”

“You're not going to take her
away.”

“No. Not where I'm going. But
T've got to see her. Where is she?”

“On the roof. She wanted to be
alone when she heard—about—"

“About having lost her chance
of bacoming Empress?” He hissed
the last word.

“That was a shock—but men-
tion of you was what caused her to
break down and—"

Garthanas moved forward and
pulled Gialnis into the room. He
told her to stay there. As he started

said

to close the door, he noticed that
she had dropped her Shivathis on
the floor. He paused long enough
to pick it up.

“Here,” he said, handing it to
her. “Take your ‘Mugu.’” And with
that he locked her in and headed
for the roof.

There were several roof gardens,
one of them devoted to the worship
of the lesser household gods, and
one devoted to personal relaxation.
This latter one offered the luxury
of a fountain and pool, inasmuch
as the villa stood close to the side
of the hill, where artisans had
taken advantage of a mnatural
spring and diverted it across a mar-
ble arched aqueduct to the roof. It
was here that he found Carthis.

She stood there beside the foun-
tain in a black robe that matched
the darkness of her hair, which
had been let down, and now it
hung almost to her waist, making
of her face a pale island of seem-
ingly aethereal beauty in the star-
light. He came to within two talii
of her and stopped, taking her in
with his eyes for the first time in
over five years. The romantic, vic-
torious days together in Tharlan-
this seemed to have been a previ-
ous incarnation, so much had trans-
pired since that time, and he had
waited so long, with his heart and
recently with his hatred and bit-
terness.

That she recognized him he had
no doubt, because otherwise she
would have objected to the intru-
sion of a stranger here. A minute
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passed, without either one saying
a word. :

Finally, he slowly extracted a
few coins from his pouch and toss-
ed them onto the roof tiles at her
feet. “Perhaps the gay dancing girl
of Tharlanthis would care to en-
tertain her audience.”

“Garthanas!” she exclaimed.
“You fool! Why have you come
here?”

“Why, to see my lost love again
—who has waited so faithfully for
my return, Or would you rather
have me go so that I do not en-
danger your house by my pres-
ence? You were not afraid of dan-
ger in the old days, Carthis.”

“What I have done is a thing
divorced from personal considera-
tions,” she retorted.

“What a strange coincidence!
That is the same story told to me
today by our mutual friend, Der-
kalas—*

“Derk—Sorthalas! Where is he?
They say you—"

“Derkalas was the name, Car-
this. He had the same pretty lie
on his lips before he admitted what
was really behind your histeric
flight to Thronas tegether. I didn’t
kill him, Carthis. When the lie dis-
solved befere his eyes he was able
to take one good look at himself—
and he jumped over a clifl. Is that
what you would care to de?”

She was silent, stunned by the
confirmation of Derkalas’ death,
and Garthanas knew she realized
one more pillar had fallen from
the structure of her plans. Today

had been one of earthquakes for
her—the arrival of the Emperor at
Hedenas and the sudden immi-
nence of her wedding to Adamas,
only to be followed by his arrest
and the appearance of hims«If on
the scene. Hamardeen threatened
with extinction, the local Hamari-
ans falling before imperial swords,
Derkalas dead, and her own
chance at the key to power lost for-
€ever.

Suddenly, she gave a little cry
and ran to him, throwing herself
into his arms. “Garthanas! Oh my
love, what has become of us?” She
cluiched his head in her hands and
drew his lips down to hers.

He knew it was genuine, because
he knew his woman well, and for
the moment he succumbed to the
hunger of years. This was the fare-
well to life he had come for. In
words there might be deception,
but that which held them fiercely
together now was a truth that re-
quired no analysis.

“I know you always loved me,”
he said, at length, still holding her
close, talking into her ear. “But
people can become torn between
love and—other thirsts.”

“Darling, don’t talk—don’t spoil

”

“The thirst for power. You
dreamed of it secretly all your life.
That’s why you could marry no
one but the Prince of Muthark.”

“Garthanas! Please!” She tried
to seal his lips with hers. “Just
hold me, love!”

Suddenly, he jerked her from
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him and held her at arm’s length,
deliberately crushing her with his
grip. “Ah, tonight was made for
love, Carthis—while thousands of
Hamarians die and their funeral
pyres light the sky -—while the
Golden Ship awaits the Emperor’s
commands to destroy our world of
Hamardeen!” He slapped her hard.
“Now tell me that you planned all
this with Derkalas for the sacred
cause of Hamar!”

She held her face and cried from
the pain of the slap. “All right!”
she sobbed. “I had a chance at the
Throne! You want me to be honest.
Yes! I wanted it all—like any
woman with sense-——wealth, power,
security, and anything I desired—
even you! Adamas could have had
his secret love. I had mine. Der-
kalas was merely a stupid fool who
believed everything I told him. I
knew what he wanted, but he never
got it!”

He stared at her silently. Finally
she reached out to him and he
drew her close again. “Garthanas,
what is left?” she cried, bitterly.

“Just—this moment. That’s all,
Carthis. After that—"

She clung to him fiercely, dig-
ging her nails into his arms. “I
want you!” she whispered, between
their kisses.

Suddenly, they heard the sound
of many guards running up the
stairs toward the roof. They made
out one phrase the officer was
shouting back at his men.

“The Emperor was right! Mer-
lanthis was the bait we needed.

He’s here!”

Garthanas looked down at Car-
this, a grim smile on his lips.
“Wealth and security, darling,” he
said. “One million galunii reward
for me—and continued favoritism
with the Emperor—"

“Garthanas!” she exclaimed. “I
didn't—"

He shoved her from him. “Well
do it then! For your mother's sake
—turn me in! But they’ll have to
try and catch me!”

She cried after him as he ran
toward thie narrow aqueduct arch
that led to the hillside. He trav-
ersed the precarious trough, splash-
ing water and almost falling twice
into the garden below. He reached
the shelter of bushes just as the
guards reached the roof. Then he
crouched low and began working
back to where he had left his ke-
thalus. There was still work to be
done before he died, and if the
Golden Ship still sat on the ground
at Hedenas where he had seen it
last—there still might be a chance
for Hamardeen.

