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CHAPTER1

YOU WERE ared person, anorma individud. You lived ared life, inared world. And thenin one
day, in afew hours of oneday, it dl fell away around you like astructure of thin paper crumbling in the
rain, and you found that you had stepped right out of it into an abyss aswide and dark asthe cosmos,
without beginning, without end, without one solid truth to cling to.

That was the way it seemed to Neil Banning. He was thirty-one-years old, hewasaNew Y ork
publisher's salesman, he was hedthy, well-adjusted, and he liked his job. He ate three medls a day,
worried about hisincome tax, and thought occasionaly about getting married. He had apast, and a
future. But that was before he went to Greenville,

It was pure chance. A salestrip to the West Coast, the realization on the train that he was only ahundred
miles from his boyhood home, and a sudden sentimenta decision. Three hours later, in bright spring
sunshine, he debarked in the little Nebraskatown.

Helooked up at the blue prairie sky with the cloud flecksin it, and he looked aong the wide, unbusy
main street. He smiled. It hadn't changed too much. Townslike Greenville aretimeless.

There was one taxi-cab at the station. The driver, along-jawed young man with a nondescript cap on the
back of hishead, put Banning's bagsin the cab and said, “ Excelsor Hotel, mister? It's the best one,”

Banning said, “ Just take the bagsthere. I'll walk."
Theyoung man looked a him. “ Cost you fifty cents anyway. Might aswell ride.”
Banning paid him. “I'll ill walk.'

"It'syour money, mister,” said the young man. He drove off, and Banning started along the street with the
fresh prairie wind whipping histopcoat around hislegs.

The feed store, the lumber company, the old Horton hardware, Del Parker's barbershop. The Court
House, set squat and dumpy in its square. The Dairy Lunch had anew sign featuring a colossal
triple-deck ice-cream cone, and the Hiway Garage was bigger now, with asidelot full of farm
implements

Hewaked dowly, taking histime. The people he passed |ooked at him with the open, friendly curiosity
of the Middle West, and he looked at them, but he didn't know any of them. After all, ten yearswasa



long timeto be away. Still, there ought to be at least one familiar face to welcome him home. Ten years
waan't that long.

Heturned right at the old bank building and went down Hollins Street. Two long straggling blocks. The
house, anyway, should still be standing.

It waan't.

Banning stopped. He looked up and down the street. No mistake. Thiswas the place, and the houses on
either side were exactly as he remembered them, but where his uncl€'s house had stood was nothing now
but weeds.

"Burned down,” he thought. “ Or been moved to another lot, maybe."

But he felt uneasily that there was something wrong about it. A house isn't easly erased from the surface
of the earth. There's dways something—a rubble-hegp where the cdlar wasfilled in, the outline of the
foundation, atrace of the old walks, the trees and garden beds.

There was nothing here, nothing but aweedy vacant lot. That didn't seemright at dl. Hefdt
disappointed—the house you had grown up in was like apart of you, the focal point of your whole
childhood, too full of memoriesto be easly lost. But he was puzzled, too, and oddly worried.

"The Greggs would know,” be thought, and went on to the next house and up onto its porch. “If they il
livehere

Hisknock was answered by an old man he didn't know, a pink-faced cheery little gnome who came
around from the back yard with agarden hoein his hands. He didn't mind talking. But he couldn't seem
to understand Banning's questions at al. He kept shaking his head, and findly he said, “Y ou've got the
wrong street, young fellow. Never was any Jesse Banning lived around here.

"It wasten years ago,” Banning explained. “Maybe before you came here—"

The old man stopped smiling. “Listen, I'm Martin Wallace. I'velived in this house forty-two years. You
ask anybody. And | never heard of any Bannings. Furthermore, there's never been any house on that
vacant lot. | know. | ownit."

Thefirst touch of red fright did over Banning. “But | livedin ahouse onthat lot! | livedinit for years
when | was aboy. It belonged to my uncle. Y ou weren't here then, the Greggs lived here, they had a
daughter with two yelow pigtails, and aboy named Sam. | used to play—"

"See here” said the old man. All hisfriendlinesswas gone, he looked alittle angry and alittle darmed. “1f
thisisajoke, it ain't funny. If it ain't ajoke, you're drunk or crazy. Y ou get out of herel™

Banning stared a him. He didn't move. “Please,” he said. “That apple treg, at thefoot of your lot—I fell
out of it when | was eight years old and broke my wrist. Y ou don't forget things like that.”

The old man dropped his hoe, and backed into hishouse. “If you ain't off my placein two seconds,” he
sad, “I'm going to call the police.” He dammed the door, and bolted it.

Banning glared at the door, furious himsalf now because that faint edge of fear had sharpened and was
beginning to cut into him. Deep.

"Crazy,” he muttered. “Must be senile.” Helooked again at the vacant |ot, then at the big brick house
acrossthe street. He started toward it. He remembered that house very well, and the people who had



lived init. Their name was Lewis, and they had had a daughter too, and he had taken her to dances, and
picnics, and on hayrides. If they Hill lived here they would know what had happened.

"Lewises?’ said thelarge, red-faced woman who answered hisring. “No, no Lewises here.”

"Tenyearsago,” he said desperatdly. “ They were here then, and the Bannings lived where that vacant lot

is"

She stared. “I've lived here sixteen years mysdlf, and beforethat | lived in that grey house three doors
down. | was born there. There were never any Lewises here or any Bannings either. And there wasn't
ever any house on that vacant lot."

She didn't say any more. Neither did Banning. He watched the door close. He lifted his hand to pound
onit, to break it down and get hold of the red-faced woman and make her explain who was crazy, or
lying, or what. Then he thought, thisisridiculous, |etting them get me upset. There must be an explanation,
some reason for it. Maybe a property ded, maybe they're afraid | have some claim on my uncl€sold
place. Maybe that's why they're lying to me, trying to make me believe I'm mistaken.

There was one place to find out for sure. One place where there was no chance of anybody lying. He
walked back, fast, to the main street, and up to the Court House.

Hetold the girl clerk what he wanted, and waited while she checked the records. She was not in any
hurry about it. Banning smoked nervoudy. He was sweeting, and his hands shook alittle.

The girl came back with adip of paper. She seemed rather annoyed with him. “ There's never been any
house a 344 Hollins,” she said. “Heré€'sthe record. The property—"

Banning grabbed the paper out of her hands. It said that Martin W. Wallace had purchased a house and
lot at 346 Hallins, together with the unimproved lot adjoining it, legdl description asfollows, froma
Walter Bergsirander in 1912. Thelot was still unimproved.

Banning stopped swesting. Hegot cold. “Listen,” he said to the girl. “Look up these namesin Vita
Statigtics.” He scribbled them down for her. “In the death records, Jesse Banning and |la Roberts
Banning.” He scribbled dates beside each one.

Thegirl took thelist and flounced away with it. She was gone along time. When she came back, shewas
no longer annoyed. Shewasangry.

"Areyou trying to be funny or something?’ she demanded. “Wasting a person'stimelikethis! Therésno
record of any of those people.” She dammed thelist down in front of Banning and turned away.

The wicket gate was just beside him. He pushed it open and went in. “Look again,” he said. “Please.
They'rethere. They haveto bethere.”

"You'renot dlowed in here,” shetold him, edging away. “What's the matter with you? | told you they're
rDt—"

He caught her arm. * Show me the books then. I'll ook for mysdlf.”

Sheyelled and pulled away. He let her go, and sheran out of the office and down the hall, cdling, “Mr.
Harkness! Mr. Harkness!"

Banning, in the record room, looked helplesdy at the tall shelves of heavy ledgers. He didn't understand
the markings on them, he wanted to tear them al down and search them till he found the proofs that must



be there, the proofsthat he wasn't crazy or lying. But whereto start?

Hedidn't start. There was a heavy footstep, and ahand on his shoulder. It was a beefy, unperturbed man
with acigar in hismouth. He took the cigar out and said, “Now young fellow, what are you cregting a
disturbance about?"

Banning began angrily, “Listen, whoever you are—"

"Harkness,” said the beefy man. “I'm Roy Harkness, and I'm Sheriff of this county. Y ou'd better come
adongtomy office"

Hours later, Banning sat in the Sheriff's office and finished tdlling his story for the third time.
"It'saconspiracy,” be said wearily. “1 don't know what it'sal about, but youredl inonit."

Neither the Sheriff, nor his deputy, nor the reporter and photographer from the Greenville newspaper,
laughed outright. But he could see the grinsthey didn't quite suppress.

'You'recharging,” said the Sheriff, “that the whole city of Greenville has got together and deliberately
fadfied the records. That's a serious charge. And what reason would we have?

Banning felt sick. He knew he was sane, and yet the world had suddenly ceased to make sense. “That's
what | can't figure out. Why? Why would you people want to take my past away?’ He shook his head.
“I don't know. But | know that that old Mr. Wallace was lying. Maybe he's behind this."

"Only troubleis,” said the sheriff, “that I've known the old man dl my life. | can tell you for certain that
he's owned that lot for forty-two years and there's never been so much as a hencoop oniit.”

Banning said, “ Then I'm lying about this? But why would 17

The Sheriff shrugged. “ Could be build-up for some kind of extortion scheme. Could be a cute gag
because you want publicity for some reason. And could be, you're nuts.”

Banning got up, rageflaring in him. *“ So that's it—frame this up and then tell me I'm crazy. Well. well see.

He started toward the door. The Sheriff made a gesture. The photographer got afine action shot asthe
deputy grabbed Banning and hustled him expertly into the jail-wing beyond the office, and into acell.

"Psycho,” said the reporter, staring a Banning through the bars. “Y ou can't tell by looking at them, can
you?"

Banning looked stupidly back through the bars at them, unable to believe that this was happening. “ A
frame-up—" he said thickly.

"No frame-up at dl, son,” the Sheriff said. “Y ou come in and make a disturbance, you charge alot of
people with congpiracy—well, you got to stay heretill we check up onyou.” Heturned to his deputy.
“Better wireto that New Y ork publisher he says he worksfor. Give them agenera description—six feet
tall, black hair, black eyes, and so on, just in case."

Hewent away, and so did the deputy and the reporter and photographer. Banning was donein the
cdl-wing.

He sat down and put his head between his bands. Bright sunlight poured through the high barred
window, but asfar as Banning was concerned it was midnight, and the darkest he had ever known.



If only he had not decided to visit the old home town. But he had. And now he was faced with questions.
Who waslying, who was crazy? He could not find any answers.

Evening came. They brought him food, and he asked about arranging bail, but he could get no definite
answer. The Sheriff was out. He demanded alawyer, and wastold not to worry. He sat down again, and
waited. And worried.

For lack of anything elseto do, he went over the years of hislife, starting from thefirst thing he could
remember. They were dl there. There were gaps and vague spots, of course, but everybody had
those—the countless daysin alifetime when nothing much happened. But the main facts remained. He
was Nell Banning, and he had spent alot of hislifein Greenville, in ahouse that everyone said had never
exiged.

In the morning, Harkness came in and spoke to him. “I heard from New Y ork,” hesaid. “You'reall clear
onthat angle

He studied Banning through the bars. “L ook, you seem a decent enough young fellow. Why don't you tell
mewhat thisisal about?'

"l wish | could,” said Banning grimly. Harkness sighed. “ Pete's right, you can't tell by looking a them. I'm
afraid we haveto hold you for a psychiatric.”

"A what?'

"Listen, I've combed thistown and its records. There just never were any Bannings here. There weren't
even any Greggs. And the only Lewises| could find, five on afarm twenty milesfrom here and they
never heard of you.” He spread his hands. “What am | suppose to think?"

Banning turned hisback. “You'relying,” hesad. “Get out.”

"Okay.” Harkness tossed something through the bars. “ This might interest you, anyway.” He went off
down the corridor. After awhile Banning picked the thing up. It was the local newspaper of the previous
evening. It had agood story, the nut from New Y ork accusing alittle Nebraskatown of steding away his
past. It was astory so droll that Banning knew it would surely be on dl the wire services.

Banning read it three times. He began to think that soon he really would need a psychiatrist, and probably
adtraitjacket, too.

Just before sundown the deputy camein and said, “ Y ou've got avisitor.’

Banning sprang up. Someone must have remembered him, someone who would prove that be wastelling
the truth.

But the man who came down the corridor was a stranger, adark, hard, massive man of middle years,
who wore his clothes with a curious awkwardness. He strode up to the cdll door, walking lightly for al
hisbulk. He looked at Banning, and his eyes were very dark, very intense.

His bleak, square face did not change expression. Y et a subtle change did come over this massive man
as he gared. He had the look of a man who has waited and endured for ages, a grim and somber man of
stone who at last seesthat for which be waited.

"TheVdkar,” he said softly, not to Banning only, but to himself, hisvoice legping with a harsh throb.
“KyleVadkar. It's been along time, but I've found you."



Banning stared. “What did you call me? And who areyou? | never saw you before.”

"Didn't you?’” said the stranger. “But you did. I'm Rolf. And you'rethe Vakar. And the bitter years are
over."

Quite unexpectedly, he reached through the bars and took Banning's right hand, and set it against hisown
bowed forehead, in a gesture of obei sance.

CHAPTERII

FOR A MOMENT, too shocked even to move, Banning stared at the stranger. Then he caught his hand
avay.

"What are you doing?’ he demanded, drawing back. “What isthis? | don't know you. And I'm
not—whatever name you cdled me. I'm Neil Banning."

The stranger smiled. In hisdark, ruthless face there was something that frightened Banning more than
open enmity would have done. It was affection, such asaman might have for ason, or younger brother.
Degep affection, mingled oddly with respect.

"Nell Banning,” said the man who cdled himsdf Rolf. “Yes. It wasthe story of Nell Banning inthe
newspapersthat led me here. Y ou are asmal sensation now, the man who was robbed of his past. He
laughed softly. “It'sapity they can't know the truth.”

A wild surge of hope went through Banning. “Then you do know it?'Y ou can tell me—you can tdll them
why this has been done?"

"l cantdl you,” said Rolf, emphasizing the pronoun. “ But not here, not now. Be patient afew more
hours. I'll get you out of here tonight.”

"If yon can arrange bail for me, I'll be grateful,” Banning said. “But | don't understand why you're doing
this” He looked searchingly at Rolf. “Perhaps: | should remember you. Did you know me as a child-?"

"Yes” sad Rolf. “1 knew you as a child—and as aman. But you could not remember me.” A black look
of anger crossed hisface, and he said savagdly, “ The swine. Of dl the evilsthey could have doneyou,
thisexilefrom themind is—" He caught himself. “No. They might have done worse. They might have
killed you."

Banning gaped. People whirled through his mind, old Wallace, Harkness, the red-faced woman. “Who
might havekilled me?"

Rolf said two names, very softly. They were strange names. “ Tharanya” And another. “ Jommor."
Hewatched Banning closdly.

Suddenly Banning understood. He backed well away from the door. “You,” hesaid, “are crazy asa
hatter.” He was glad there were bars between them.

Rolf grinned. “It's natura you should think so—just asthe good Sheriff thinksit of you. Don't be too hard
on him, Kyle, it isn't hisfault. HES quite right, you see. Neall Banning never existed.”

He bent hisbead in acurioudy proud little bow, and turned away. “Y ou will befreetonight. Trust me,
evenif you do not understand.”



He was gone before Banning could think to yell for the deputy. Banning sat down on the bunk, utterly
degjected. For amoment he had hoped, for amoment he had been sure that the big dark man knew the
truth and could help him. It was that much harder to redize his mistake.

"l suppose,” hethought hitterly, “that every lunatic in the country will start calling me brother.”
Hedidn't hear anything that evening about bail being arranged for him. He had not expected to.

Banning picked a the dinner they brought him. He wastired, in asullen, ugly mood. He stretched out on
the bunk, thinking the hdl with them, thinking of the pleasure hewould havein suing them dl for fse
arrest. After awhile hefel into an uneasy deep.

The cold, iron sound of his cell door opening brought him up, wide awake. It was night now, and only the
corridor lights were on. The big dark man stood in the open door, smiling.

"Come,” hesaid. “Theway isclear.”
Banning said, “How did you get in here? How did you get those keys?

Helooked past the dark man, to the end of the corridor. The deputy was leaning forward across his
desk with his head on the blotter. One arm hung down, relaxed and bonel ess.

Banning cried out with sudden horror, “My God, what have you done, what have you got meinto?’ He
flung himself on the cell door, trying to shut it again, to force the stranger out. “ Get out, | won't have
anything to dowith it.” He began to ydll.

With an expression of regret, Rolf opened hisleft hand to reved asmdl egg-shaped thing of metal, with a
lensin oneend. He sad, “Forgive me, Kyle. Therésno time now to explain.”

A brief paeflicker came out of thelens. Banning felt no pain, only amild shock and then adissolution as
black and ill as deeth. He did not even fed Rolf'sarms catch him asheféll.

When he woke again he wasin acar. He wasin the back seat, and Rolf was beside him, sitting so that
he could watch him. The car was going very fast dong aprairie road, and it was fill night. The driver
was no more than ashadow against the dim glow of the dashboard lights, and outside therewas only a
vast darkness caught under abowl of gtars.

It was dark in the back seat, and Banning had not moved very much, nor spoken. He thought perhaps
Rolf had not seen that he was conscious again. He thought that if he threw himsdlf forward suddenly, he
might catch the big dark man off guard.

He gathered himsdlf, trying not to change even the rhythm of his breathing.
Rolf said, “I don't want to put you out again, Kyle. Don't make me."

Banning hesitated. He could see from the way Rolf was Sitting that he was holding something in his hand.
He remembered the metal egg, and decided that he would have to wait for a better chance. He was
sorry. Hewould have liked to get his hands on Rolf.

"You killed that deputy,” he said. “ Probably others, too. Y ou're not only crazy, you're akiller.”
With irritating patience, Rolf said, “ Y ou're not dead, are you?'

"No, but—"



"Neither isthe deputy, nor anyone el se. These people have no part in our affairs. It would be shameful to
kill them.” He chuckled. “ Tharanyawould be surprised to hear me say that. She thinks of measaman
without asoul.”

Banning sat up straight. “Who is Tharanya? What's that thing you knocked me out with? Where are you
taking me—and what the hdll isthisal about?’ His voice roseto ahigh pitch of fright and fury. Hewas
no more than normaly afraid of physical injury and death, but he had had a nerve-racking couple of days
and hewas not a hisbest. It seemed too much to ask for him to remain calm while being pushed over
the nighted prairie at breakneck speed by alunatic kidnapper and his accomplice.

"l suppose,” Rolf said, “it wouldn't do any good if | told you I'm your friend, your best and oldest friend,
and that you have nothing to fear.’

"No. It wouldn't."

"l didn't think s0.” Rolf sighed. “And I'm afraid the answersto your questionswon't help either. Jommor
did adamn good job on you—better than I'd have believed possible.”

Banning took hold of the edge of the seet, trying to control himsdf. “ And who is Jommor?*

"Tharanyas right-hand man. And Tharanyais sole and sovereign ruler of the New Empire ... and you're
KyleVakar, and I'm Rolf, who wiped your nose for you when you were—" He broke off, swearing in a
language Banning did not understand. “What's the use?"

"New Empire,” said Banning. ‘ Delusions of grandeur. Y ou gtill haven't told me what that gadget is.”

"Cerebro-shocker,” said Rolf, as one says“rattle” to ababy. He began to talk to the driver in that foreign
and incomprehens ble tongue, not taking his eyes off Banning. Presently there was silence again.

The road got worse. The car dowed down some, but not enough to suit Banning. After awhile he
redized that there wasn't any road at al. Banning began again to measure the distance between himsalf
and Rolf. He a'so began to doubt the power of the metal egg. Cerebro-shocker, indeed. Something else
must have hit him back therein the cdll, something he hadn't seen, abdievable thing like agun barrd or
brass knuckles. It was dark in there and the door had been open. The accomplice, the driver, could
easly have got in, could have been standing behind him, ready to lower the boom when Rolf signaled
him.

Ahead of them, amile or so away acrosstheflat prairie, there was acuriousflare of light, and agreat
wind struck them, and was gone.
The driver spoke, and Rolf answered, with anote of relief.

Banning let himsdf roll with the motion of the car. He waited till it pitched in the right direction, and then
he threw himsdf, fast and hard, at the big dark man.

He was wrong about the metal egg. It worked.

Thistime he did not go clear out. Apparently the degrees of shock could be controlled, and Rolf did not
want him unconscious—only partly so. He could till see and hear and move, though not normally and
what he saw and heard were like the impersonal shadow-shapes and unred voices of afilm, having no
connection with himsdf.

He saw the prairie roll on past the car, black and empty under the stars. Then he felt the car go dower
and dower until it stopped, and he heard Rolf's voice teling him gently to get out. He took Rolf's hand, as



though he were achild and Rolf hisfather, and let himself be helped. His body moved, but it had ceased
to be hisown.

Outs de there was a cold wind sweeping, and a sudden light that blotted out the stars. The light showed
the car and the prairie grass. It showed the driver, and Rolf, and himself, laying their shadows|ong and
black behind them. It showed awall of meta, bright asanew mirror and straight for a hundred feet or so
horizontaly, but risng verticaly inaconvex curve.

There were openingsin the wal. Windows, ports, adoor, a hatchway, who knew the right words? It
was not awall. It wasthe side and flank of aship.

Men came out of it. They wore strange clothing, and they spoke a strange tongue. They moved forward,
and Rolf and the driver and Neil Banning walked to meet them. Presently they stopped in the full glare of
the light. The strange men spoke to Rolf, and he answered them, and then Banning redlized in adim and
distant way that the men were al looking at him and that in their faces was areverence amost
gpproaching supergtition.

He heard them say, “The Vakar!” And asfar off ashewas, hefdt asmal, faint shiver touch him at the
fierce and hopeful and wild and half-despairing tonein which they said it.

Rolf led him toward the open hatchway of the ship. He said quietly, “ Y ou asked mewhere| wastaking
you. Come aboard, Kyle—I'm taking you home."

CHAPTER I

THE ROOM inwhich Nell Banning found himsdf waslarger and more sumptuous than thejail cell, but it
was none the less a prison. He found that out as soon as full consciousness returned to him—he had a
feeling he had passed out again, and for quite sometime, but be could not be sure about this. Anyway, he
had got up and tried the doors. One led into an adjoining bath, rather oddly appointed. The other was
locked. Tight. There were no windows. The metal wall was smooth and unbroken. Light in the room
came from some overhead source he could not see.

For afew minutes he prowled uneasily, looking at things, trying to think. He remembered the weird
nightmarish dream he had had about the light on the prairie and the great silver ship. Nightmare, of
course. Some hypnotic vison induced by the dark man who called himself Rolf. Who in the devil's name
was Ralf, and why had the man picked him asthe victim of hisinsane behavior?

A ship, inthe middle of the prairie. The men in the strange clothes, who had hailed him as—what wasthe
nameagain?Vakar. A dream, of course. Vivid, but only adream—

Or wasit?

No windows. No sense of motion. No sound—yes, there was a sound, or amost one, if you let your
whole body listen for it. A deep throbbing, like the beating of agiant'sheart. The air had an unfamiliar
ardl.

With senses suddenly sharpened to an abnorma acuteness, Banning realized that everything in the room
was unfamiliar. The colors, the textures, the shapes, everything from the plumbing fixturesto the
furnishings of the bunk bed he had just I ft.

Even hisown body fdt unfamiliar. Theweight of it had changed.
He began to pound on the door and yell.



Rolf came dmost a once. The man who had driven the car waswith him, and now they both carried the
egg-shaped meta things. The ex-driver bowed to Banning, but he stayed severa paces behind Rolf, so
that Banning could not possibly attack or evade both of them at once. They now wore clothing such as
the men had worn in Banning's dream, asort of tunic and closefitting leggings that |ooked comfortable
and functiond and quite unredl.

Rolf entered the room, leaving the other man outside. Banning caught a glimpse of anarrow corridor
walled in metd like the room, and then Rolf shut the door again. Banning heard it lock.

"Where arewe?’ he demanded.

"At the moment,” said Rolf, “were wdl out from Sol on our way to Antares. | don't think the exact
readings would mean much to you.'

Banning said, ‘I don't believe you.” He didn't. And yet, at the same time he knew, somehow, that it was
true. The knowledge was horrible, and hisbrain twisted and turned like a hunted rabbit to get away from
it.

Rolf waked over to the outer wall. “Kyle,” he said, “you must start to believe me. Both our lives depend
onit."

He pressed a stud somewhere in thewall, and a section of the metal did back, reveding a port.

"Thisian't readly awindow,” Rolf said. “It'saviewplate, avery complex and clever €ectronic setup that
reproduces atrue picture of what ordinary sight couldn't see.”

Banning looked. Beyond the port was stunning darkness and light. The darkness was a depthless void
into which his mind seemed to be faling, tumbling and screaming through dreer infinities, disoriented, log.
But the light—

He looked upon amillion million suns. Thefamiliar congtelationswerelog, their outlinesdrowned in the
glittering ocean of stars. They crashed in upon him like thunder, hefell and fell in an abyss of ray and
darkness, he—

Banning put his hands over hiseyes and turned away. He fell down on the bunk and lay there shuddering.
Rolf closed the port.

"Y ou believe me now?'
Banning groaned.

"Good,” sad Ralf. “You beievein agtarship. Then you havelogicaly to believein acivilization capable
of producing agtarship, and atype of culturein which astarship is both useful and necessary.”

Banning sat up in the bunk, till Sck and shaky and clinging to its comforting solidity. He knew it was
hopeless, but he advanced hisfina negative argument.

"We're not moving. If we're going fagter than light—and that'simpossiblein itself, according to whét little
science | know—there ought to be some fedling of acceleration.”

"Thedriveisnot mechanical,” Rolf said, standing where he could watch Banning'sface. “Itsafied-type
force, and since we're part of the field we are, in effect, at rest. So there's no sense of motion. Asto
possibility—" He grinned. “While | was on Earth, searching for you, | was amused to note thefirst crack
in that limiting-speed theory. A research physicist clocked some particles moving faster than light, and the



gpologetic explanations that they were only photons and had no massis merely evading the question.”

Banning cried increduloudy, “But acivilization of starships, whose people come and go to Earth—and
yet nobody on Earth knows about it—it'simpossible”

"That,” said Ralf dryly, “is Earth egotism taking. Earth isafringe world, and in some ways adamn
retarded one. Politicaly, it'samess—fifty different nations quarrelling and cutting each other'sthroats.
The New Empire avoids open contact with such worlds. It just isn't worth the trouble.”

"All right,” said Banning. He made agesture of defeat. “I'll accept the sarship, the civilization, the—what
did you cal it2—New Empire. But wheredo | comeinto dl this?'

"You're part of it. A very important—I might even say pivota—part of it."

"Y ou have thewrong man,” said Banning wearily. “1 told you, my nameis Nell Banning, | wasbornin
Greenville, Nebraska—"

He stopped, and Rolf laughed. “Y ou were having a pretty hard time proving that. No. You're Kyle
Vakar, and you were born a Katuun, the old King City on the fourth world of Antares.”

"But my memories—my wholelife on Earth!”

'False memories,” said Rolf. “ The scientists of the New Empire are expertsin mental techniques, and
Jommor isthe best of them. When Earth was chosen as your place of exile, and you were brought there,
acaptive, with your own memory aready blanked out, Jommor compiled alife history for you,
synthesized from the minds of the natives. When it wasimplanted carefully in your mind, and you were
set free with anew name, anew speech, anew life, Kyle Vakar was gone forever, and there was only
the Earthman Neil Banning no longer amenace to anyone.”

Banning said dowly, “Menace?!

"Oh, yes” Rolf's eyes blazed suddenly with asavage light. “You'reaVakar, thelast of them. And the
Vakars have dways been amenace to the usurpers of the New Empire."

He began to move about nervoudy, as though the excitement he had in him was more than he could
control. Banning stared at him blankly. He had had too many shocks, too close together, and things were
just not registering any more.

"The New Empire,” Rolf repested. He made the adjective a bitter curse. “With that cat Tharanyaat its
head, and the craft of Jommor holding her up. Yes, thelast Vakar was a menace to them.”

"Butwhy?"

Rolf'svoicerolled. “Because the Vakars were the kings of the Old Empire, the star-empire that ruled
half the galaxy, ninety thousand years ago. Because the star worlds have not atogether forgotten their
rightful kings”

Banning stared, and then he began to laugh alittle. The dream had become too preposterous, too crazy.
Y ou couldn't take it serioudly any more.

"So I'm not Nell Banning of Earth. I'm Kyle Vakar, of the sars.”
"Youare"

"And I'making.’



"No, Kyle. Not yet. But you almost made it, the last time. If we succeed thistime, you will be:’

Banning said flatly, “I'm Banning. That | know. | may look like Kyle Vakar. That must be why you
picked me up. Let me seethe others."

Rolf's eyes narrowed. “Why?
"I'm going to tell them what kind of deception you're pulling”

The big dark man spoke between histeeth. “No you're not. They think you're Kyle Vakar. Wdll, you
are. But they dso think you've got your memory back—which you havent.’

"Then you admit you're deceiving them?” Banning demanded.

"Only in that one matter. Kyle, they wouldn't follow on this ventureif they thought you were still without
memory! They'd know you couldn't take them to The Hammer."

"The Hammer?

"I'll tell you of it later. Right now, get thisthrough your skull. If they suspect you don't remember, they'll
abandon this venture. Y ou'll go back to Jommor. Thistime, it'll not be exile for you—but death.”

There was a deadly earnestness about Rolf. Banning tried to think. Then he said, “1 can't speak that
language of yours."

"No. Jommor did anice clean job on you."
"Then how can | pass mysdf off asyour Vakar?'

Rolf answered obliquely, “ Y ou arein bad shape, Kyle. Fetching your memory back has givenyou a
shock. You'll need to keep in this cabin, for quiteawhile. But I'll be here with you alot.”

For amoment Banning didn't got it, then he understood “Y ou mean, I'm to learn the language from you?"
"Relearnit. Yes"
Banning said, after amoment, “All right. If theréds nothing else| can do—"

Hewasturning as he said it, and of a sudden he was on Rolf's broad back, hisforearm around the dark
man's neck in astrangle-hold, squeezing.

Rolf gasped, “ Sorry, Kyle—" and then his massive muscles seemed to explode like bursting springs, and
Banning found himslf hitting the cabin wall with acrash. Helay, the bresth knocked out of him.

Rolf unlocked the door. He turned amoment and said dourly, “I'd have been flayed dive for that, in the
old King City. But it was a pleasure. Now cool down."

He went out.

Banning, left done, sat and stared along time without moving, a the meta wall. Hefelt that hismind was
floundering, and he clawed for agrip on redity.

"l am Nell Banning, and | an merdly dreaming—"

He struck the wall with his clenched fist. His knuckles bruised convincingly. Blood showed on them. No,
that wouldn't work.



"All right, thisshipisred. A starship, going to Antares. Rolf isredl, and thisNew Empire—a star empire
that Earth doesn't dream of. But I'm gill Neil Banning!™

Not Kyle Vakar—no! If helet himsdf believe that he was another man completdy, aman from far sar
worldswith a past he couldn't remember, then his own persondity, his own sdf, would waver and vanish
like smoke and he would be nothing—

The Empire existed. The sarships existed. Earth didn't know of them, but they obvioudy knew about
Earth, knew itsways and languages from secret visits. This ship, Rolf, had made such a secret visit. They
had come, they had taken Neil Banning, and now they were going away again. There was a purposein
that. They needed, for some vast star-intrigue, aman who could pose as Kyle Vakar. The Vakar, the
descendant of ancient star-kings. And he, Banning, by physical resemblance could play the part. Hewas
to be apawn in their intrigue, and would be a better pawn if Rolf could convince him that he redlly was
the Vakar.

Banning tried desperately to think what he must do. It was hard, for he still reeled from the impact of a
newly-reveded universe, the unearthly shock of being in this ship. But he mug, in thisincredible
predicament, fight for himsdlf.