When he entered the greater
valley of Hedenas there were at
least a hundred funeral fires there,
which was sufficient illumination
to light up the great hull of the
Golden Ship where it lay just be-
low the sugar plant and the winery.
Guards had trailed him with hunt-
ing kethalii and were close behind
him, He finally abandoned all at-
tempts to conceal himself and
broke into a gallop in the direction
of the ship. A cry from his pursuers
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went up and the chase was on.

Evidently they had been so sure
of themselves with regard to the
Emperor’s advice that he would be
found visiting Merlanthis that they
were all on his trail. Which left
him a clear path to the ship. When
they saw him enter it they even
slowed their pace, sure that they
had him at last. At least there were
guards on board the ship, and be-
fore he could try to escape they
would have the single exit blocked.
The Emperor, himself, was on
board, with all his honor guard and
the Mutharkfan noblemen, ready
to leave for the capital city of
‘Thronas. They wondered if Gar-
thanas had lost his mind to go in
there. If he were intent upon as-
sassinating the Emperor before he
was captured, had he forgotten the
metal god who would strike him
dead if others did not?

Far from forgetting the metal
god of the Golden Ship, Garthanas
had chosen its forbidden chamber
as his goal. They would not dare to
foliow him there—and even if they
did it might not matter, because
either he would be dead, or the
metal god—or both.

He was halfway through the
ship before he encountered resist-
ance. Three guards closed with him
in the large observation chamber.
The single guard who finally es-
caped from that encounter reason-
ed that he would have a story of
swordsmanship to relate to his
grandchildren. Garthanas knew the
way well from there, as it was the

route he had followed while chas-
ing the quinus.

Other guards were in sight of
him when he turned the last corner
into the short passage that ter-
minated at the ominous circular
haich. They shouted at him when
he opened the hatch and went in-
side—into that eerie chamber of
whispering darkness. Nor did they
follow. A few waited outside for a
while, while others went away to
inform the Emperor to the effect
that Garthanas had committed
suicide.

HE first thing Garthanas

saw was the mouldering skele-
ton on the floor, reminding him
that his own intentions in this place
were directly related with that lu-
gubrious symbol of death. If Death
were a god, he would be here now
at his side, grinning like that time-
less skull, in anticipation. Inthisdim
chamber, with its mysterious, rus-
tling sounds and its lambent lights
and aura of superhuman power,
lay the fate of Hamardeen—mil-
lions of fair-haired, blue-eyed peo-
ple who mourned him for dead,
and the entire physical body of the
planet, itself.

The clicking and rustling was a
mere complement to silence, the
racing little lights were a thousand
eyes to emphasize the darkness of
the Unknown. The metal god wait-
ed, supreme in its confidence and
infinite power. Garthanas braced
himself, actually calling upon
Jehnthavas to instill in him a part
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of that godliness which He was
supposed to share with mortal
men.

He tensed for his charge, with
raised sword, staring at a distant
bank of glowing tubes and instru-
ments which seemed to him to be
most vital.

Then the floor pressed suddenly
against his feet, signifying that
the ship was under way—back to
Muthark. It unnerved him for a
moment.

“Do not make the attempt,”’
came the voice of the god, speak-
ing to him from nowhere and
everywhere. “Your sword would
dissolve before it ever touched
me.”

Garthanas did not know how
long he stood there, after that,
waiting and thinking, his sword
still poised in mid air, his muscles
painfully tense, as the great ship
sped onward through the night to-
ward Muthark.

Finally, he said aloud, “If you
read my mind—you know it is not
you I actually wish to destroy. It
is your power in the hands of a
.madman. This is the only way—"

Silence—except for the indefin-
able rustling and clicking. Gar-
thanas could hear himself breath-
ing hard.

“You say you are the servant
and protector of the leader of
men,” he continued, finally. “But
can this hold true when the leader
you serve and protect is a ruthless
tyrant who uses your inbhuman
powers to destroy a people—an en-

tire planet?”

Mcre silence. It maddened him.
He shouted at the metal god.

“Destroy this accursed world if
you must—but leave Hamardeen
alone! Here is nothing but lust and
greed for power and position—and
—spiritual anarchy!”

“I know nothing of the spirit,”
replied the eerie voice. “I am the
creation of Man, and 1 have been
built to serve and protect the duly
authorized leader of men in any
given generation.”

Garthanas pressed against the
wall, his eyes open wide in the
darkness, the sword almost drop-
ping from his fingers, “Then—you
are not—a god?”

“I am a machine.”

To Garthanas, a machine was a
winch or a wine press or a sugar
root mill. If this all powerful, ver-
satile entity was a machine, capa-
ble of traversing the star-seas and
wiping planets out of existence,
then it might as well be a ged. Or
its makers were gods, whose super-
human will had been preserved in
their miraculous creation. That
was it! If their will and their logic
was built into this—this machine
—then through that very medium
he might appeal to them, even
though they had ceased to exist.

As when the mendicant priest
had spoken to him long ago, a cold-
ness crept over the back of his
neck. He was about to appeal to
the dead of an unknown race of
gods.

“You are a servant and protec-
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tor of the leader of men,” he began,
choosing his words carefully, “be-
cause this was the will and inten-
tion of your makers. It is to your
makers that you are obedient,
fundamentally.”

Again—silence.

“Your makers were human be-
ings, but since they made you—
they are your god. I am a human
being, and I think as they did. I
can give you understanding of
their real will and intent. They
sought, first of all, to protect hu-
man society, by protecting their
leaders — because those leaders
were benevolent. But this present
leader—this Thamas I, Emperor
of Muthark—is a murderer of peo-
ple and a destroyer of worlds.”

“You are asking me to make an
independent decision of my own—
to evaluate between alternative ac-
tions. I am not so constructed.
W hile mortal man rightfully holds
the key to my power, I am not free
to dispose.”

“Ah! The rightful possession,
yes! But who can say that this Em-
peror’s possession of that key is
rightful?”

“It is in accordance with the dis-
position of your own laws on
Thronas. The House of Muthark
is in power, and its heirs shall lead
you. I can serve only that leader,
as long as he holds the key.”