"Find out things,” he thought. “Learn where you stand, what they're trying to do with you, before you
attempt anything. Y ou've got to know—"

Hourswent by. The deep, dmost inaudible drone was the only sound. Outside these metal wallswasthe
prima abyss, and abillion suns. He must not think of that.

Rolf came back. He brought new clothing for Banning, like his own, outlandish but comfortable—and the
rich fabric of the white tunic had astylized sunburst symbol picked out in jewels on the breast. Banning
put it on without objection. His mind was made up—he must learn, and learn fagt.

"Now you look like The Vakar,” grunted Rolf. “Y ou've got to talk like him, too. And theres little enough
time"

Rolf began, naming every object in the cabin in his own language. Banning repested the words. And then
thewordsfor “star” and “king” and “Empire."

"Ralf."
IIYS?I
"ThisOld Empire, of which the Vakarswerekings. Y ou said that was ninety thousand years ago?”'

"Yes. A long time. But it's till remembered, on al of the star-worlds except afew that sank back into
complete savagery, like Earth.”

Banning was dartled. “ Earth? It was part of that Old Empire?

"It, and half of the gdlaxy.” Rolf brooded. “When the crash came, when the Old Empirefdl, it wasthe
faraway fringe-worldsthat lost contact most completely. No wonder their colonists soon sank to
savagery, dmost to gpehood, as on Earth.”

From the somber referencesthat Rolf made, in this and the next visits, Banning began to piece together a
vague picture, an undreamed-of cosmic history.

The Old Empire, the Empire of the Vakars They had ruled it from Katuun a Antares, their starships had



webbed the galactic spaces, and the people of amyriad suns paid tribute to their power. But there had
long been murmurings against the rule of these galactic lords, and more than one abortive rebellion.
Findly, the Vakars themsdaves had precipitated acriss.

Word spread that in aremote, inaccessible part of the galaxy, the Vakar lords were preparing a secret,
terrible agency that would overawe al rebdsin future. None knew its nature, or its powers. But rumor
cdled it the Hammer of the Vakars, and said that with it the Vakars could destroy al the peoplesin the

gelaxy if they wished.

That rumor detonated a cosmic rebellion! The peoples of the star worlds would not let the Vakars attain
such life-or-death power over them. They rosein revolution, and civil war rent the whole fabric of
interstellar civilization and shattered the Old Empire. Many, many far systems and worlds, when the
gtarships came no longer, sank into barbarism and along night.

A few gar-worlds retained their civilization, their technics. They kept afew starships flying. And those
few worlds, centering around the system of Rigdl, expanded their efforts to bring more and more worlds
back into a cooperative civilization. Thus had begun the New Empire, which professed to reject the pride
and pomp of conquest of the Old Empire, and to bring anew day of cooperation to al planets.

Rolf spat in hatred. “They and their hypocritical talk of friendliness and peace! They've won many over.
But some till remember the old Vakar kings who made the stars their footstools!™

Banning said, “But the thing that brought on the rebellion—the thing you caled the Hammer of the
Valkars. What happened to that?

Rolf looked a Him gravely. ‘It has been logt, for dl those ages. Only the Vakars knew where the
Hammer was being prepared, and what it was. The clue to that secret was passed down from father to
son, ever since the Old Empire fell. Y ou were the only one who had that clue.”

Banning stared. “ So that'swhy Kyle Vakar isso pivotd afigurein dl thigl"

Rolf said grimly, “That'swhy. Y ou told me—and me done—that the Hammer was on aworld kept in
Cygnus Clugter. Y ou said that, with the star-maps of ninety thousand years ago, you could find that
world."

The big man added somberly, “Y ou dmost succeeded, Kyle. Y ou found the maps you needed in the
archives at Rigd, you started out toward Cygnus Cluster. But Tharanya and Jommor overtook you, and
destroyed your memory and exiled you on faraway Earth, and now nobody knows the secret of the
Hammer'shiding-place.”

It sounded wildly incredible to Banning. He said so, and added, “Why wouldn't they have killed the one
man who held such a secret, to make sure?’

Rolf said sardonically. “ Jommor would have done so, and gladly. But Tharanyawouldn't. A
woman—even one like Tharanya—shouldn't rule an Empire.”

"And you aretrying to overturn this New Empire,” Banning probed, “With just the few menin thisship?’

"Therell be others, Kyle. A message has been sent to them, and they'll gather at Katuun. Not many—~but
well be enough to pull down the Empire, if we have the Hammer."

"But you don't haveit! And | know nothing of how to find it!"

"No, Kyle. But perhaps you soon will!"



When Banning tried to learn more, Rolf grunted, “ Later. Right now, you must learn to spesk. I've said
that | restored your memory before we left Earth, and you're sick from the shock of that.”

"The man who drove the car must know differently,” Banning reminded.

"Eyre? said Rolf. ‘He's safe, he's my man. But the others don't know. They're anxiousto seeyou. You
must appear soon, asKyle Vakar."

Banning was learning the language fast. Too fagt. For thislanguage was enormoudy complex, showing
every Sgn of vast age. Y et Banning picked it up easily. He reproduced Rolf's accent perfectly. It was as
though histongue and lips were used to shaping those sounds, as though this knowledge was dready in
his mind, dormant, needing only awakening.

He shrank from that thought. It would mean that Rolf was right, that the people of that Nebraskatown
had told truth, that Neil Banning didn't exist. He couldn't, he wouldn't, believe that. How could aman let
hisown self go? No, it was atrick, Rolf had somehow hypnotized the folk of that town—it wasonly a
clever imposture he was being used for.

Therewas no day or night for Banning. He dept, ate, and findly Rolf said, “They'rewaiting.”
"Who?'

"My men. Y our men, Kyle. Y ou can speak well enough. Y ou're coming out, | told them that you'd
recovered."

Banning went cold. He had dreaded this moment. Aslong as he remained in thelittle cabin, he could
postpone redlization of his situation. Now he had to faceit.

"Godongwithit!” hetold himsdf. “ Find out for surejust what's behind Rolf'slies, before you make your
movel"

The door was opened. Rolf stood aside, waiting for him to go first. He walked out into the corridor.

"Thisway,” said Ralf'sharsh voice, a hisear. “To theright. Get your head up. Y ou're supposed to be
the son of kings"

The corridor led into an officers mess. A half-dozen men roseto their feet as Rolf said loudly, “The
Vakar!"

They looked a Banning with desperate, hungry eyes. He knew he had to speak to them. But before be
could, one wolf-faced man stepped forward. He spoke ddliberately to Banning.

"You arenot the Vakar."

CHAPTER IV

SILENCE, aseeming eternity of it, in which Banning stared into the dark wolfish face before him and felt
his heart snk under an icy weight of apprehension. Well, that was that. They'd found him out. Now
what? Rolf's warning came back to him—surrender, Jommor, death.

He thought desperately that he should spesk, try to bluster hisway out of it, but histongue was siff in his
mouth. Before he could force it to make words, the wolf-faced man lifted hiswine-glass high and
shouted, “But you will be! We fought for you before, welll fight again—and thistime well see you back



onyour rightful throne. Hail, Vakar!"
"Hail Vakar!"

The cry rang from the metdl walls. Relief swept over Banning and the hawk-eyed, hard-handed officers
misread the emotion on hisface for something else and cheered again. From someinner corner of
Banning's soul there came unexpectedly a sense of pride. For amoment it seemed only right and good
that these men were giving him a chieftain's greeting. His back straightened. He looked at them, and said,
“The Vakars have never lacked for good men. I—"

Hefdtered. The brief moment was gone, and he saw Rolf looking a him, satisfaction shading swiftly into
anxiety.

Abruptly, Banning smiled. Rolf had got him into this. Let Rolf worry. Let him swest. Let him loyaly and
abjectly servethe Vdkar.

"Wine” hesad, “I'll give my officersapledgein return.”

Rolf's eyes narrowed, but he put awineglassin Banning's hand.

"Gentlemen,” said Banning, “I give you the return of the Old Empire and the freedom of the stardl”

The response dmost deafened him. He turned to Rolf and whispered in English, “ Corny—»buit effective,
don't you think?” He drained the glass.

Roalf laughed. It was genuine laughter, and Banning felt that he had done something that pleased Rolf
ingtead of angering him.

To the others Rolf said, “ Jommor's clevernessfailed. In spite of him, the Vakar isnot changed. | know. |
taught him hisfirst lessons. Heis il the Vakar."

He presented the officers one by one. Schrarm, Landolf, Kirst, Felder, Burri, Tawn. They looked like
hard, competent, devoted men. Banning did not think he would last long among them if they found out he
was not the Vakar, but only Nell Banning of Nebraska. He was afraid of them, and fear sharpened his
wits, finding words for histongue and alordly carriage for his head. He was amazed & how essy it was
to belordly.

He was beginning to think he might get away with it when ayoung orderly came into the messroom and
snapped to atention so rigidly that Banning could almost hear his bones crack.

"Captain Behrent's compliments,” he said, “and would the Vakar honor him by attending the bridge? We
are now entering the Drift—"

A grident whistle from a speaker high in the wall drowned out the orderly'swords. A voice followed the
whistle, requiring al handsto take their sations.

The officers prepared to go. They laughed and said, “It was touch and go on the outward trip, but this
time running the Drift will be easy with the Vakar a the hdm.”

"-entering the Drift,” said the orderly with dogged determination, “and the Captain defersto—"

Between the whigtling, the monotonous repetition of orders, and the jostling of the officers as they went
out the orderly gave up. He turned on Banning alook of pure hero-worship and said smply, “Sir, we'd
al fed safer with you asour pilot now."



Oh, God, thought Banning, and looked despairingly at Rolf. Rolf smiled, and when the orderly stepped
back, he said, “ Oh, yes, you're a space pilot, one of the greatest. To be aking of stars, you must be a
master of space, and you weretrained to it like dl the Vakars, from childhood.”

"But | can't—" Banning babbled.

There was no time for more, for the orderly was holding the door open. He went through it, with Rolf,
feding trapped, and helpless.

He entered the bridge.

It was an overwhelming place, and for the first time the complete and prosaic redlity of the starship was
bornein upon him. Before, it had been aroom, aglimpse through an incredible window, and an
intellectua acceptance of something that dl hisformer training denied. Now it became aterrifying
actudity in winch men lived and worked, and gambled on their skill that they would not die.

Thelow broad room was crammed with instrument panels, tensaly watched by the crew'stechnicians. In
the center of the space an officer sat half surrounded by a ground-glass screen across which moved a
congtant stream of figures and symbols. Under his hands was athing that resembled an organ keyboard,
and Banning guessed that thiswas the heart and nerve-center of the ship. He hoped the man knew how
to play it. He hoped it very much, because the big curving view-plates that opened up the front and two
sdesof the bridge reveded aview of interstellar space which even an utter greenhorn like himself could

recognize as appdling.

A man with alined, bulldog face and white hair cropped to his skull turned and sauted Banning. He wore
adark tunic with asymbol of rank on hisbreast, and he, did not look as though he were accustomed to
defer to anyone in the handling of hisship. Y et it was without atrace of irony or anger that he said to
Banning, “ Sir, the bridgeisyours."

Banning shook his head. He was ill staring at the view-plates. At an oblique angle, the ship was
gpeeding toward an areathat stretched like a cloud across space. It was dark, occluding the stars, and
yet it swarmed with little points of brightness, firefly motes that danced and flickered, and Banning knew
that this must be one of those clouds of cosmic drift that he had read about in articles on astronomy, and
that the bright motes were the bigger chunks of debris acrossitsfront, catching the light that blazed from
al the sunsof heaven.

It dawned on him that they were going into that.

The captain looked at him. So did the officer at the control-bank, and the technicians at the instrument
pands, in swift, darting glances. There was asicknessin Banning, and avery grest fear.

Words came to him from somewhere. He said to Behrent, dmost genidly, “A man'sshipisascloseas
hiswife, Captain. | would not come between either of them.” He pretended to sudy the panels, the
ground-glass screen, the control-bank, as though be knew all about them. “And if | did,” he went on, “I
could do no more than you've done aready."

He stepped back, making avague and gracious gesture that might have meant anything, and hoped that
his hand was not too obvioudy shaking.

"Certainly,” he sad, “ Captain Behrent needs no instructions from anybody."

A flush of pride spread over Behrent'sleathery face. Hiseyesglowed. “ At least,” he said, “do methe
honor to remain.”



Asagpectator,” said Banning. “ Thank you.” He sat down on anarrow seet that ran undernesth the
starboard port, and Rolf stood beside him. He could sense that Rolf was wryly amused, and he hated
him even more. Then his gaze was drawn to the port. For amoment he wished desperately that be could
take refuge in his cabin, where dl thiswas shut out. And then he thought, no, it was better to be here
whereyou could at least see it coming.

The leading edge of the Drift rushed toward them like ablack wave, dl aglitter with the flashing of the
cogmic flotsam that wandered with it.

Rolf said casudly in English, closeto hisear, “It'sthe only way to avoid the Empiresradar net. They
watch the spaceways rather thoroughly, and weld have ahard time explaining our business.”

The wave, the Drift, the solid wall of black was right on top of them. Banning shut hisjawstight down on
aydl.

They hitit.

There was no shock. Naturaly. It was only dust, with the bits of rock scattered through it. Quite tenuous,
redlly, not anything like as dense as a prairie dust-storm. It got dark. The blazing sea of stars was blotted
out. Banning strained his eyesinto the view-plate and saw afaint glimmering, awhirling shape ashig asa
house bearing down on them. He started to cry out, but the officer's hand had moved on the
control-bank, and the plunging shape was gone, or rather, the ship was gone from it. There was no
inertia-shock. Thefied-drive took care of that.

Rolf said quietly, “What that boy said wastrue, you know. Y ou are the finest pilot here.”
"Oh, no,” whispered Banning. “Not |."

He clutched the back of the seat with sweating bands and watched for what seemed hours, asthe ship
dodged and reded and felt its way through the nighted Drift, while the chunks of interstellar rubbish
hurtled slently pagt, little things no bigger than rifle bullets, huge things as big as moons, dl of them deadly
if they hit. None of them did, and Banning's fear was drowned findly in awe. If Captain Behrent could
take aship through this, and sill bow to the Valkar as a paceman, the Vakar must redly have done
something miraculous.

They cameout a last into a“lead", aclear path between two trailing fringes of the Drift. Behrent cameto
gtand before Banning. He smiled and said, “We're through, sr.”

And Banning said, “Wel done.” He meant it. He would have liked to get down before thisincredible
gtarship man and embrace hisknees.

Rolf sad, “I think we dl need deep.”

When they were back in Banning's cabin again, Rolf looked at him and nodded briefly. “ Y oull do. | was
afraid Jommor might have taken your spirit dong with your memory, but | guess even he couldn't manage
that.”

Banning said. “Y ou were taking an awful chance. Y ou should have briefed me alittle better—"

"l won't be ableto brief you on everything, Kyle. No, | had to find out if you still had your nerve and
your mental resources. You do.” He started out, turning in the doorway to smile haf sadly. “Better get
your rest, Kyle. Weraise Antaresin thirteen hours, and you'll need it.”

"Why?" asked Banning with sudden gpprehension born of something in Rolf'svoice.



"A kind of test, Kyle,” he answered. “1'm going to prove to you once and for al that you arethe Vakar."
He went out, leaving Banning to adumber that was something less than easy.

Hours later, Banning stood again on the bridge with Rolf and watched hisfirst landing, filled with awve and
laden with a sense of doom. Antares overpowered him, avast red giant of a sun that dwarfed its small
companion star to inggnificance. It filled dl that quarter of space with asullen glarethat madeit seem as
though the ship swam in a sea of blood, and the bands and faces of the men in the bridge were dyed red
with it, and Banning shuddered inwardly. He dreaded the landing on Katuun.

He dreaded it even more when he actualy saw the planet, whedling toward them through the sombre
glare—adim shadowy world, with alost look about it as though men had l€ft it long ago.

"It was mighty once,” said Rolf softly, asthough he read Banning's thoughts. “ The heart and hub of the
Old Empire, ruling half agaaxy—the throne-world of the Vakars. It can be mighty again.”

Banning looked a him. “If you can find the Hammer and use it against the New Empire, isthat it?"
"That'sit, Kyle,” said Rolf. “ That'swhat you're going to do.”

"I?" cried Banning. “Y oure mad, man! I'm not your Vakar! Evenif | were, how could | find the Hammer
with dl memory of it gone?'

"Y our memory was taken from you by Jommor,” said Rolf grimly. “He could restoreit.”

Banning was stunned to silence. Only now did he begin to understand the scope and daring of Rolf's
plans.

The ship sped in toward the planet. It touched the atmosphere, and was swallowed in abloody haze that
thickened and darkened until Banning felt smothered with it, and more and more oppressed.

Details of the world began to show, gaunt mountain ranges, dark areas of forest that spread unbroken
across whole continents, sullen oceans and brooding lakes. Rolf had said that Katuun was almost
deserted now, but aman from Earth found it difficult to picture awhole world truly empty of cities,
commerce, sound and people. Looking at it as the ship dropped lower down along descending spird, he
found it inexpressibly grim and sad.

It grew even more S0 as he began to see that there were ruins in the emptiness, white bones of citieson
the edges of the seas and lakes, vast clearingsin the forest where the trees had not been able to grow
because of pavements and mounds of fallen stone. There was one enormous barren patch that he knew
ingtinctively had once been a spaceport, busy with the ships from countless sars.

A line of mountains sprang up ahead, lifting iron peaksinto the sky. The ship dropped, losing speed,
leveling out. A plateau spread out below the mountains, anaturd landing field. Without shock or jar, the
garship cameto rest.

It seemed to be expected of Banning that he lead the way out onto this, hisworld. He did so, with Rolf at
hisside, walking dowly, and again it al seemed adream. The sky, the chill, fresh wind with strange
scents upon it, the soil beneath his feet—they cried their dienage to him and he could not shut his senses.

The officersfollowed them out, and Captain Behrent looked anxioudly at the sky. “None of the others
arehereyet."

"They will besoon,” said Ralf. “They haveto find their own secret ways to thisrendezvous. It takes



time"
Heturned to Banning. “From here,” he said in English, “you and | will go on done."

Banning looked down. A broad, time-shattered road led into the valey below. There was alake there,
and beside the lake was a city. The forest had grown back where it could, thick clumps of dien treesand
mats of unearthly vines and creepers, but the city was vast and stubborn and would not be eclipsed. The
great pillars of the gate still showed, and beyond them the avenues and courts and roofless palaces, the
mighty archesand thewadlls, dl slent in the red light, besdethe till, sad lake.

They went down that road in silence. They left the wind behind them on the high land, and therewas no
sound but their own footsteps on the broken paving blocks. Antares hung heavy in the sky he thought of
as“49 Wes.” To Banning, used to asmall bright sun, it seemed avast and dim and crushing thing
encumbering the heavens.

It waswarmer in the valey. He could smell the forest, but the air was clean of any man-madetaint. The
city was much closer now. Nothing moved init, nor was there any sound.

Banning said, “I thought you told me there was still somelife here.”
"Goon,” Rolf answered. “Through the gate.”

Banning turned to look at him. *Y ou're afraid of something.”
"Maybe"

"What? Why did we come here done?’ He reached out suddenly and grasped Rolf by histunic collar,
haf throttling him. “Whet are you leading meinto?'

Rolf'sface turned utterly white. He did not lift ahand, did not sir amusclein Banning'sangry grip. He
only said, in avoice that waslittle louder than awhisper.

"You are seding my death-warrant. For God's sake, let me go, before the—"
He broke off, his gaze diding past Banning to something beyond him.

"Becareful, Kyle,” he murmured. “Be careful what you do now, or were both dead men.”

CHAPTERYV

THE SIMPLE conviction in hisvoice assured Banning that thiswas no trick. He rdlaxed his grip on Ralf,
feding his spine go cold with the knowledge that something stood behind him. Very cautioudy, be turned
his head.

Rolf said, “ Steady on. It's been ten years since they saw you last. Give them time. Above everything,
don't run.”

Banning did not run. He stood immobile, frozen, staring.

Creatures had come out through the city gate. They had come very silently while he was occupied with
Rolf, and they had thrust out a hdf circle beyond the two men that made flight impractica. They were not
human. They were not animd, either. They were not like anything Banning had ever seenin or out of
nightmare. But they looked fast and strong. They looked as though they could kill aman quite easily,
without even working up a swedt.



"They'reyours,” Rolf whispered. “ Guardians and servants and devoted dogsto the Vakars. Speak to
them.”

Banning looked at them. They were man-sized but not man-shaped. Bunched, hunched bodies with
severd legs, pidery and swift and scuttling. There was no hair on them, only a smooth greyish skin that
was either naturally patterned or tattooed in brilliant colors and intricate designs. Beautiful, redly. Nearly
everything—has some beautty, if you look for it—

Nearly everything—
"What shdl | say?'
"Remind them that they're yourd!”

Small round heads and faces—child faces, with round chins and little noses and great round eyes. What
wasit looked back at him out of those eyes?

The creatures stirred and lifted their long, thin arms. He glimpsed aglint of crud talons. One of them
stood in front of the others, asaleader stands, and it spoke suddenly in a sweet, shocking whisper.

"Only the Vakar may passthisgate” it sad. “You die"

And Banning said, “Look closer. Are your memories so short?"

What wasit in their eyes? Wisdom? Cruety? Alien thoughts that no human mind could know?
"Have you forgotten me?’ he cried. “In ten short years, have you forgotten the Vakar?!

Silence. The great white monoliths that marked the gate reared up their broken tops, and on them were
carvings, haf obliterated, of the same spidery wardersthat guarded them till.

They moved, with adry swift clicking of their multiple feet, their hands reaching out toward Banning. He
knew that those talons could tear him to ribbons with unearthly swiftness. There was no safety inflight or
struggle, he must put hislife on the gamble. He held out his hands toward them, forcing himsdlf to greet
them.

"My spiderlings” hesaid.

The one who had spoken before, the leader, voiced ashrill, keening cry. The others picked it tip, until the
gonewadlsof the city threw it back in wailing echoes, and now Banning saw quite clearly what it was that
looked at him out of those round child eyes. It waslove. And suddenly, that transfiguring emotion made
them lesshideoudy diento hiseyes. The leader caught his hand and pressed it againgt its grey, cool
forehead, and the physical contact did not shock him. And this, inits own way, frightened him.

"What isit?’ he asked of Ralf in English. Rolf laughed, with relief strong now in hisvoice.
"Sohmsai used to rock your cradle and ride you on his back. Why would you be afraid of him?"
"No,” said Banning stubbornly. “No, | don't believethat. | can't.”

Rolf stared at him increduloudy. “Y ou mean that even now you can doubt—But they know you! Listen,
Kyle—millennia ago the Vakars brought the Arraki from theworld of afringing star far out on the Rim.
They have loved and served the Vakars ever since. They serve no one else. Thefact that you're alivethis
minuteis proof of who you are.”



Sohmsa's gaze did sidelong, and he whispered to Banning, “1 know thisone, caled Ralf. Isit your will
that helive, Lord?"

"Itismy will,” said Banning, and a deep doubt assailed him. These creatures, the ease with which be had
learned the language, the ingtinctive knowledge of what to do that came, to him at times from outsde his
conscious mind, the enigmaat Greenville—could it be true? Was heredly the Vakar, lord of thiscity,
lord of aruined empire that once had spanned the stars?

No. A man had to cling to someredlity, or hewaslost. Neil Banning wasred, life as he had known it
wasred. The Arraki were—unhuman, but not supernatural. They could be fooled, like men, by a
resemblance. Rolf had chosen a convincing subgtitute, that was dl.

He said asmuch, in English, and Rolf shook his head. “ Obstinacy was always your biggest fault,” be said.
“Ask Sohmsai.” Dropping into his own tongue again, he went on, “Thisisyour homecoming, Kyle. |
leave you toit. The otherswill be arriving soon, and | must be on the plateau to meet them. I'll bring the
captains here, when dl have come.”

He sduted the Arraki and went away up the broken road. Banning looked after him briefly. Then he
forgot him. All hisfear was gone and he was eager to seethe city.

"Will you go home now, Lord?” asked Sohmsal in awistful whisper.
"Yes,” sad Banning, “I will go home."

He strode in through the ruined gate, with Sohmsai on hisright hand and the others clustering round in a
piping, scuttling, adoring crowd. He could fed the adoration like an dmost tangible wave, and he thought
that the ancient Vakars had done wdll in picking their bodyguards. These could be trusted.

How much and how far, hewasto find out later.

The city was enormous, a Babylon of the stars, and when it wasinitsglory it must have blazed splendidly
with light and color, and roared with sound, and glittered with wedlth of countless worlds. Banning could
picture the embassi es coming down that ruined road, princes from Spica and kings from Betelgeuse and
half-barbaric chieftains from the wild suns of Hercules, to bend their kneesin the King City of the
Vakars. And now there was only silence and the red twilight of Antaresto fill the streets and the
shattered palaces.

"It will live again,” whispered Sohmse, “now that you are home.”
For some reason, Banning answered, “ Y es."

A great avenue ran inward from the gate. Banning followed it, striding over the sunken paving blocks,
and the feet of his escort clicked and rustled on the stone. Ahead, on the very edge of the lake and
dominating the whole city by its sheer Sze and might, was a palace of white marble. Banning went toward
it. The avenue widened into a mighty concourse flanked on either Sde by statues of tremendous size. A
grim smiletouched Banning's lips. Many of the figures had fallen to block the way, and those that il
stood were mutilated by the brutal hand of Time. But when they al stood whole and sound, mighty
figures reaching out toward the stars and grasping them with proud hands, they must have dwarfed any
human embassy into inggnificance, driving home to them the overwhe ming strength of the Empire, so that
they would reach the throne-room with sufficiently chastened minds.

Now the hands of the statues were broken and the stars had fallen from them, and the eyes that watched
Banning's passage were blind and filled with dust.



Banning mounted the steps of the palace.
"Lord,” said Sohmse, “snceyou left, the inner porch hasfalen. Come thisway—"

Heled Banning to asmaller door at one side. Behind it there was wreck and ruin. Gresat blocks of stone
had falen, and the main vault of the roof was open to the sky. But the inner arches ill stood, and
fragments of fretted gdleries, and wonderful carvings. The main hall, he thought, might have held ten
thousand people, and at the far end, dim and shadowy in the blood-red light, he saw athrone. And he
was astonished, for he felt now ahot, angry sense of wrong.

Sohmsa scuttled ahead, and Banning followed, picking hisway among the fallen stones.

Therewasaruined gdlery, and then alower wing directly on the lake. Banning guessed that here had
been the persond gpartments of the Vakars. Thewing wasin fairly good repair, asthough long efforts
had been made to keep it habitable, and when he entered it he saw that it was clean and cared for, the
furniture and hangings dl in place, every ornament and trophy polished bright.

"We have kept it ready,” Sohmsal whispered. “We knew that some day you would return.”

"Y ou have donewdl,” said Banning, and shook his head irritably—this pilgrimage was having too
disturbing an effect on hisemotions. But Sohmse only smiled.

Sowly Banning wandered through the deserted rooms. Here, more than anywhere e sein the city, he
was conscious of theweight of centuries of unbroken rule, of pride and tradition, and of the human
individuals, the men and women who had madeit so. It came out herein little things, in persona
belongings, in portraits and curios and al manner of objects collected over the centuries from other lands
and stars, used and treasured and lived with. 1t was sad to see them as they were now, lost and forgotten
except by the Arraki who had guarded them—

There was one room with tall windows looking out over the lake. The furnishings, now alittle ragged,
were rich but plain. There were books, and maps, and starcharts and model ships and many other things.
There was amassve table, and beside it was a chair, not new. Banning sat down init, and the worn
placesreceived his body with comfortable familiarity. Through adoor to his right was another room with
agreat tal bed that bore the sunburst symbol on its purple curtains. On the wall at his|eft, between the
bookshelves, was afull-length portrait—of himsdlf.

A cold fear caught him, deep insde. Hefelt Neil Banning beginto dip away, asaveil isdrawn away to
show another face, and he sporang up again, turning his back on the portrait, on the chair that fitted him
too well, on the bed with the roya hangings. He held on hard to Neil Banning, and strode out onto the
terrace, beyond the windows, where be could bresthe again, and think more clearly.

Sohmssi followed him.

They were donein the red twilight, looking down at the darkening lake. And Sohmsal murmured, “Y ou
come home as your father years ago came home. And we Warders were glad, since not for many
generations had our lords been with us, and we were londly.”

"Loney?’ A srange pathos touched Banning's heart. These unhumans, faithful to their lordsthe Vakars
through dl the dead ages after thefal of empire, waiting on their ruined world, waiting and hoping—And
finally aVakar had come back. Rolf had told him, of how Kyle Vakar'sfather had returned to the old
throne-world that dl others shunned in fear, that his son might be born to the memory of the Vakar
grestness.



"Lord,” Sohmsa was whispering, “on the night when you were born, your father laid you in my aams and
sad, “Heisyour charge, Sohmsel. Be his shadow, hisright arm, the shield at hisback.”

Banning sad, “And you werethat Sohmsa."

"l was,” said Sohmsai. “ After your parentsdied, | wasthat. | hated even Rolf, because he could teach
you man-artsthat | could not. But now, Lord, you are different.”

Banning sarted alittle. “ Different?"
"Yes, Lord. You arethe samein body. But your mind is not the same.”

Banning stared into the dark strange eyes, the wise unhuman loving eyes, and a deep shudder shook him.
And then there was a sound in the sky and helooked up to see a bright mote flash across the vast face of
Antares, sSnking in the west. The mote swept in and became a ship, and vanished out of sight beyond the
palace, and Banning knew that it had landed on the plateau.

It seemed cold to Banning, very cold, asthough the dusky lake exhaed a chill.

"Y ou must not tell the othersthat my mind isdifferent, Sohmsa,” he whispered. “If it isknown, it could
be my death."

Another ship dropped down, toward the plateau, and then another. It was growing dark.
"They will not know,” said Sohmsal.

Banning il fdt cold. These dien Arraki, then, had pargpsychic powers of some kind? And this one had
sensed that mentaly he was not the Vakar?

Presently, into the darkening rooms with a swift, rustling rush came another of the Arraki, smadler and
lighter than Sohmsal, and less brilliantly marked.

"It isKeesh, my son,” said Sohmsai. “Heisyoung, but he shows some promise. When | am dead, he and
hiswill servethe Vakar."

"Lord,” said Keesh, and bowed his head. “ The man Rolf, and others, come. Many others. Shall the
Warders|let them enter?!

"L et them enter,” Banning said. “ Bring them here.”
"Not here,” said Sohmsal. “Itisnot fitting. A Vakar receives his servants on histhrone.”

Keesh sped away. Sohmsai led Banning back through the darkening shadowy rooms and ruins. He was
glad of the guidance as he ssumbled over the broken blocks. But in the great main hal, Arraki with
torches were now entering.

The gusty red torchlight was amost lost in that vast, ruined gloom. But through the greet rent in the
ceiling, two ghogt-like ocher moons now shed afaint low. By the uncertain light, Banning followed
Sohmsai to the black stone sest. It was uncarved, stark—its very lack of ornament speaking a pride too
great for show. Banning took his seat upon it, and a great whispering sigh went up from the Arraki.

It would be easy, Banning thought, sitting in this place to imagine onesdlf aking. He could look past the
ruined porch, down that great avenue of coloss, and see other Arraki torches approaching with Rolf and
the others. Easy to imagine that those were great princes of distant suns, nobles and merchants of the
mighty galactic empire of long ago, bringing the tribute of far-off worldsto their king—



King?King of shadows, posturing herein adead throne-city on aruined, lost world! His subjects only
the Arraki, the dogs of the Vakarswho had staved faithful though the stars crashed. Hisroyaty only a
poor pretense, a phantom like the long-dead empire of old—

Banning's hands clutched the cold stone arms of the throne. He was thinking too much like the Vakar he
was supposed to be.