“What is that key?” asked Gar-
thanas, tensely. “And where is it?”

“It is the control crystal—in the
center of the medallion, worn by
the Emperor. Whoever takes it un-

rightfully must die”

Garthanas felt his pulse surge.
His head throbbed. Here, at last,
was a vital revelation. But there
was also a mystery attached to it.
Why had the machine told him the
secret? In fact, why should it both-
er to speak to him at all? How
was he still alive when his pred-
ecessors in this chamber had died?

Just then, he heard someone
manipulating the mechanism of
the hatch. He lunged forward and
fell on his face on the deck along-
side the skeleton, pretending that
he was dead.

Light from the passageway
flooded in as the hatch swung back.
He heard the tense whispering of
guards and noblemen. But then
the quiet voice of the Emperor
came to him.

“There! I had to see it with my
own eyes, to make sure he was
dead.”

“Then close the hatch, your
Highness!” pleaded someone else.
“We are in danger!”

“It is a pity one of you is not
brave enough to enter there and
pull him out. He is partly a man
and partly a legend. There is only
one sure way of making this legend
die. I could send him to Hamar-
deen to join his beloved people!”

This suggestion of the Emper-
or’s was met with silence.

“Very well, then, I shall pull him
out!”

“No—your Highness! Not even
you—"

“l am the Emperor, if you
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please!” Thamas I had actually
entered the chamber.

“Come back! You will die! All
others before you who tried—"

Garthanas tensed, aware that
his sword was till in hand. The
Emperor came closer to him, cau-
tiously.

In that moment a great light
filled the chamber—a blinding,
purplish light accompanied by an
ominous crackling sound.

“Back! Back—for your life!”
someone shouted.

As the Emperor retreated hasti-
ly, the light and the crackling
sounds subsided.

“The fools!” exclaimed Thamas
1 aloud to himself. “They run
away like frightened mergralii”
He stood at the hatchway, ready
to close it, but he addressed the
machine, which to him was still a
mysterious metal god who served
him. “All right,” he said, “I recog-
nize the privacy of your temple.
No man may enter it and live.
This is good. But now hear my
command. As soon as you have
taken us to Muthark you will em-
bark upon a journey to Hamar-
deen, and there you will exert your
maximum  powers, destroying
every living creature that lives
and breathes there—and, if you
can, the planet, itself. It is time I
really struck terror into these
pusillanimous idiots who «call
themselves my subjects!” Having
delivered this speech, he closed the
hatch and left.

Immediately, Garthanas sprang

to his feet and went toward the
hatch.

“Stay,” said the machine. “If you
attempted to take his life I would
have to intervene.”

Garthanas whirled about, shout-
ing back at it. “Then why do you
even bother with me!” As it failed
to answer, he added, “Why am I
not dead beside that heap of bones
on the deck? Why did you protect
me against being discoverad by the
Emperor, to whom you claim to be
such a servant?”

After a long silence, the ma-
chine replied, “We are close to
Muthark. This night you rust go
into hiding, for the entire Throna-
sian Army is looking for Hamari-
ans, and they will be looking es-
pecially for you if you reveal that
you still live. You must get off this
ship, because I must make the
journey to Hamardeen.”

Garthanas shook his head. There
was much here that was beyond
him. Finally, he asked, “Can you
really destroy a planet? Have you
such power?”

“That power is not here. It is in
the stars. Such power can be used
forever.”

“Then you can destroy Hamar-
deen!”

“And the sun—and all its plan-
ets, were it so ordered.”

“But—you can’t destroy Hamar-
deen!”

“Get off the ship, We are land-
ing”

“You can’t)”

“Soon I must leave on my jout-
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ney, which takes eight of your
days.”

Garthanas took a big breath. He
clutched his sword and his eyes
narrowed. “All right,” he said.
“That gives me time to work. We'll
see if you are going to destroy
anything!”

The machine did not answer.
It was busy maneuvering the huge
ship for a landing.

NE DAY, one night—in Pan-
demonium. This was Mut-
hark. A massive, sprawling archi-
tectural wonder inhabited by mad-
ness. Even seeing it with his own
eyes, he could not believe it—that
Man could come to this.
Disguising himself as best he
could, hiding in cellars and sewers,
killing his discoverers wherever
they found him, chased, hunted,
he had made his way slowly to-
ward the Palace, within the Inner
City where the Golden Ship had
landed. There were some Hamari-
an slaves in hiding who had even
sacrificed their own lives to conceal
him, once they knew it was he. Be-
cause of the spark of courage his
presence gave the last survivors,
hiding and shivering in the damp
and dark places, it was inevitable
that his name should spread among
them until the news who whisper-
ed among the guards and common
soldiery. It crept like a black fire
of fear into higher echelons until
it reached the Emperor, himself.
Garthanas lived! He was not a
man —he was the indestructible

soul of the Hamarians. Comment
by Thamas I: “Indestructible non-
sense! I saw him dead with my
own eyes. We must nip this fiction
off at its roots. It is but an inven-
tion of the condemned.” The Em-
peror placed a price on the head
of every last Hamarian, and even
the common citizenry joined mer-
rily in the sport, declaring a gay
holiday for massacre. The holiday
acquired official status in recog-
nition of the ultimate triumph of
Thronas.

Once in the darkness beyond
midnight Garthanas came upon
two Thronasians in a narrow alley-
way behind several great houses.
There were many lights inside and
he had heard the sounds of gayety,
of men and women laughing.
Through one small air vent he had
even caught a glimpse of that mad
carousing and celebration inside.
One man had come through an
exit into the alley to relieve his
nausea from eating and drinking,
and another had come out with
him to assist him.

“Come on, Krathanas,” the latter
was saying. “Pull yourself together,
man. The celebrations are only be-
ginning!” He was drinking from a
large goblet, splashing half the
liquor over his face.

“But ye gods!” moaned the sick
man. “I've been on a party of my
own for two days. What’s all this
new excitement about?”