"You're no king or king'sblood,” hetold himsdf fiercely. “ Y ou're Rolf's pawn, an Earthling he' usefor his
own plans—if you let him."

Flanked by the torches, Rolf and at |east twenty other men came down the great hall. They looked
askance uneasily at the Arraki asthey came. The dread of the Warderswas il dive, and it wasplainto
seewhy thisold king-world was visited by few.

Banning could see their faces now. Except for Captain Behrent and some of the officersfrom hisown
ship, they were dl strangersto him, and they were amixed lot. Some had the ook of honest
fighting-men, soldiers devoted to a cause. Otherslooked like arrant jailbait with no loyalty to anything but
their own greed. They stopped ten paces away, looking up at the dark throne on which Banning sat with
Sohmse hovering back in the shadows.

"Hail, Vakar!” Behrent gave the sdutation, and the others made it aragged cheer.

Rolf stepped up toward the throne. He spoke in alow voice, in English. “Let me handle them. | think I've
won them over.”

Banning demanded in an angry whisper, “Won them over to what?'

"ToaradonRigel,” Rolf answered evenly. “Were going there, Kyle. Jommor isthere, and he can
restore your memory. And when you remember again, well have the Hammer."

Banning was stricken dumb by the overwhelming boldness of the proposd. Rigel, the capitd of the New
Empire—toraid it secretly, with a handful of men—sheer madness!

It flashed across his mind that Rolf, then, did believe him to be the Vakar or he would not have made this
plan. Or dse, Rolf was playing an even deegper game of deception than he could fathom—

Rolf had made an elaborate bow, and was turning to present the captains.
Sohmsal murmured suddenly, “Lord, beware! Thereistreachery here—and desth!”

Banning started. He remembered the strange parapsychic sense the Arraki had aready showed. Hefelt
his body go cold and tense.

Rolf had straightened, and hisvoice rolled through the great hall as he said loudly to Banning, “1'vetold
them what you plan to do, Kylel And | think every captain herewill follow you!"

CHAPTER VI

A ROAR of assent followed Rolf's words, and one of the strange captains, alean dark smiling man with
aface so marked by facile wickedness that it fascinated Banning, sprang forward to rest hisknee on the
base of the throne and say, “I'll follow any man who will lead me to the stedling of an Empress! Jommor
alone would have been no little task, but Tharanyatoo-!” Helaughed. “If you can dream that big, Vakar,
you may very well upset the throne.”



Only the tense need for caution aroused in him by Sohmsai's whispered warning kept Banning from
showing his astonishment. To raid the capitd, to force Jommor to do something, was one matter—but to
lay bands upon its sovereign was another. And then, from that obscure dark place insde himsdlf, another
thought came and said to him, Tharanya s the answer—take her and you can take the stars!

Banning thought that whatever Rolf'sfailings might be, lack of boldness was not one of them.

The dark man at his feet reached up. “I am Horek, with the light cruiser Starfleet and one hundred men.
Givemeyour hand, Vakar."

Banning glanced aside at Sohmsa. “ Thisone?!
The Arraki shook his head. His eyes brooded on the captains, bright and strange.

Banning leaned forward and said to Horek, “ Suppose | overset the Empire—what will you ask for your
hdp?'

Horek laughed. “Not gratitude. | have no heart to follow, so | follow gold instead. Isthat understood?”
Banning answered, “Fair enough,” and gave him his hand.

Horek stepped back, and Banning said to Rolf, “Y ou haven't told them the details of the plan?”

Rolf shook his head. “ That remainsfor afull council, after they have pledged themsdves.”

Banning said cynicdly, “That waswise."

Rolf looked at him. “I am wise, Kyle. And it won't be long before you understand how wise."

Another captain had come up, and Rolf said smoothly, “Y ou remember Varthis, who fought for you
before.”

"Of course,” lied Banning. ‘Welcome, Varthis” And he gave hishand again. Varthiswas one of the
honest-looking ones, the old soldier loya to alost cause. Banning thought of Bonnie Prince Charlie, and
hoped that his own venture would come to a better end. Because it was his venture now, likeit or not.
Rolf had seen to that, and the only way to get out of it dive wasto win. So hewould win, if it were
humanly or superhumanly possible. His conscience did not reproach him very much. After dl, Tharanya
and Jommor and the New Empire were only namesto him.

He was beginning to enjoy thisstting on athrone.

The captains came up one by one and took his hand, the rogues and the honest men, and with each one
Banning glanced at Sohmseai, who watched and seemed to listen. After awhile there were only four left.
Banning searched their faces. Three of them |looked as though they would sdll their own mothers, and
Banning knew it must be one of these. The fourth was aready bending his knee, abroad-faced,
sober-looking man in aneat uniform tunic and Rolf was saying easily, “Zurdis covered your retreat at-!'

Suddenly, with athin, blood-chilling cry, Sohmsa sorang, and set histaloned fingers around Zurdis
throat.

A dartled sound went up from the men who were in the throne-hal. They moved—uneasily, and the
Arraki stirred in the shadows, coming forward. Banning rose.

"Quiet! And you, my spiderlings—be still!"



Silence came over the ball, astight as abow-string. He could hear Rolf's harsh breathing beside him, and
bel ow on the steps of the throne Zurdis kndlt and did not move, his face the color of ashes. Sohmsel
amiled.

"Itisthisone, Lord."
Banning said, “Let him gtand.”

Reluctantly Sohmsel took his bands away. Tiny blood drops stood red on the captain's thick brown
throat, where the talons had pricked the skin.

"S0,” said Banning. “It wasleft to one of my own men, my honored captainsto betray me."
Zurdisdid not answer. He looked at Sohmsai, and at the distant door, and back again at Banning.
"Tdl me” Banning sad. “ Tak fast, Zurdis."

Zurdissad, “It's, dl alie. Cdl off thisbeast! What right hasit—"

"Sohmsal,” said Banning softly.

The Arraki reached out ddlicately, and Zurdis squirmed and screamed. He went down on his knees
agan.

"All right,” hesaid. “All right, I'll tell you. Yes, | sold you out, why not? What did | ever get from you but
wounds and outlawry? When Rolf sent word to me of this gathering, | sent word to Jommor. Therésa
cruiser sanding off Katuun now, waiting for my signd! | wasto learn your plans, your strength, and who
was with you—and above dl, whether you were truly the Vakar come back, or only animpostor, a
puppet with Rolf to pull the strings?”

"WeI?" said Banning, his heart suddenly begting fadt.
Zurdis face, dill bloodiessand very grim, twisted into a caricature of agmile.

"YouretheVakar, dl right. And | supposeyou'll give your filthy Arraki brutes the pleasure of flaying me
dive. But it will do you little good. The cruiser would prefer to hear from me, but if they don't they'll
comein anyway, and take their chances. It'saClass-A heavy. | don't think they'll come to much harm.”

A cry of dismay went up from the captains. Banning could hear Rolf swear under his breath. Then one of
the men shouted, “We can Hill take off, while the cruiser waitsfor his message!™

A general movement started toward the door. Banning knew that if they Ieft him here, hislifewould pay
forfeit. That knowledge lent him desperate determination. He must play the Vakar now to the hilt, for his
neck! He stopped their movement, with ashout.

"Wait! And have them hunt us down in space? Listen, | have a, better ideal” He turned to Rolf. “ Forget
the old plan, throw it away. | have anew one. Listen you idiotswho cal yourselves captains. We want to
penetrate to the very heart of the Empire. We want to reach the very throne and snatch the Empress off
it. What better way to do it than in one of their own ships?’

They began to get theidea. They thought it over, seeing the neat shape of it, liking it more and more.
Zurdislooked up a Banning, doubt and a sudden hope showing in his eyes.

"They want amessage,” Banning said. “WEell give them one.” He legped down from the throne, gesturing
to Zurdis as he passed. “ Fetch him, Sohmsa. Alive!l Y ou others of the Arraki—follow me, and I'll show



you how to strike ablow for the Vakar!” He lifted his head to grin defiantly at Rolf, still standing on the
steps of the throne. “ Are you coming?’ he demanded.

Rolf let go alaugh of pure exultation. “Lord,” hesaid, “I am at your heddl"
It wasthefirg time he had given Banning that title.

Horek, the dark smiling man of the Starfleet, cried out shrilly, “Come on, you hounds—if you'd like to
caichacruiser!”

They cheered and followed Banning out into the nighted streets, with the Arraki for link-boysto carry the
torches. And Banning, seeing the ruins and the fallen coloss under the dim moons, hearing the footsteps
and the voices and thinking of what lay ahead, thought secretly, Thisisal amad dream, and someday I'll
wake from it. But meanwhile—

Heturned to Rolf and said in English, “Did you have aplan?’

"Oh, yes. An eaborate and very clever one, that might even have worked—but we'd have lost alot of
ships"
"Ralf."
llYall

"What did you tell them, to get them into this?"

"Half thetruth. | said that Jommor hasthe key to the secret of the Hammer, that he stole that from you.
We haveto get it back, | didn't think it necessary to explain that the key is actudly your memory—which,
of course, they believe you dready have."

"Um. Rolf—"

"What now?'

"Don't make any more arrangementsfor me."

"After this” said Rolf quietly, “I think | could trust you to make your own."

Meanwhile, Banning thought, impostor or not he must keep playing the Vakar—if Neil Banning was not
todie.

They passed the great gate of the city. Out on the ruined road, Banning stopped and looked back. The
huge bulk of the paace showed at the far end of the avenue, aight with many torches—an eerie mockery
of lifein that dead, deserted place. He nodded and spoke to the Arraki, and to the captains. One by one
their own torches went out, and men and not-men melted away into the jungle, leaving Banning alone
with Rolf and Behrent and Horek of the Starfleet, and the two Arraki, Sohmsal and Keesh, who held
Zurdis close between them.

They went up the ruined road to the plateau. And on the way Banning spoke serioudy to Zurdis, who
listened with grest care.

"Hismen may decideto fight for him,” Rolf said, and Banning nodded.

"Behrent and Horek can handle that, they'll have dl the other crews behind them. Few men have any love
for traitors.”



Zurdissaid sullenly, “1 told no one dse. Why sharethe gain? Themen aredl loya tothe Vakar."
"Good,” said Banning, and then told Behrent, “But make sureit'struel™

On the plateau, Banning made straight for his own ship and the radio room, with Rolf and Zurdis and the
two Arraki. The operator on duty sprang up startled out of ahalf doze, and began frantically to work.
Banning st Zurdis by the microphone, and Sohmsal beside him with the tips of histaonsresting lightly on
the captain's throat.

"He can hear your words before they're spoken,” Banning said. “If he hearstreason, you'll never liveto
peak it.” He gestured sternly. “Go on.”

A voicewas dready acknowledging the call. Sowly and very clearly, Zurdis said into the microphone,
“Zurdis here. Listen—the man Rolf brought back is not the Vakar, and half the men suspect it. They are
quarrelling about it now, in the throne-room of the palace. They're disorganized and completely off guard.
Thereare no Arraki about, and if you land now in the jungle outside the city gate, you can grab the lot
without any trouble."

"Good,” said thevoice. “Y ou're surethisman is not the Vakar?'
"sjre_"

"I'll send word a once to Jommor—hell berelieved. In away I'm sorry—it would have been more of an
honor to me, to bring himin. Oh well, Rolf and awhole conspiracy can't be sneered at! WEll land in
twenty minutes. Y ou stand clear.”

The microphone clicked. Zurdislooked at Banning.
Banning said to Sohmsa. “Ishismind cleean?"

"Lord,” answered the Arraki, “heisthinking now how he can warn the cruiser's men after they land,
legping swiftly out to get among them. Heisthinking of many things he cannot hide, and none of them are

good.'
Banning said curtly, “Take him out.”
They took him.

Banning turned savagely to Rolf. “1 want no unnecessary killing when the cruiser lands. Make that
understood!"

He went to his cabin and got the weapons Rolf had given him. The cerebro-shockers were short-ranged
for hot work. These wegpons were stocky pistols that fired explosive pdllets. He wasn't sure he could
use them, though Rolf had explained how it was done. When he went out, the men of the crews were
drawn up and waiting. Keesh and Sohmsai took their accustomed places beside him. They were alone.

"All right,” said Banning. “ Quickly."
They plunged down into the dark bowl of the valley, under the ghostly ocher moons.
Presently Banning shouted, “ Take cover! Here she comed!”

The black ranks of the forest trees swallowed them up. Overhead a huge dark shape was dropping
swiftly down. Banning had amoment of panic, when it seemed certain that the giant bulk would crush him
and al hismen. Then he saw that it was only night and optica illusion, and the cruiser sank down with a



splintering of breaking trees some hundred yards away—caught as he had planned it between histwo
forces. A great wind struck them, whipping the branches over their heads and whirling a storm of twigs
and leavesin their faces. Then there was Slence, and Banning went forward through the trees, with his
men behind him.

The cruiser's men were dready filing out, fully armed and in good order, but not expecting any trouble
here, more concerned with picking their way through the dark and the broken trees. And then from
nowhere Banning's forces hit them, and they were like theiron that lies between the hammer and the
anvil. Banning shouted, and Sohmsal echoed him with along wailing cry.

More men poured out of the cruiser's port. There wasfiring, with explosive pellets bursting like tiny stars,
and much deadly floundering among the trees. The cruiser's floodlights came on, turning the landscape
into atangled pattern of white glare and black shadows, in which the shapes of men and Arraki svarmed
inawildly-shifting phantasmagoria. Banning raced for the cruiser, with Sohmsal and Keesh scuttering
swiftly beside him, and more Arraki came in answer to the cdl, quick and eager as children running to
play, their srange eyes shining in the light.

With Banning at their head, they swept in through the cruiser's open port, into the lock room, into the
passageways, driving the surprised humans before them, trampling them under their swift-moving fe<t,
sweeping the ship like agreat broom. A few of them died, and others were wounded. But Banning knew
that he had guessed right, and that these unhuman servitors were the strongest weapon he could use
againgt men who had heard of them only in legends and old wives' tales. The sudden nightmare rush of
Sohmsai's people out of the dark, the sound and sight of them, were enough to demoraize dl but the
bravest, and even the bravest went down before that resistless attack. The Arraki were obedient. They
avoided killing when they could. But they swept the ship clean, right up to the bridge, and Keesh and
Sohmsel, under specia orders, got to the radio room before the operator realized what was going on.

Banning returned to the port. He was breathing bard, and bleeding abit, and his head was whirling with a
wild excitement such as he had never even guessed at in the old days on Earth. Rolf came panting up,
and Banning said, “It'sdone here."

Rolf grinned, wiping blood away where somebody had bit him in the mouth. “Here, too. Werejust
mopping up.'

Banning laughed. He held out hishand, and Rolf took it, and they shook hands, laughing. The Arraki
began to herd the men out of the cruiser, and on the ground, the Vakar's men and the Arraki that were
with them were rounding up the Empire men from among the trees. They looked bewildered and
resentful, as though they did not yet understand what had happened to them.

Banning sad, “ And now?"

"Now,” Rolf said, “It'sRigd for us, and Jommor—and you'll be Kyle Vakar again and your hand will
grasp the Hammer.."

Banning looked up at the sky, where the heart of Empire swung around its sun, far-off and unsuspecting.

CHAPTER VII
THE HEAVY cruiser Sunfire sped across the star-gulfs, homing toward Rigdl.

Outwardly, she was what she had aways been—one of the swiftest, most powerful craft in space, with
the Empire crest bright on her haughty bough; carrying afull complement of officersand men, al correctly



clad in Imperid uniform and armed with Imperia arms. Inwardly, she was astalking-horse, adelusion
and asnare.

"All themanudsare here,” said Rolf, “sgnd code and dl. With any luck—"

Banning worded a careful message, in avery secret code, and had it flashed ahead by the hyper-space
radio sgna system that took dmost notimeat al.

Returning with conspirators, respectfully suggest utmost secrecy. Request indructions. He sgned it with
the name of the Sunfire's captain, who was sitting it out under Arraki guard, back on Katuun.