“I've been trying to tell you, but
you’ve been too busy with those
red-headed twins—nor do I blame
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you. We are drinking great toasts
tonight —to the might of Mut-
hark!”

“Well—” The man vomited.
“We've done that before.”

“But you don’t get it! This is the
master stroke of the Emperor.
Hamardeen is to be destroyed by
the Golden Ship! The planet, itself,
will be shattered into dust. What
power, man! The arm of Thronas
reaches out across the star-sea to
make its mark on the face of the
universe!”

“You mean—all the stinking
Hamarians in existence will be
wiped out?”

_“Every man, woman and child!
There will be only Thronas left.
We'll use the qulnii for slaves.
They’re more efficient and haven't
got such a damned high opinion of
themselves.”

“Well, don’t bother me now. I've
got something more important to
work on. Those red-heads are wait-
ing for me.”

The other man laughed and took
another drink. “You’re right!
Here’s to important work!—wine,
women and song! Come on!”

They both turned to re-enter the
house, but Garthanas reached out
and jerked them into the alley. He
enjoyed killing them with his bare
hands.

And so it went, through the in-
terminable hours, killing his hunt-
ers, hiding and plotting with Ha-
marian survivors, working deeper
into the catacombs beneath the
mountainous buildings surround-

ing the huge Palace, itself. Now
there were six days left, before the
Golden Ship would reach Hamar-
deen.

One Hamarian collaborator
shaved his beard off and bound his
forehead with a bloodied bandage.
He managed to trap a guard and
acquire his harness. Dye was ap-
plied to his skin, darkening him to
the shade of a full-blooded Thro-
nasian.

That night, Emperor Thamas I
sat at the head of a great banquet
table. It was the second day of the
great celebrations. The holidays
were to continue until the climax,
when the little star in the sky that
marked the home of the exiled
Hamarian race would darken and
be gone from the face of the uni-
verse. He had planned it this way
with careful deliberation. It was to
be political showmanship of the
highest order, backed by religious
propaganda. The high priests of
Shivathis were already handing it
out in their temples—that this was
the punishment of the gods for
those who worshipped the false
Jehnthavas and dared to resist the
might of Muthark. The destruction
of Hamardeen was to strike home
at the deepest roots of superstition
and form the foundation of a totali-
tarian rule for generations to come,
His son’s recent deception not-
withstanding, Thamas I was well
pleased.

Or at least he was trying to
convince himself that this was
what he wanted. What he really
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wanted he dared not admit to his
own conscience, because it could
never be had — unless genuine
miracles might still be expected of
the gods.

In the huge banquet hall were
over five hundred noblemen, offi-
cials and courtiers, in addition to
a small army of paid servants,
qulnii, honor guards, and enter-
tainers. At the moment, the feature
spot on the entertainment list was
occupied by swordsmen—common
swordsmen from the streets who
risked their lives against the top
experts of the honor guard in order
to win the holiday prizes of fifty
thousand galunii and the uncondi-
tional possession of their choice of
a half dozen Hamarian virgins who
had been saved for this event. The
six girls were chained to pillars
along one side of the hall, in
plain view of the fighters. Should
the honer guard win, the prize
went to him, which was usually
the case. Thus any one of the latter
stood a chance of becoming rich in
this single evening, in gold and
Hamarian virgins.

Thamas I's greatest diversion
was the sword, which explained to
all who knew him why it was that
the best fighting men of the land
surrounded him, attaining to
wealth and nobility through their
constant exhibitionism. His cham-
pion of champions among the
guards was one Lerthas, who tow-
ered several inches over ordinary
men and used a heavier calibre
sword than usual. He was always

kept in reserve until a commoner
won a prize by killing a guard,
which was rare. When this happen-
ed, the winner was offered a dou-
ble prize if he could best Lerthas.
Blinded by the prospect of unex-
pected riches and filled with con-
fidence bacause of one victory, the
winner usually succumbed to the
temptation—and won nothing but
death. In shert, this was Lerthas’
big night, and Thamas I was laugh-
ing at him as he grew rich over the
bodies of his victims. A hundred
people at the banguet table rose
in a body to give Lerthas a tcast,
at which time he winked at them
and turned to pinch the thigh of a
particularly voluptuous Hamarian
girl tied to one of the pillars.

Suddzaly, a messenger came to
the Emperor’s place at the table.

“Your Highnes,” he whispered,
making a show of his discreetness
because of the known parsonal na-
ture of his business, “the lady Gial-
nis is in the outer hall. She begs
a private audience immediately,
claiming to have news for you of
the most extreme importance pos-
sible”

“Gialnis!” exclaimed the Emper-
or, “Here—in Muthark?”

“Yes, your Highness. She has
come overland in extreme haste,
bringing with her the priest, Zir-
cuth, of Hedenas, and several
others. They all seem to be quite
agitated, especially the lady Gial-
nis. She insists that if 1 fail to urge
your attention to this matter you
will have me executed, once you



LAST DAYS OF THRONAS 97

learn the nature of her business,
for having hesitated one moment
in telling you that she is here.”

“Hmm . .. This is most unusual
for Gialnis. And Zircuth!” The Em-
peror’s face darkened. “Now what
in the name of the gods has
brought those two together over a
matter- of such importance? If it
has anything to do with my erst-
while heir, Adamas, I'm afraid
I__.”

“Yes! That is it! She insisted
that it had everything to do with
your son.”

At that moment, the master of
ceremonies bellowed an announce-
ment, which both the messenger
and the Emperor listened to.

“And now, your Imperial High-
ness, ladies and gentlement of the
court, we bring you an unexpected
surprise!”

The shouting and gayety of the
banquet table quieted down and
all eyes turned to the announcer.

“We bring before you — the
masked marvel of Thoronis—”

A tall, dark-hued Thronasian
stepped into the fighter’s area,
wearing a black mask over his eyes
and a bloodied bandage on his
forehead. The spectators began to
applaud, enthusiastically, for the
innovation. The contestant was al-
most as tall ot Lerthas, himself.
The master of ceremonies waved
his arms for attention.

“But here this!” He laughed as
he announced it. “This mystery
fighter wishes to take on Lerthas
first of all”

A mighty shout of app:ioval
went up from the long table. Ler-
thas waved his sword at his audi-
ence in equal enthusiasm. Obvious-
ly, this masked fool’s exhibitionism
would only serve to place a bright-
er feather in his own cap of fame.

“Gialnis will have to wait,” said
the Emperor. “This is too good to
miss.”

“With your permission,
Highness, I—"

“Of course! You may stay to
watch it!”’

It was only then that Thamas I
noticed the masked marvel glaring
at him. There was something very
familiar about that tall, powerful,
warrior’s figure — something that
made him flush with sudden anger,
and nameless fear. Involuntarily,
the Emperor clutched at the hilt
of his own sword. No, he thought,
it could not be—this man was a
dark-hued Thronasian, not a half-
breed. He swore at himself for
being a superstitious fool.

Nevertheless, he groped for his
medallion for reassurance. The
strange, tingling sensation he re-
ceived from the control crystal told
him that the secret raybeam still
connected him with the metal god
of the Golden Ship, far though it
might be on its lonely journey of
destruction. Finally, he smiled,
grimly. Even if this were the man
he was thinking of, it would but
provide additional entertainment
—in many constructive ways . ..
But then again, what he was think-
ing was impossible.

your
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Lerthas crossed swords with the
stranger from Thoronis. The hall
fell silent, watching.

There was a sustained flashing
and clash of swords for perhaps
half a minute, and suddenly the
spectators rose to their feet, tense
with astonishment, to see Lerthas
sagging backward, pierced straight
through his abdomen, dying. But in
the course of the brief encounter,
both the stranger’s mask and band-
age had been plucked off his head.
He turned to face them, a can-
celled slave brand glistening on his
wounded forehead, his eyes nar-
rowed and filled with hate.

The Emperor pushed his great
chair back, springing to his feet
with drawn sword. “Garthanas!”
he exclaimed.

“Garthanas!” echoed the others,
incredulously.

“Garthanas!” cried the chained
Hamarian girls, hysterically.

Garthanas started to move to-
ward the Emperor. The honor
guard also began to move, but the
Emperor waved them back, spring-
ing forward into the middle of the
room.

“Wait!” he cried. “Bacl:!—all of
you!” In his dark eyes was a fanatic
gleam of malicious triumph. He
had just had the greatest idza of
his career. “Here before you is Gar-
thansa, the famed Hamarian
Sword — the legend of Hamar-
deen!” he shouted. “It is rumored
by the half-witted Hamarians that
he is indestructible—that he is a
legend—the soul of his chosen peo-

ple, who are soon to die”

Garthanas still approached,
slowly, deliberately, with readied
sword, eyeing his steadily, perhaps
even oblivious to what he was
saying.

“So that you may not be de-
luded by this lie, I shall prove to’
you he is a mortal fool—and that
it is I who am your indestructible
legend! Watch!”

Before anyone could move to
interfere, Thamas I closed with
Garthanas. In a moment, each man
knew he had never before encoun-
tered such an opponent, and it took
only a minute of the fighting to
prove to the spectators that they
were looking at the two master
swordsmen in existence. Certain
high priests of Shivathis who were
present watched the spectacle with
narrowed eyes, suddenly appreci-
ating their Emperor’s master strat-
egy. If he killed this champion
here and now, it would fortify their
own propaganda for all time to
come. And of course the Emperor
was not in danger, because he was
under the protection of the Gold-
en Ship, as long as he wore the
medallion. Moreover, anyone who
took the medallion from him was
sure to die anyway.

At that moment, the two con-
testants locked swords. Simultane-
ously, Garthanas ripped the mizdal-
lion from the Emperor’s neck—
and did not die.

He pushed the Emperor back
from him, but the latter merely
stood there, staring at him. Thamas
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I waited for Garthanas to drop
dead. As the latter started to lunge
forward with his sword, the honor
guard closed in. Hands grasped
him from behind; his sword was
torn from his hand, and the meo-
ganus of the guards, himself, pre-
pared to run him through.

At which moment the moganus
fell dead.

The Emperor’s face blanched.
Garthanas held the key to power
and was not dead! Even more, the
metal god had defended him!

“How is it possible?” cried one
of the priests of Shivathis. “Always
in past history when thieves at-
tempted to take the medallion
they died.”

In a sudden fury of rage,
Thamas I raised his sword to strike
Garthanas, unable to believe that
the metal god would destroy the
rightful possessor of the medallion,
which was himself.

“Stop!”

This was such a startling shriek
that the Emperor actually stoppad
—to stare at Gialnis, who rushed
toward him, followed by Zircuth,
an older priest, and some sort of
petty official.

“Stop!” she cried. “In the name
of all the gods! This is your son!”

Silence smote the great hall like
some sort of supersonic thunder.
The Emperor's sword dropped
from benumbed fingers. Garthanas
looked from Gialnis to the Em-
peror, and then he stared at the
medallion. In the background,
priests and noblemen gripped each

other’s arms.

“I have brought you proof,
Thamas! Proof that this Garthanas
is your son.”

Thamas I glared at her intently,
utterly incredulous.

“You will know what I mean
when I remind you—" A strange
expression of sorrow and frustra-
tion crept into Gialnis’ eyes.
“When I remind you of — Ser-
nathis.”

The Emperor started, his eyes
wide with surprise. Then he red-
dened. He suddenly picked up his
sword and waved it at the on-
lookers.

“Clear the hall!” he shouted. His
eyes took in Garthanas anxiously,
as though he were seeing him for
the first time, a great light of com-
prehension dawning upon him.
“Clear the hall—at once! Leave us
alone!” As the onlcokers began to
leave or be shoved out by the
guards, he motioned to Gialnis and
Zircuth and the other two with
them. “You stay,” he commanded.
“I want to hear this proof—and by
the gods!—if you fail in your proof,
you'll all die!”

“Is life so cheap, Thamas?”
queried Gialnis. “Your only real
son might have died here tonight.”

Garthanas started. “Only real
son!” he exclaimed. “But — Ada-
mas—"

The Emperor glanced at Zircuth
and scowled. “So that has come
out, too, has it?”