An answer came back. Come direct to Winter Palace. Y ou are cleared through. It was signed Tharanya.

Rolf smiled grimly. “The Winter Palace—how very fitting! It was there they thought they had destroyed
the Vakar, and now—they'll see! The paaceis detached and quiet, with its own landing-fiedld—"

"And very strong dungeons,” said Horek. “Don't forget that."

"Y ou'd better stay aboard the ship,” Banning told him. “If they catch sight of your honest face, welll al be
under lock and key.” He laughed. He was excited, growing more so with every star-league that dropped
behind them. The venture itself waswild enough to get any man excited, but it was more than that. It was
anticipation, and aname. Tharanya. He did not know why this should be, but it was so. Suddenly he
wanted to see her, to hear her voice, to know what she looked like and how she moved.’

"Alwaysthe boldest stroke,” said Rolf softly. “ Shelll be there, not suspecting anything, al afireto see for
hersdf whether or not thisisredly the Vakar. And Jommor will be with her. Evenif hisoffice as chief
councilor didn't requireit, he'd be there. He has his own reasons. Helll be anxious to assure himself that
Zurdistold thetruth.” Rolf made a grasping motion with hishand. “ And well have them both.”

The mention of Jommor sent alittle chill through Banning. He did not want to meet him. Jommor could be
theladt, thefina test of theredlity of Neil Banning, and Banning did not want to face that. He told himself
savagely that there was nothing to fear, because he was Neil Banning and nobody could take that away
from him. But sill hewasafraid.

Horek smiled, like aman who thinks of pleasant things. “When we have them,” he said, “we havethe
secret of the Hammer. And with the Hammer, and aVakar who knows how to wiedld it—" Hemade a
gesture that could easily have taken inauniverse.

The Hammer? Banning had been thinking about that, too. He had been looking at the guns of this cruiser,
the great gunsthat fired powerful atom-shdllsfar faster than light, sighted by hyper-space radar impul ses.
And these ordinary Imperid wegpons seemed terrible to him. How much more terrible could be the
mysterious Hammer that the whole gaaxy had dreaded?

Sunfire sped onward, homing on ablazing dar.

A tension grew within the ship. Behrent, who had once been of the Imperial Feet, spent much time
training his officersand crew to usethe great guns, snarling at their blunders, grimly reminding them that
their lives might depend upon this. Banning dept little, Stting for endless hours with Rolf or Horek or the
other captains, or brooding on the bridge. And dways at his heelswere Sohmsa and Keesh.

Thetwo Arraki had refused to be left behind. “Lord,” Sohmsei had said, *you went once without me,
and the years of waiting werelong."

They entered the outer web of patrolsthat protected the capital world. Twice, three times, and again they



were challenged—amatter of routine, but one that could be deadly if the dightest thing occurred to rouse
suspicions. But each time they identified themselves and were told to pass on. They reduced speed,
timing their landing with afine precison. Rigel burned with abluish glare, but they were sweeping in
toward the third planet, hunting its shadow.

"Wewant it dark,” Rolf had said. “ Good and dark. It'll give usjust that much more advantage.”

They passed the inner patrol ring and picked up the planetary beam. Sunfire, they said, cleared for
Dedtination B, Sgna Onel

And the answer came back. Proceed, Sunfire. All other shipping is standing cleer.

The shadow swallowed them, the bulk of the planet now made vast by its nearness, occluding the blaze
of Rigd.

Banning's nervousness reached afine-drawn edge and stopped there, leaving him strangely cold and
cam. Neil Banning or Kyle Vakar—he had to go through with this, and it would tell him which man he
redly wad

The voices of the officerstook on a subdued note. Below, the men were ready, under arms.

"Flight officersand crew will stay aboard,” said Banning, ready to take off—and | mean ready, not in
minutes but in split-seconds.” He looked around at Rolf and Horek and the other * conspirators’, and a
Landolph and Tawn, who wereto play officers of the guard. “Y ou have al the orders| can giveyou. The
rest of it well have to make up aswe go along. Good luck.”

Preparefor landing,” said ametallic voice from the audio system. Banning glanced down through the
port. They were sweeping low over avad city that seemed to fill half acontinent, glowing with lights of
many colors. Beyond it, some distance beyond ... in the surrounding darkness of the country, there was
oneisolated spot of brilliance.

"The Winter Pdace,” said Ralf, and Banning's heart gave one wild legp. Tharanyal Then he said quietly,
“Wed better get ready. Check your weapons, al of you, and see that they're well hidden. Use your
shockers—no killing unless you have to. And remember—Tharanya and Jommor must be taken dive,
and unhurt!"

Tothetwo Arraki he said, “Y ou must not be seen at firsd—stay well in the shadows until | call.”

Tawn and Landolph assembled the guard, drawn up very soldierly in even ranks—aheavy guard
because of the importance of the prisoners. Banning drew his mantle over hisface and waited. His pulses
hammered, and it was difficult to bresthe,

The ship touched down.

Smartly, with acrisp caling of orders and arhythmic tramp of boots, the guard marched out and down
the landing ramp, with the prisonersin the center of ahollow square. They were joined by an additiona
detachment from the Palace Guard, and marched across the open area of the landing-field to the palace
gate. Banning was glad to see that there were no other craft on the field, which had obvioudy been kept
clear for the big cruiser, Sunfire would at least not be hampered at her getaway.

Their double escort swung them quickly across a section of the grounds, dappled with light and shadow,
toward awhite portico that gave entrance to this southern face of the palace, abuilding of magnificent
amplicity set among itstrees and fountains. Banning studied it with akind of nervous curiosity. Here, ten
years ago, the Vakar had been brought a prisoner, to lose al memory under Jommor's scientific magic.



Now, ten yearslater, there came another man, Nell Banning of the far-off planet Earth. They could not
be the same man, and yet—

Therewasacold chill on him, though the night waswarm.
"Jommor's [aboratory,” whispered Rolf, with his head closeto Banning's “isin the west wing—there.”

"No talking among the prisoners’ said Landol ph officioudy, and Horek cursed him. They passed in under
the broad white portico. Just before they did so, Banning managed to glance over his shoulder, and he
thought he glimpsed two shadows moving where the night was darkest among the ornamental trees.

Therewasalong, wide hdl, severe and beautiful in some pae stone, with afloor of polished marble as
black as some mountain tarn in winter, and seeming quite as deep. Tdl doors opened at intervas along
thewalls, and, at one side, a splendid staircase sprang upward in one flawless curve. A man stood
waiting in the hal, and on the staircase, caught halfway by their entrance, awoman looked down upon
the prisoners and guards.

Banning saw the man firgt of dl, and an ugly sense of hate legped up insgde him. He kept hisface half
covered with the edge of his cloak, and looked a Jommor, half surprised that he should be so young,
and not at al the bent and bearded councilor, the scientist worn with years and study. This man wastall
and muscular, with a high-boned face more suited to the sword than to the test tube.

It was only in the eyesthat Jommor betrayed the scientist and statesman. Looking into them, grey and
steady and bright, Banning understood that he was facing a massve intellect—possibly, quite probably in
fact, far beyond hisown.

That thought was like a chdlenge, and something inside Banning snarled, well see!

Then the guards hdted with a clang of weapons and athunder of boot heel's on the marble floor, and
Banning lifted his gaze to the stairway and saw the woman. He forgot Jommor. He forgot the guards, the
plan, the whole object of hisbeing here. He forgot everything but Tharanya,

He stepped forward, so abruptly that he broke through his own men and amost through the palace guard
before they caught him. He had |et his mantle drop, baring hisface, and he heard Jommor start and cry
out under his breath. And then Tharanya had taken two steps down the stair and said aname.

She was beautiful. And she was angry. She seemed amost to glow with her anger and her hate, as
though they were lampsinside her to gleam through her white flesh and put sparksin her blue eyes. And
yet somehow Banning felt that undernesth that hate was something else—

She camethe rest of the way down the stairs, and she moved in just the way he had thought she would,
with astrong free grace that was more than touched with arrogance. He would have gone forward to
meet her but the guards held him back, and he too became angry, and full of hate. Hate that blended
somewhere into aquite different emotion.

But he was Neil Banning, and what could Tharanya of the sars mean to him?
"Youfoal,” shesad, “I gaveyou your life. Why couldn't you be content with it?"
Banning asked softly, “Isaman in my pogtion ever content?'

Shelooked at him, and he thought that if she had had aknife a her girdle she would have stabbed him on
the spot. “Thistime,” shesaid, “1 can't save you. And thistime | would not, if | could.”



Jommor moved. He came to stand beside Tharanya, and suddenly Banning remembered things that Rolf
had told him, enough that he could see how matters stood with them, with al three of them—not the
details, but the broad outlines, the basic situation. And he laughed.

"But you did save me before, little Empress, when you should not have. And you've waited for me all
these years. Hasn't she, Jommor—in spite of al your urging that she take aconsort? In al theseten long
years, you gill haven't quite managed to get your hands on her, or her throne!”

He moved fast, then, amost before the look of cold fury in Jommor's eyestold him that he had hit
home—and yet not quite home, at that. There was something about the man, something striking and
inescapable, and Banning recognized it. It was honesty. Jommor was sincere. It was not the throne he
loved, it was Tharanya.

With afeding very like respect, Banning launched himself a Jommor's throat.

Hedid it so swiftly and so violently that the guards, caught off balance, let him thrust them hard behind
him with an outward sweep of hisarms—and Banning's own men received them and pulled them off.
Banning shouted, and the cry was echoed savagely under the vault of pale ssone—Nakar! Vakar!” The
close-packed group of palace guards and prisoners and Sunfire's armed escort exploded suddenly into
furious confusion. Banning saw Jommor's face go momentarily dack with astonishment. Then he cried
out, “Go, Tharanya—it's you they're after! We can hold them—get help!"

Banning was on him, then, and he didn't say any more.

Tharanyaturned and ran like adeer for the stairway. Her face was white and startled, but she was not
afraid. She bounded up the steps, calling imperioudy for more guards. At intervals dong the gair, inwall
niches, were small heavy vases of sculptured stone. Tharanya picked one up and threw it, and then
another. Banning laughed. Her hair had come loose from its gauzy net and was flying wild over her
shoulders. It was asred as flame. He wanted her. He wanted to catch her himsdlf, quickly, before she
could vanish into those upper corridors and fetch more guards. He wanted to be done with Jommor.

But Jommor was strong. He had no weapon on him, and he was determined that Banning should not use
his. They were struggling now for the shocker Banning had pulled from benesth histunic, and it wasan
even match, especialy when Banning dropped the shocker entirely. The fight was swirling around them,
breaking up into smaller struggling groups, and Banning saw that he was going to be cut off completely
from the stair. From outside came a turbulence of shots and cries as the main body of Banning'sforces
from the cruiser swept in and secured the grounds. Everything was going well, better than he could have
hoped, but they must have Tharanya. Without her, their whole plan fel gpart, and in another moment she
would be gone. It would be along task to search the whole palace, and who knew what secret way's
there might be out of it? Monarchs usually took care never to be trapped.

But Jommor's powerful arms held him, and Jommor's voice said fiercely in hisear, “ Y oure amadman,
Vakar. She's beyond your reach!”

Banning arched his back and got one arm free. He hit Jommor, hard. Blood came out of the corner of his
mouth and his knees sagged, but he did not let go. Tharanya had reached the top of the sair.

Jommor said, “You'velog."

Raging, Banning struck again, and thistime Jommor stumbled and went down. But he pulled Banning
with him, and he got his hand on Banning's throat, and they rolled among the trampling boots of the
guards. And ablind fury came over Banning, something so deep and primitive that it had never heard of
plans or reason. He got his own hands on Jommor's sinewy neck, and they tried to kill each other there



on the marble floor until Rolf and Horek pulled them forcibly apart.

The hdl wasfull of Banning's men now. The palace guards were laying down their ams. Gasping
painfully for breath, Banning looked toward the gair.

Tharanya had disappeared.
'Wed better find her,” Rolf said. “Fagt."

"The Arraki,” Banning said, and shouted hoarsely. To Rolf he added, “ Get some men together. And
bring Jommor. We may need Him."

He ran up the steps, and the two Arraki came racing to join him, down along the edge of the hall. “Find
her,” he said to them. “Find her!” And he sent them on ahead, like two great houndsto course an
Empress.

The upper corridors were dill. Too ill. There must be guards, servants, some of the numberless,
nameless people it takesto run apalace. Banning ran, his ears strained against the silence, and Keesh
and Sohmsel, the many-footed shadows, sped far faster than he up and down the branching ways.

"Not here,” said Sohmsei eagerly. “Not here, nor here. Not—yes! Herel™
There wasadoor. Closed and quiet, like al the doors.

Banning flung himsdf toward it. Keesh reached out and caught him fadt.
"They wait,” hesaid. “Inside.”

Banning drew the pistol he had hoped he would not have to use. There was awindow at the end of the
corridor, close by. Helooked out of it. The groundswere all quiet now below. Sunfire lay peacefully on
the landing field. There was another window some twenty feet along the wall. He thought it must belong
to the room.

He showed it to Sohmsa. “Can you get there?”
The Arraki laughed in his curious soft way. “ Count three tens, Lord, before you break the door. Keesh!™

Thetwo Arraki, dark spider-shapesin the gloom, dipped over the wide sill. Banning could hear the dry
pattering click of their clawed feet on the stone outside. He began to count. Rolf and Horek, with
Jommor between them and six or seven men behind, came running up. Banning stood in front of the
door.

"We have Jommor with us,” he shouted. “ Y ou in there, hold your fire unless you want him dead!”
"No,” ydled Jommor. “Firel"

Rolf hit him across the mouth. Banning leaned closer to the door.

"Doyou hear?It'shislife, aswdl asours™

He thought he heard Tharanyas voice ingde, giving them an order.

Thirty. Now.

He kicked the door in, crashing his boot-hedl hard against the lock. Hisflesh shrank, expecting the



impact of explosive pdllets. None came. A woman shrieked suddenly, and another. A half-dozen palace
guards stood ranked in front of agroup of servants and waiting women, armed but with their guns
dropped. And now Keesh and Sohmsai had scuttled in through the window at their rear, and the guards
were overwhemed by an out-bursting wave of screaming women and yelling men who wanted to avoid
the Arraki.

Tharanyawas not among them.

Therewas adoor to an inner chamber beyond the milling clump of guards and servants. Banning fought
hisway toward it, but the Arraki were closer and they got there first, throwing the tall white panelswide.
There was aroom beyond with abroad white bed curtained in yellow sk, and thick rugs on the floor
and awoman's cushioned furniture. The walls were white with great inset panelsdonein aydlow
brocade to match the hangings of the bed. One of the panels was gill moving. It had been open, and now
was amost shut.

No man could have reached that narrowing crack beforeit closed, but the Arraki were not men. By the
time Banning had floundered into the room they had torn the pandl open and vanished into the space that
lay behind it. Banning heard them running, and then there was a scream of pure terror, compressed and
meade hollow by narrow walls.

Sohmsal came back, carrying Tharanyas limp body in hisarms. He looked regretful. “I am sorry, Lord,”
he sad. “Wedid not harm her. But thisisathing that happens often with your human women."

Banning smiled. “ Shelll cometo,” he said, and reached out his own arms. * Good work, Sohmsai.
Where's Keesh?'

"Gone on to spy out the secret passage,” said Sobmsa, laying Tharanya carefully in Banning'sarms. “He
will senseif any danger threatens.”

Banning nodded. Tharanyalay againgt him. He could fed the warmth of her, the motion of her breathing.
Her throat was white and strong and her red hair hung in aheavy massbelow hisarm, and her lashes
were thick and dark on her cheeks. He didn't want to go anywhere. He just wanted to stand and hold
her.

Roalf said grimly from behind him, “Come on, Kyle, weve till got work to do.”
Keesh came back, hisleathery flanks heaving. “Nothing,” hesaid. “All isquiet there, Lord.”
Rolf sad, “Well need the Arraki, Kyle"

Banning started, and achill shiver ran down his spine. Thiswas the time now, the time he had dreaded.