“Why not?” retorted Zircuth,
earnestly. The fear was gone from



100

his eyes now. He looked almost tri-
umphant. “This is the end of con-
cealment. My lips were sealed as
long as Adamas had a chance at
the Throne—but now, what is per-
sonal shame, or death itself? My
years are done.”

Garthanas finally found his
senses. “All this is too much for
me!” he exclaimed. “What is this
proof you speak of, Gialnis?”

When his eyes met hers, the old
cold feeling was back on his neck
again and he remembered what the
mendicant priest had told him:
“Find you the true mother of your
blood—"

His eyes widened, and tears
leapt into Gialnis’ eyes as she saw
that he comprehended. She nodded
her head to him, confirming his
thoughts.

“You!” he exclaimed.

She came to him crying. “Oh
my son! My son! The shame is
upon me, too, that I gave you away
into the priesthood.”

And Hamar shall be frec! Gar-
thanas’ head was swirling with a
confusion of thoughts, memories,
and emotions. Each piece of the
puzzle fell swiftly together — even
the incident with the qulnus he had
chased to the lair of the machine
on board the Golden Ship. The
machine had known all the while
he was the true heir apparent to
the Throne, and had killed the qul-
nus. That is why he, himself, had
not died in that eerie chamber; it
was why the machine had talked to
him and helped to conceal the fact
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from the Emperor that he lived.
And that was why he had not died
when he took the medallion. It was
rightfully his!

He hugged Gialnis to him and
kissed her cheek.

“All right!” demanded Thamas.
“The proof!”

Gialnis disengaged herself from
Garthanas’ arms and tried to get
hold of herself. “You remember
when my parents withdrew the of-
fer of marriage,” she said, “and you
came to see me thath last night at
Sernathis.”

Again, Thamas turned red. “Yes,
yes—that is a personal matter, be-
tween us. What happened after
that?”

Gialnis searched the Emperor’s
face, longingly. “You loved me
then, Thamas.”

“Ga on—the proof, Gialnis!”

Gialnis turned from him, slowly,
and beckoned the older priest, who
had been surveying Garthanas’
features in wonderment. He clutch-
ed his Shivathis and came forward.

“This is the first priest who re-
ceived and took care of Garthanas
—I called him Thanatlas then.”
She took hold of the priest’s Shi-
vathis and held it up for Garthanas
to see. “I droppzd one of these in
my room at the villa when you
came there the other night. You
picked it up and gave it back to
me, What did you call it?”

The word came out involun-
tarily. “Mugu,” he said.

“That was the name he called
me by,” said the aged priest, en-
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thusiastically. “My name is ac-
tually Mugurthas, but all he could
say was Mugu. And thereafter,
everything was ‘Mugu.’ Especially
the Shivathis, with which he often
played.”

“Then Romuth came to the
Throne,” continued Gialnis, “and
many things changed. Mugurthas
was transferred, and other priests
were cruel to Thamat — I mean,
Garthanas. When he was a very
young boy, he ran away. Finally, I
learned that some official from
Thoronis had adopted him. I have
brought you the chief of records
in Thoronis. He can give you the
name of the foster father and
mother.”

Thamas I glared at the fright-
ened official. “What are their
names?” he asked.

“Your Highness, they were—
Kanthas, and the woman—Sarlis.
The man was assigned to colonial
affairs. He and his wife went away
to Hamardeen with the boy, where,
our records show, they were all
presumably killed during Hamari-
an uprisings.”

“One more proof,” said Gialnis.
“When I first saw him — he came
to the villa to see Merlanthis — I
saw the image of yourself, Thamas,
as you came to me that night in
Sernathis.”

“Of course the greatest proof of
all,” said the Emperor, hastily
changing the subject, “is that he
holds the medallion and lives. It
is a miracle of the gods! This is my
only son!” He stared at Garthanas,
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his face tense with emotion. It was
not fatherly emotion. It was one of
personal triumph. The onus of
never having been able to produce
a rightful heir had embittered his
life.

“Wait a minute,” said Garthan-
as. “What about this mystery con-
cerning Adamas? I have learned
the secret about Yevea—" He
glared at his father. “Which was a
very artful form of pure sadism.
I also know that the lifesized Shi-
vathis in the temple at Hedenas
is a likeness of his mother—"

“Solanthis!” ejaculated the Em-
peror, frowning at Zircuth. “So
you've revealed even that!” Sud-
denly, the frown was replaced by a
lock of smug superiority. “Well—
why not, Zircuth? You might as
well reveal yourself.”

“Yes,” replied Zircuth, calmly.
“I am ready to confess my sins—
all of them.” He tuirned to Gar-
thanas. “I was a high ranking and
important member of the priest-
hood in those days, and my influ-
ences conflicted with those of your
father. He wanted to break me in
some way, in spite of my great pop-
ularity with the people. So he en-
couraged me to make a perfect
Shivathis, using his own wife as a
model. He knew that her beauty
was dangerous to any man, and he
hoped I would be compromised.
Solanthis was a passionate and
cunning woman, proud of her pow-
er over men. I did succumb, and I
was broken from my higher offices
for it. But the results went farther
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than Thamas anticipated. Adamas
is my son.”

Now Garthanas could under-
stand the reasons behind some of
Thamas I’s bitterness. The first son
of his first wife was not his own.
Her second child was lost in an
earthquake when she died, and as
a substitute he had the last mem-
ber of the House of Hamar to raise
as a daughter. Then a duel had
rendered him sterile. Lacking an
heir, he had been forced to mas-
querade the son of Zircuth as his
own offspring when it was obvious
the boy took after his real father.

But there was nothing yet to
cause him to sympathize with the
man who hoped to destroy Hamar-
deen. He clutched the medallion
tightly in his hand, aware of a curi-
ous, tingling sensation.

Thamas I fixed him with a stare.
“Well, now that you have the me-
dallion, what do you propose to do
—rescue your white-livered Ha-
marians and raise up an image of
Jehnthavas in the temples —or
utilize the power you possess and
enjoy the prestige of Muthark?”

Garthanas stared at the lumines-
cent crystal in the center of the
medallion. The others watched him
with a growing impatience as he
said nothing. However, they saw
him sway slightly, just once, as
though he were going to fall on his
face. When he finally looked up his
eyes were bleak. Whether or not
his face was pale could not be de-
termined because of the dye with
which he had been tinted. But his
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lips had become parched and his
mouth seemed dry when he spoke,
even though he smiled. It was such
a strange smile that it could not be
categorized.

He weighed the medallion in his
hand. “I came to this—from the
antipodes — an outlaw, a sworn
enemy of Empire. But—now that
I hold the key to power in my own
hand—"” He looked around him al-
most casually. “The sense of values
changes.”

Zircuth’s mouth dropped agape.
“Garthanas!” he exclaimed, incred-
ulously.

Gialnis paled, her eyes wide
with consternation. She backed
away from her son.

Thamas I broke into a compre-
hending smile. He even began to
chuckle.

“I am sorry,” he told his father,
“that I interrupted the festivities,
Let the celebrations continue.”

Thamas I clapped him enthusi-
astically on the shoulder. “Now
you have seen reality for the first
time, son. It is all well and good
for the have-nots to bolster them-
selves with high sounding ideals
and philosophy, but all of us are
human beings. Once you are on
this side of the fence, it’s different!”

Garthanas looked at his mother,
Gialnis. “Tell Merlanthis I would
see her here. There Is nothing to
prevent our marriage now. Tell her
I shall be Emperor—that should
bring her.”

Gialnis’ face showed every wrin-
kle now. Her lips were compressed
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in anger and disappointment. “You
seem to forget that Merlanthis was
my child by my legitimate hus-
band, who has since died. That
makes her your sister.”

“Half-sister,” said Garthanas,
expressionlessly.

“Blood sister!” retorted Gialnis.
“The gods forbid it!”

Garthanas smiled the same
smile again. “Just tell her what I
said,” he answered. “Let us see
what she decides.”

Zircuth pointed to the chained
Hamarian virgins. “There’s a final
test!” he cried out. “What do you
intend to do with them!”

Thamas I eyed his son carefully,
and Garthanas met his gaze easily.
He shrugged. “They’ll be all right,”
he grinned. “I might even give
them my personal attention.”

Gialnis almost screamed. Zir-
cuth took her by the arm and led
her out of the hall, followed by the
older priest and the official from
Thoronis. Garthanas stood there
alone with Thamas I and the six
naked virgins, who now glared at
him in hatred and disillusionment,

“I have a greater test than vir-
gins,” said Thamas 1. “What are
you going to do about Hamardeen?
Since the medallion has changed
hands, the Golden Ship may not
carry out my last command. It
may have stopped, or turned
around to come back to Thronas.”

“I think that if it comes back—
it should pick up every Hamarian
we can find — perhaps even the
half-breeds and sympathizers, even
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including Gialnis, Zircuth, and
Adamas and Yevea. As long as all
our ‘enemies’ are being concen-
trated on Hamardeen for the final
blow, we might as well make a
thorough job of it.”

Thamas I considered this in
some wonderment. “You do not in-
clude Merlanthis,” he said.

Garthanas produced the same
unfathomable smile again. “My sis-
ter — my bride,” he said, lacon-
ically.

Thamas I responded with a faint
smile. “I don't blame you. She is a
terrific woman for you. But—
should we not spare Gialnis?”

Garthanas shrugged. “If. you
wish., But recall your guests and
courtiers. Let the celebrations con-
tinue in honor of Muthark’s
might!”

ITHIN two days, the

Golden Ship returned to
Thronas, and Hamardeen still
shone in the evening sky. All cap-
tured Hamarians were herded on
board. For two days they had been
coming in from the suburbs and
outlying districts, as the Thronasi-
an guards discovered them. The
ship made trips to other cities and
picked up more, until several hun-
dred had been collected. And at
last it visited Hedenas.

It was Zircuth who prevailed
upon Adamas and Yevea and Gial-
nis to board the ship—though how
he did it no one knew and only
Garthanas could surmise. After
that, the ship departed for Ha-
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mardeen.

On that same night, Merlanthis
came to the Palace at Muthark.
She was admitted at once and led
to the throne-room. There she saw
Garthanas, alone, seated on the
Emperor’s throne. Beside it, an-
other throne had been erected. He
wore on his chest the gleaming
medallion that was the sacred key
to the power of Muthark.

Only the muffled sounds of mer-
riment going on in other parts of
the Pzalace and in the sprawling
city outside penetrated here.
Though the great, domed chamber
measured twenty falii in diameter,
his veice carried to her easily.

“Come in, Carthis. This is where
you belong.”

He watched her as she walked
slowly and hesitantly toward him.
There was a grim smile about the
corners of his mouth as he ob-
served her carefully prepared coif-
fure, the jewels in her black hair,
the artistic application of cos-
metics on her psrfect face, and the
rich robes she was wearing. If she
had not come prepared to accept,
she would not have taken such
pains with her appearance.

“It’s like my father said,” he
told her, as she came to the bottom
of the dais. “Now that we’re on this
side of the fence, it’s different—
isn’t it, Empress?”

Her body was richly clothed, but
to him her mind and soul were
naked, and she knew it. She ran up
the steps and fell at his feet, her
glorious head in his lap.
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“Oh my love!” she exclaimed.
“May the gods forgive us!”

He stroked her hair. “What is
this—conscience? Our power and
glory lies above such things, Car-
this. We are to be Emperor and
Empress of all Thronas. Come—"
He made her get up. “Take your
throne and see how it feels.”

She sat in it, looking at him.
Her eyes began to gleam, and final-
ly a full, triumphant smile came
to her lips. She got up and threw
herself into his arms, passionately.
“Garthanas! We did it! It’s true at
last!”

When she kissed him, however,
she tensed. She drew back to look
him in the eye, wonderingly.
“Your lips!” she exclaimed. “They
—Garthanas! They’re cold as
stone! What is the matter with
you?”