CHAPTER VIII

THE LABORATORY they werein was not such aone as Banning had ever seen before. The machines
and ingtruments here were so masked and shielded that their purposes were unguessable, their
complexities only to beimagined. Thislong, high, wide room had the quiet cleanness of agreat hdl of
dynamos.

He could understand why only aman who had mastered the sciences of the stars could attain to high
placein thisfar-reaching star empire.

Rolf was speaking to that man, harshly, rapidly. Jommor listened, hisface set like stone. Horek was out



checking the men as they rounded up stragglers, but the two Arraki were here, bunched and tense, their
eyesroving dertly.

Tharanya had recovered. She sat in achair, her face perfectly white and her eyeslike hot sapphiresas
shelooked at Banning. Shelooked at no one ése.

Roalf finished, and Jommor said dowly, “So that'sit. | might have known."

"No,” said Tharanya, and then on arising scae, “ Oh, no! Well not give your Vakar his memory back,
s0 he can rend the Empirel”

"You havent,” Ralf pointed out grimly, “much choice.

Tharanyasflaring gaze never |eft Banning's face. She said to him bitterly, “Y ou dmost succeeded once,
didn't you?Y ou came here with whatever clues your father had left you, and you tricked meinto letting
you search the old archives, and you found the way to the Hammer and went away laughing—at us, at
rT.E.ll

Banning sad, “Did 17"
She said, “You did, and with the ol dest trick aman can use with awoman, and the chegpest.”
Jommor sad, “ Tharanya—"

Shedid not look a him as she said, to Banning, “ Y ou were just alittle too dow. Thelittle that saved the
Empire! We caught you, and Jommor erased your memory. We should have erased you.”

"But you didnt,” Banning said.

"No, we didn't. We hate killing—something a son of the Old Empire wouldn't understand. We were
foolish enough to give you false memories and set you down on that fringe planet Earth and think you
safety out of theway, | wasfoolish enough.”

Rolf said sourly, “He was out of the way enough that it took melong years of secret search on Earth to
findHim."

Tharanyalooked dowly at the big dark man. “And now you have him, you want his memory too, and
you'll have the Hammer in your grasp.”

"Yes,” sad Rolf, and the word was like the snap of awalf. “Listen Jommor. Y ou can restore his
memory. And you'll doit. You'l do it because you don't want to see Tharanya die.”

Jommor said, “1 thought that would beit."
"Wdl?'

Jommor looked at Tharanya. Presently the line of his shoulders seemed to sag, and his head bent
forward. “ Asyou say—I haven't much choice.”

Banning's heart pounded, and his flesh was cold. He said hoarsdly, “How long will it take?’ Seconds,
hours, centuries—how long doesiit take to change aman, to make him not? Suppose thiswhole
incredible dream was true and Neil Banning was only aname, afiction, awaking lie? Would he
remember, afterward? Would he mind, that he had not redlly ever been?

Jommor got up dowly. Without any expression of face or voice he answered, “ An hour, perhgpsless.”



Tharanya stared a him. It seemed that she could not believe what she heard. Then she cried out
furioudy, “No! | forbid you, Jommor—do you hear? | forbid you! No matter what they—"

Sohmsai laid one taloned hand gently on her shoulder, and she caught her breath, bresking off short with
agasp of loathing. And the Arraki said, “Lord, her mouth cries anger while her mind spesks hope. There
is deception here, between these two."

Rolf made a short harsh sound between histeeth. 1 thought Jommor had given in too easily.” Helooked
from oneto the other. “ All right, out with it. Itsno useto lieto an Arraki."

Tharanyamoved away from Sohmsai, but she did not speak. Jommor shrugged, hisface till showing
nothing. Banning admired his control.

"The Arraki,” said Jommor, “is doubtless agood servant, but heis overzealous.” Helooked at Banning.
“Y ou want your memory returned. | have agreed. | can't do more."

"An hour,” Banning said. “Or perhapsless.” Hewalked over to Tharanya *What do you expect to
happen in the next hour?'

Her eyesblazed at him, direct and unevasive. “| don't know what you're talking about. And please ask
your cresture not to touch me again.”

"Someoneis coming,” Banning said. “ Someone strong enough to help.”

Sohmsa said quietly, “Her mind legpt. That isthe truth her tongue did not speak.”

Quiteirrationdly, but understandably, Banning became furious. He caught Tharanya by the shoulders.
"Who iscoming?'

"Wait and see!"

Jommor said warningly, “Tharanyal” and Sohmsal chuckled. “ They are thinking of aship.”

Rolf swore. “ Of course, they'd send for othersin the Empire council to confer about us. And unlessthe
custom has changed, that means a Class-A heavy cruiser with abloody admird in charge.” Heturned on
Jommor. “How long?"

"Fve minutes, an hour—I can't tell you exactly."

"WEell gtill have you for hostages,” Rolf said grimly. Jommor nodded. “It should make an interesting
Stuaion.”

"But not agood one,” Banning said. “ Rolf, we're getting out of here.”
Rolf stared at him. “Not until Jommor returns your memory!”

"Jommor,” said Banning decisively, “can do that in our ship, can't he? Were going!” He swung around.
“Keesh, go tell Horek and the othersto get ready to move. And bring back some men here, fast. Therelll
be equipment to carry. Jommor! Y ou designate all the apparatus you need. Y ou won't forget
anything—not if you care for your Empress.”

Thelines around Jommor's mouth got very deep, and for the first time there was aweakening of hisiron
control. He glanced first of dl at Sohmsai, who was watching him with intent interest, and then at Rolf
and Banning, such aglittering look of pure hatred that Banning amost flinched fromiit. Last of al he



looked a Tharanya.

"Don' take her too,” he said. “1 beg of you."

‘No harm will cometo her,” Banning told him, “that doesn't cometo al of us."
To Tharanyahesaid, “I'm sorry. | didn't planit thisway."

Tharanyawhispered, “1 don't think that | would mind dying at dl, if only | could watch you go firs.” She
sounded as though she meant it.

A sudden doubt, afedling of guilt, swept over Banning. He had let himsalf go with the rush of events, not
thinking much about ethics. To an Earthman, star empires and empresses, Vakars and Hammers and
intrigues that went back ninety thousand years, seemed after al no more than words, and the stuff of
dreams. It didn't much matter what you did about them.

But they had stopped being words. They were people, and redlities. They were Tharanya and Jommor,
and he himsdlf was aliving force—the Vakar, or the, shadow of him. He was about to do a thing that
could have undreamed-of consequences, affecting thelives of billions of people on worlds he had never
even heard of.

Hewas gppalled a the magnitude of hisresponghbility.
And he knew now, at the last minute, that he could not go through with it.
"Ralf,” hesad. “I—"

The doors swung open and Keesh burst in. “ A message, Lord Sunfire's radar has seen another ship
approaching, and Behrent says we must come aboard at oncel™

Banning looked helplesdy a Tharanya. He had no choice now. He needed her, to buy hisown lifeand
thelives of hismen, to buy safe passage through the space patrols. Later on he might have time to think
again of ethics.

"All right,” he snapped. “Pass the word on to the captains, and get those men—"

"They are here, Lord."

"Good.” Heturned to Jommor. “Hurry up, and don't try to be clever. Sohmsa iswatching.”
Hetook off hiscloak and put it around Tharanyas shoulders. “I'll take you to the ship now."

She was through looking at him now, through speaking. When he set hishand on her arm and led her
forward, she walked beside him, straight and proud, but she paid him no more heed than if he had not
been there at dl—except that he could fed aquiver and vibration in her flesh when he touched it that
amost burned him.

Thelower halls of the palace and the grounds outside hummed with atense and ordered haste. Men
were returning to the cruiser inlong files at the double, the disarmed and hel pless palace guards herded
sullenly aside. They showed signs of fight when they saw Tharanya, in spite of the guns that menaced
them, but Horek threw a heavy guard around her and Banning, and they went through with no trouble.

The fresh night air struck cold on Banning's cheeks.

The dark sky showed him nothing, and yet he knew that out of it, swifter than starlight, danger was



rushing toward him. He hurried Tharanya on. The trees and fountainsfell behind, and they were out on
the landing field with Sunfire before them, paths of bright streaming from her open ports. He wondered
whether Rolf had started yet, whether he had al the equipment. He kept atight grip on Tharanya, and
wondered how close that other ship had come, how many minutes they had | eft.

Schrann was on duty in the airlock room, hurrying the men on, keeping them in order so as not to jam the
narrow lock. When he saw Banning he said, “ Captain would like to see you on the bridge, sir.” Hisvoice
wastaut, and he did not ook happy. Banning hustled Tharanyaroughly inside, not bothering to
apologize. He shoved her without ceremony into an unoccupied cabin and locked the door, and set a
guard on it. Then he hurried on to the bridge.

Behrent was striding up and down, looking grimmer than Banning had ever seen him. Orderlieswere
running in and out with messages. The techniciansfidgeted at the control panels, and nobody was saying
anything. Banning asked, “What's the Stuation?'

Behrent made a gesture with histwo hands, the upper one dropping fast onto the lower and pinning it
there. “Even now,” be said, “we'd be going up right under her guns.” He turned to glare out the port, at
the men running far below. “What's holding them up?’ he demanded. “What are they doing out there,
playing games? By God, I'll clap hatches and leave ‘em—"

A pink-faced young orderly, pop-eyed with nervous excitement, clattered up to Banning and panted,
“Rolf just came aboard, sir, he saysto tell you al secure, and he's seeing to the prisoner.”

"Good,” said Banning. He, too, looked out the port. “Go down and tell “‘em to hurry it up. Take-off in
two—"

Another orderly arrived with amessage from the radar man. Behrent took it. A look of great weariness
came over him, draining the color from hisface.

"Don't bother,” he said to the orderly. He handed the message to Banning, “If you look up at the sky
now, you'l see her coming down.”

"Let her come,” said Banning, savagely.

Behrent looked at him. “But two minutes after they land, they'll know what we've been up to and
they'll—"

"Two minutes” Banning said, “can be time enough. If we movefast.

He spoke what wasin hismind and Behrent'sface lit with ablesk light. “Y ou're till the Vakar! It ought
to work—but the patrolswill al be aerted before we can dip clear.”

"Well take the patrols,” said Banning, “when we cometo them.”

Behrent started yelling into the annunciator system. “ Gun crewsto stations t light batteries! Snaptoit or
by God—"

You're till the Valkar! Banning thought that wasironic. He was till Neil Banning. He had postponed
facing the ultimate issue of his own identity—but it was a postponement only.

Rolf shouldered into the bridge, his massive face grim. “ So we're going to fight?"

"Were going to pin that cruiser, not fight it,” Banning said. “ At least, were going to try. Jommor?"



"I locked him with Tharanya, under guard,” said the big man. “His apparatusis also under guard
separatdy.”

Sohmsal, who had dipped in after Rolf, said to Banning, “It istheright machine, Lord. That | could sense
fromhismind."

"I hope we live long enough to have him useit,” Banning said, between histeeth. He waslooking up
through the view-plates, at the sarry sky.

Behrent too was looking up. There was, suddenly, asilencein the ship. Every man was at take-off Sation
now. There was no sound but the deep, dmost inaudible drone of the field building its power.

Up there againgt the stars, adark spot cameinto being. It grew with appalling speed, balooning out into
agreat black bulk that came rushing down as though the firmament itself were fdling upon them. The
Sunfire rocked alittle from the wind of that coming, asthe great grim shape of the heavy cruiser settled
for landing, ahundred yards away.

Behrent yelled suddenly, “ Take off!"

They went up fadt, at the very moment the other cruiser was landing. Behrent watched the figures
Streaming across the big curving screen, asthough he was seeing his future life and death on them.
Banning looked down at the palace, the whole planet, sinking beneath them, and then heard Behrent's
sharp command, “Firel"

The pdace, the landing-fidd, the big shark shape of the cruiser that had just landed, dl lit to aburgting
flare of light. The extremetail of the cruiser down there was the focus of that blinding blaze, that leapt and
died. Then their own upward rush took them away o fast that the whole scene below shrank and was no
longer visbleto Banning'seyes.

"That didit!” cried Rolf exultantly. “ Can't have harmed the personnel, but they won't be after usina
hurry!™

Now the Sunfire was running down the shadow-cone of the planet, and Banning became aware that from
the radio room the operator's voice was ye ping, “ Clear Lane 18—emergency, official! Clear Lane

18—L ane 18—’ They burst out of the shadow into the awesome blaze of Rigd'slight. The enormous
blue-white sun was a their backs asthe cruiser broke out for clear space, the great lamps of the outer
planets marching steadily asthey changed position against the background of the starry heavens.

"Clear away, with Tharanya hersdlf!” Rolf was saying. He clgpped Banning's shoulder amighty blow.
“Well show them that the old Empire has come divel™

"The cgptain,” murmured Sohmse, “has no gladnessin hismind.”
Behrent had gone into the radio room and he was coming back, amirthless grin on hislined face.

| wouldn't,” he said harshly, “do any celebrating yet. Theword is dready ahead of us and the outer
patrols have got us on radar and are closing in ahead.”

"Hdl, smash right through them,” Rolf swore. “ They're only light cruisers.”

"Wait,” said Banning. “Our gunswould outrange them, wouldn't they? A running barrage ahead of
us—they couldn't answer at that range and would haveto fal asde wouldn't they?"

"All depends,” Behrent said. But he made up hismind in aplit-second. “It'sworth trying. They don't



know yet why we're wanted, or they might comein anyway. But not knowing—"
Hedidn't finish that. He went to the inter-com, demanded “Fire control!” and gave his orders.

Now Sunfire was passing an icy outer-planet at no more than amillion miles. Their speed was such that
the dirty, white sphere seemed to roll back acrossthe starry sky like agreat bowling ball.

The big guns began to go off. Therewas only the faintest of tremors asthey salvoed, for their atomic
shellswere not hurled forth explosively but saf-propelled, each by its own power unit. But Banning saw
the brilliant flares pinpricking the void ahead and to either Sde of them, adance of firefliesagaingt the
mighty backdrop of stars. And asthe greet ship rushed on, thefireflies, will-o'-the-wisps of degth, kept
pace with it, ahead of it and around it.

Radar reported. “ Patrols drawing back! We're clear within two parsecs—"
Behrent spoke sharply into the microphone. “Full speed!”
"Weve shaken them!” Rolf exclamed. “1 knew they wouldn't have the gutsto comein!™

"-but heavy units, battle-cruisers and auxiliaries, have changed course to approach us from 114 degrees,”
droned the radar man.

There was aslence like death. Behrent turned, and his smile was agonized. “An Imperia task force got
the flash. And they've got us. We can neither outrange them nor outrun ‘em.”

CHAPTER IX

OUT HERE inthevoid, out herein the abyss so vadt that it made amillion, million suns mere fretted
garfires on the blackness, infinitely tiny bits of metal raced at incredible velocities, their space-tracks
marked with minute flickerings astheir field-drives discharged energy againgt the very warp of the
continuum. Presently the many meta bits that were following would reach the one that fled ahead, and
then death would legp and flarein the interstellar gloom, unless—

Banning said, “ Tharanyasthe only card that will take us through now."
Rolf nodded. “If we can convince them that we have her, Sohmsai, bring her and Jommor."

Banning said, “No, wait.” Hetold the Arraki, “Y ou and Keesh keep out of this, she'sin terror of you and
itll only makethingsharder. I'll get them.”

He went &ft, to the corridor where aguard stood in front of alocked door. He motioned the guard to
open up. Then, remembering the bitter hatred that had been in Tharanyas eyes, and in Jommor's too,
Banning drew the heavy pistol from hisbelt.

Tharanya came out, with Jommor close behind her. She looked tired, and there were lines of strain
around her mouth, but nothing of her pride had left her. She glanced at the wegpon in Banning's hand,
and then she amiled, very scornfully.

"Oh, yes,” said Banning. “I'm’ careful. I'm very careful. Y ou will both go ahead of me."
"Where?'
"Youll find out, just go dong.'