At that moment, Thamas I came
running into the throne room, his
eyes blazing with anger. Behind
him came a number of guards and
noblemen, all terrified.

“What is the meaning of this?”
demanded Garthanas’ father.

Carthis disengaged herself and
promptly seated herself on the
other throne. No one took time to
bow.

“What do you mean?” queried
Garthanas, calmly, while idly fin-
gering his medallion,

“The Golden Ship! It has not
gone to Hamardeen! It hovers
above Muthark, neither making a
move to land or depart!”

“That is right,” said Garthanas.
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“It is as I planned it.”

Carthis drew in her breath
sharply and looked at him with
widened eyes.

“Muthark should show its
might,” Garthanas continued, “by
placing its mark on the face of the
universe. But why Hamardeen?
Why not the great planet of Thro-
nas, itself?”

The guards and noblemen shout-
ed, drawing their swords. Thamas
I drew his and sprang up the steps
of the dais, to be met instantly by
Garthanas, who was laughing at
him, his own sword in guard po-
sition.

“Hamardeen is grateful,” he
laughed. “You did well to provide
for the safety and complete isola-
tion of the Hamarians. Now Thro-
nas—world of wealth and power—
die!”

A great light flooded in the tall
window niches of the room. Every-
one ran through the arches that
led to the balconies overlooking
the city — except Garthanas, and
Carthis.

“The ship!” they heard someone
shout. “It glows! It is bathed in
golden fire!”

“The power of the stars,” said
Garthanas.

Wordlessly, Carthis ran to him
and tried to snatch the medallion
away. In her eyes was a fire of rage
bordering on insanity. He held her
arm back.

“You idiot!” she screamed. “You
madman! Stop the ship!”

Thamas I raced into the.room,
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his sword still drawn, followed by
frantic guards and noblemen.
“Seize him!” he shouted. “Some of
you may die—but kill him—take
the medallion! He is mad!”

“Madness?” queried Garthanas.
“Then was it such cool sanity that
made you send the ship against
Hamardeen?” He laughed. “It’s dif-
ferent, isn’t it, when you're on this
side of the fence?”

The face of Thamas I appeared
to turn to chalk, the flame of power
smothered out in his eyes. He was
now a trembling old man whose
reason crumbled with the world he
had ruled.

“But—" His white lips quivered.
“Do you expect—the ship—to de-
stroy you?—with that medallion
in your hand?”

Garthanas appeared to gain in
inner strength and perception. He
was calm now in a way that was
terrifying because it was unfath-
omable. “The ship,” he answered,
“is not a god, any more than Shi-
vathis is a goddess. It is a blind
machine, fashioned by Man to
obey his will. If I so order it—as I
have done—it will destroy the
holder of this key to power.” He
held up the medallion. “In twice
ten thousand years, perhaps, men
will be wise enough to use such
power well. But we are not ready.
On this world, Man has already de-
stroyed himself. This is but the
funeral pyre.” Yellow flame seared
the sky outside as mountain
chains burst into volcanic disrup-
tion. “This is the cleansing fire.”
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An earthquake smote the palace,
and many lost their balance, fall-
ing to the floor. Carthis screamed.

“Empress!” exclaimed Garthan-
as. “You have forgotten your dig-
nity and your position of wealth
and power. Take the Throne!” He
came to her and shoved her down
into the seat. Then he took his own,
while the ground shook—and roll-
ed—and the walls of the throne-
room cracked—and a roar of alarm
arose from the great city that had
been interrupted in its celebra-
tions.

Thamas I and others behind
him went berserk with terror. Just
as they began to charge Garthanas,
a segment of the great dome fell
in and crushed them in the center
of the floor.

Garthanas sat there and saluted
the Golden Ship and its occupants.
Through the gap in the dome he
could see the terrible vessel, en-
gulfed in a concentration of ener-
gies pouring into it and out of it,
from the stars. He grinned, slight-
ly, realizing that Zircuth had fig-
ured him out. That was why the
old priest had been able to get
Gialnis, Adamas and Yevea on
board. Zircuth alone had foreseen
what he was really going to do.

“Long live Hamar,” he said.

Carthis, who had reached the
coveted Throne of Muthark at last,
stared at the tumbling world in un-
believing horror, the color and
beauty of her turned from flesh to
clay.
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HE last command which Gar-

thanas gave the Golden Ship
was obeyed. It transported its pas-
sengers to Hamardeen. But the de-
struction of Thronas was felt even
there. For years that flaming
wreckage of a once mighty world
continued to flash through the hea-
vens, much of it falling upon Ha-
mardeen and filling its atmosphere
with radioactivity. The Golden Ship
waited patiently until the survivors
realized it intended to transport
them to another world where they
could be safe.

On the third world from the sun,
known to them as Dlahtasdeen, the
survivors found uncertain haven.
Storms, ferocious animals and heat
drove them to higher lands, sep-
arating them until only small
groups of survivors were left, far
up in the mountains, where the
heat was less intense.

Adamas and Yevea discovered a
tropical haven at the top of a great
mountain. They lived there to-
gether in that vast, natural garden,
which they named Hedenas. And
the surrounding country they call-
ed Aralanthas— names from an-
other world, which their children
and the children of the Hamarian
survivors preserved, in one form or
another, throughout the ensuing
ages.

Now the work of the Golden
Ship was done. It moved off into
the star-sea, no man knew where,
to meditate perhaps forever on the
mysteries of man and god—which
were incomprehensible to its me-
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chanical mind.

On lonely little Hamardeen,
where the untended canals grew
thick with a sickly vegetation and
radioactive sands from the deserts
crept upward into the once green
hills of Tharlanthis and swirled
through the empty halls of an
abandoned villa, the heroic statue
of a warrior appeared to look be-

Their dreams
have known,
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yond the marble walls at the dead
fragments of a world swirling end-
lessly through the dark of the star-
sea beyond Hamardeen — as
though it were aware of tremen-
dous vistas of a glorious and in-
glorious past.

Someone had inscribed the
words of an epic lament in its base,
which ended:
of old we, too,

But we are flesh and they are

stone,
And Yesterday

is dust . ..

THE END