You didn't talk to a sovereign that way. Banning rather enjoyed the astonished anger in her face. He
admired the lithe stride of her long legs, the poise of her body, as she and Jommor went ahead of him to
the bridge.

Jommor stepped first through the bridge-room door. Tharanyafollowed him, and on the very threshold
she sumbled and fell back coming heavily againgt Banning.

It was not an accident. Banning realized that a split-second too late, when her hands grabbed his
forearms and she cried out, “His pistol, Jommor—takeit and useit!"

It happened so quickly that those inside the bridge did not see at once what had occurred—and the
Arraki, following Banning's orders, were out of sight. But Jommor's reflexes were set on ahair-trigger.
He came whirling back at Banning, his face deadly with a sudden hope.

Banning braced hislegs and lifted. He swung hisarms up high, carrying Tharanyas light weight with them.
He swung her into the air and threw her, literdly and bodily at Jommor.

He was gambling that Jommor would not sidestep and et her fdl. He was right. Jommor caught her, and
then Banning's weapon covered them both unwaveringly.

"That wasagood try,” hesaid. “1 admire your courage. But | wouldn't do anything like that again.”

They stared at him like two basilisks, bright with hatred, and he couldn't blame them. He wished he
could. It would have made things eesier.

The scuffle had brought the others around now, and Rolf came storming across the bridge, hisface dark
with anger.

"So you didn't want to frighten her with Sohmsei?” he said to Banning, who shook his beed.

"It seems!'ll haveto.” He called the Arraki, and then he said to Tharanya, “ They won't harm you unless
you forcethemto.’

Behrent had not |eft the main screen. But he came to them now. His face was composed but hisvoice
wasalittlethick ashe said, “Y ou'd better work fast. A full wing of battle-cruisersis amost within range
of us. Radio room reports a demand to stand by."

A flash passed across Tharanyas face. Banning's resolve hardened. “ Thisisit, Tharanya,” he said.
“You're going into our radio room and you're going to order these cruisersto sheer off."

"l annot!"

Banning looked at Jommor. “Y ou'd better persuade her, and fast. It means her life.”
Jommor said, “Y ouwouldnt kill her."

"Wouldn't I? Maybe you'reright,” said Banning. “ But what about the others here?"
"What about me?’ said Rolf, between histeeth.

Jommor seemed to waver. Tharanyasaid, “Y ou will not do it, Jommor.” Hisface became stony with
resstance.

The view-plates behind them suddenly blazed with dazzling explosons of light araving brilliance that
paled the stars. Acrossthe whole wall of the heavens, behind Sunfire, great bursts of light flared and



faded.
"They're ranging to bracket us,” Behrent said. “We can fight back—but not for long, at these odds."
Banning said tightly, “ Tharanyawill stop them. I'll have radio-room get ready for her broadcast. Wait."

He raced off the bridge, into the radio-room. He was back in a moment, and he took Tharanya by the
am.

"Now, Tharanya, you're going to speak to those ships, and tell them that they'll ceasefiring or youll
perishwith us"

Tharanyalaughed. She looked dmost happy. She said, “Y ou won't perish—not thisway. Y ou'll haveto
surrender.”

Banning said, “Jommor, you'd better talk to her, and quickly.”

Again the view-platesfit to those awful flares, and thistime they were closer, so close that they occluded
al that part of the heavens.

Jommor sad, “Tharanya—"
She exclaimed, “Don't you see, they know they're beaten, they know they can't force meto do it!"

Behrent had gone to the screens again but he came back now. He said puzzledly, “ The cruisersjust
dropped back! They're till following, but they've falen back and stopped firing.”

"They wouldn't!” Tharanyacried. “Y ourelying—"

Banning heaved asigh of relief. “That wastoo close. Anyway, it worked. They won't shell us, now they
know their sovereign's aboard.”

"But they don't know it yet, do they?” said Rolf.

Banning nodded. “I had radio-room cut thisintercom mike right beside usinto our broadcast wave.
Every ship would have heard Tharanya's voice—and Jommor's.”

Jommor uttered an exclamation in avoice thick with anger. Tharanyas eyes blazed baffled hatred, but
she said nothing.

Banning motioned with hiswespon. “Well go back down. | wouldn't try any more clever tricks."
"Il gowithyou,” Rolf grunted.

The woman said nothing at al when they locked her in the cabin that had been Landolph's. But, in the
next cabin, to which they took him, Jommor spoke up when they were about to leave him.

"We could gtill make adedl,” he said to Banning.

"Turn Tharanyaloosein alife-skiff—and I'll restore your memory.
Banning laughed. He thought he had the measure of the man now.
"No, Jommor."

Jommor said steadily, “Rolf will tell you I've never broken faith.”



"| can believethat. But | can adso believe that you'd bresk faith thistime—to keep us from getting the
Hammer. Wouldn't you?"

Jommor made no answer to that, but the wavering of his gaze was answer enough.

Rolf told him, “Y ou've got some time yet, Jommor. But soon, you'll do what we want. Y ou'll be glad to."
"Will 17

"Y es. Because of the place we are going to. Cygnus Cluster. We are going to it, and into it.”

However little the Cluster might mean to Banning, it was perfectly evident that it meant much to Jommor.
His powerful face became a shade pder.

"So that's where the Hammer is?"

"That'swhere. On aworld in the most dangerous Cluster in the galaxy. | don't know what world it's on.
And | don't know how to navigate the Cluster safely to get there. I'd run Sunfire to destruction, if | tried
it. But someone does know."

Jommor's eyes swung to Banning. “The Vakar knows. Isthat it?"

Rolf nodded. “Y es. The Vakar knows. Of course, he doesn't remember now, he'd crash usfor surein
there—but when he remembers, well be safe enough. You. I. Tharanya”

Jommor said nothing for amoment, and then he whispered a curse so bitter that it shocked Banning.
They locked the door.

"Let him sweat,” said Rolf. Helooked at Banning. “I think you'd better get some deep, Kyle. You're
likely toneedit.”

"Segp?’ cried Banning. “Y ou expect meto deep, with those cruisers hounding us, with the Cluster
ahead, with—"

"Nothing's going to happen for awhile,” Rolf pointed out brusquely. “ Those shipswill have checked with
Rigd by now, they're certain we have Tharanyaand they will merdly follow us. And Cygnus Clugter isa
long way off yet,” he added meaningly, “And you've an ordeal ahead of you."

Againthat icy breath of dread touched Banning. He knew that, degp down, he did not want Jommor to
consent, did not want him tampering with the mind of Neil Banning.

"Comeon,” said Ralf, steering him toward his cabin. “I'll fix you adrink, to relax your nerves."

Hedid, and Banning drank it, thinking of other things—of Tharanya, and himsdlf, and avast threatening
entity called the Cygnus Cluster. He sat down on the bunk and talked to Rolf, and dmost without
knowing it hefel adeep.

He dreamed.

He was two men. He was himsdlf, and he was the Vakar, a shadowy sinister figure with cruel eyesand
outlandish dress, who bulked larger and larger until the familiar Banning was dwarfed and dwindled into a
thing no bigger than amouse. And the Vakar-sdf drove the Banning-self away, crying withtiny criesina
vast enveloping darkness. It was afrightening dream. He was glad when he woke fromiit.

Sohmsal was beside his bunk waiting, patient as astatue. In answer to Banning's question he said, “Y ou



have dept along time, Lord. Very long. Rolf made it so, with apowder he put in your drink.”
Banning said angrily, “ So he drugged me, did he? He had no right—"
"It was good, Lord. Y ou needed rest, for there will be no rest now, until al isover and done."

Something in the Arraki's tone made Banning shiver. “Sohmsal,” he asked, “you have giftsthat are denied
to men. Isone of them atdlling of the future?'

Sohmsal shook his head. “No more than you or Rolf, Lord, can | see beyond that wall. But sometimes,
through achink in the stones—" he broke off. “ Even as men, we dream. It is probably no more than
thet."

"No, tdl me. Tl mewhat you saw through the chink in thewall!"
"Lord, | saw thewhole broad sky on fire."
Banning got up. “Do you know what it meant?'

"No. But doubtlesswe shdl learn.” Sohmsai crossed to the door, which he opened. “ And now The
Vakar iswanted on the bridge."

Banning went there, in no joyous frame of mind. Rolf and Behrent were both there, looking haggard, as
though they had tried to deep without the benefit of drugs and found it useless. They were standing a a
forward view-plate. They turned their heads when Banning entered, and nodded, and when he joined
them, Rolf put one hand on his shoulder and pointed with the other.

Banning looked. Ahead of the ship, aready clearly defined and growing imperceptibly larger most asbe
watched, was avast blazing cloud of gtars, a stunning and unthinkable splendor of suns, scarlet, gold, and
peacock-blue, emerad and diamond-white, flung like the robe of God acrossinfinity. Patches of
nebulosity glowed here and there with softer radiance, and al aong its side there was a darkness, a black
cloud that absorbed dl light, a greedy thing that seemed to feed on suns.

"I believe,” said Rolf softly, “that on Earthitisknown asthe* America’ cluster, because of its shape. You
see the resemblance to that continent's outline? And how odd the name seems, now.”

"l wish | were back there,” muttered Banning, and meant it.

Behrent had not taken his eyes from the glory ahead. To him it was not awonder and a beauty, but a
challenge—one that he knew he could not mest.

"A gsorm of stars,” he said. “ A howling gale of nebulae and rushing suns, and bits of worlds and moons,
torn loose and smashed to fragmentsiin the gravity tides. The wildest cluster in the gdlaxy—" He turned
to them and said, “ And the Hammer isin there?"

"Yes” said Rolf. Hehad ironin hisvoice now. “It'sin there."

To Banning, it made the ancient VVakar weapon of mystery more awesome when he looked upon the
terrifying place where it had been prepared and hidden. What could it be, this Strangely-named Hammer
that the galaxy had whispered of in dread for ninety thousand years?

His mind went back to what Sohmsal had said. “Lord, | saw the whole broad sky on fire,” and such
nightmare visonings rose in him that he forced them down with an effort.

"It'sinthere,” Rolf was saying grimly, “and were going in after it. The Vakar will take usthrough.”



Banning, feding weak and hollow, turned to him and said, “I think we'd better have another talk with
Jommor.

But even as he walked down the corridor beside Rolf, he knew it was useless. He—Nell Banning, or the
Vakar, or both of them together—take a cruiser through that cosmic wilderness of suns? Impossible!

Jommor looked up at them when they entered his prison room. No particle of his hatred and his bitter
anger had abated, and yet Banning sensed that something in him had changed. The iron was beginning to
bend.

Rolf, without spesking, touched a staid and opened the view-plate in the wall, giving oblique vison of that
storm of clustering suns ahead.

"Spare me your subtleties, Rolf,” said Jommor, with an edge of contempt in hisvoice. “1 have seeniit.”

"I'm not asubtle man,” said Rolf. Hisface had never been more rock-like and blegk. “I just drive straight
ahead and do what | can. Y ou know that. Y ou know when | say we re going into that Cluster, we are.
Y ou can take that as a congtant, in your equations.”

Jommor's eyes brooded on Banning. “If | do the thing, do Tharanyaand | get our freedom a once?"

Rolf jeered. “Oh no, not a once. Those damned cruisers are il trailing us, and they'd snap us up.
No—not till werre back out of the Cluster.”

Jommor said suddenly, still looking a Banning, “He doesn't want it done. He's afraid.”

Banning felt swift anger. “I'm not afraid,” helied. “And | would point out that you'velittletime, at therate
weregoing.”

Again, aslence. Jommor findly made adecisve gesture. “I can't let Tharanyago out likethis. I'll doit.”
He added, and he spoke now to Ralf, “But don't fedl too badly if it doesn't turn out quite as you expect.”

Rolf'sface darkened. “Listen, Jommor, it's known that you can play with men's minds like achild with
toys. But don't be clever now! Unlessthe Valkar's memory comes back perfectly, unlesshismindis
sound and strong and with no flaw or weakness, you and Tharanyawon't live long!"

"l promise,” said Jommor ddliberately, “that it shall be asyou say. Y et—I know more of the mind than
you. And | think you don't know what you are doing.”

He stood up, he became suddenly the scientist, calm, precise, assured. He gave directions asto the
apparatus he would need, the power flow he would require. Rolf listened, nodded, and went away.
Banning remained. His heart had begun to pound. He did not like the velled threat that had beenin
Jommor'swords. Hedidn't likeit at all.

The machine, when Rolf brought it, looked so smple. Thousands of years of psychological science, of
men'slives and dreams and work on far star-worlds, had gone into this thing, and to Banning'signorance
it seemed only to be acubical cabinet with aface of odd vernier dials, and athing like amassive, swollen
metal helmet. The hdmet, Jommor suspended from the celling, and then motioned Banning to achair. He
sat down, not speaking, and Jommor lowered the great helmet over his skull.

It occurred to Banning suddenly that he must look very much like awoman in aterrestrial beauty parlor
with an oversize hairdryer on her head. He had an hysterica impulseto laugh. And thenit hit him.

Just what hit him, he could not be sure. Electronic waves of some sort, he supposed, in octaves till



beyond the science of Earth. Whatever it was, it invaded his mind with asilent crash, an—impact that
sent his consciousness skidding and redling over impossible abysses, around non-Euclidean curves. There
was no pain. It was worse than pain. It was an agony of speed, distortion, flight, darkness, awhistling
whirlpool that was al ingde his skull but big enough to suck the universeinto it. Round and round, faster,
fagter, lurching, diding, caught helplessin the torrent of memory set free, as one by onethe barrierswere
burned away and the neurones gave up their locked knowledge.

Sohmsa's arms were around him, Sohmsal's face bent very large above him. Himsdlf, very smal and
crying. He had cut hisknee,

A woman. Tharanya? No, no, not Tharanya, thiswoman's hair was golden and her face was gentle.
Mother. Long ago—

A broken wrist—but not broken under the apple tree in Greenville, that was one of the false memories
that were collapsing and fading away beneath the impact of real remembrance. This broken wrist wasin
aship that had just crashed on one of the worlds of Algol.

Theruins. Red Antaresin the sky, himsdlf half grown, half naked, racing the Arraki among the broken
gatues of Katuun, playing with the starsthey had let fall.

Nights and days. Cold and beat, eating, deeping, being sick and getting over it, being praised, being
punished, being taught. Y ou are the VVakar, remember that! And you will rule again. Twenty years
of—memories. Twenty million details, words, looks, actions, thoughts.

Tharanya

A girl Tharanya, younger than he, beautiful, sharp-tongued, hateful. Tharanyain the palace garden, not
the Winter Palace but the great grim pile inside the capita, tearing the petas off a purple flower and
taunting him because he wasthe Vakar and would never sit upon athrone.

Beautiful Tharanya. Tharanyain hisarms, laughing while he teased her lips, not laughing as he taught her,
from the wisdom of his mae seniority, how awoman can shape akiss. Tharanya, never guessing how
much he hated her, how deep her spoiled-child taunts cut into his sendtive pride. Never guessing how
intensely he meant to break her.

Tharanya, believing the words he had spoken and the things he had done, trusting hislove—and that had
been easy, because who would not love Tharanyaand be her willing dave?—letting him into the locked
vault where the archives were kept, the lost, forgotten hidden key to the secrets of the Vakars.

Memoaries, sounds, colors, thefed of silk and woman's flesh, of leather and metd, of pages of
imperishable plagtic in an ancient, ancient book.

The ruined throne-room, open to the sky. The brooding lake, the stars, the night, and Father. Lessof a
man than a demigod, remote and very powerful, abeard and a hawk-like eye. Father beside him in the
night, pointing to the sars.

Pointing to the Cygnus Cluster, saying, “My son, the Hammer of the Vakars—"
Memories, memories, memories, roaring, thundering, words and knowledge!

Words and actions, facts dl nestly strung, and then aclear, clean bresk. Like the dropping of acurtainin
Jommor's |aboratory wing on that world of Rigel, one life ended and another began. The Vakar died,
and Nell Banning was born.



Now, after ten long years, the Vakar was born again. But Neil Banning did not die, not the ten years
when he had been real. Those memories belonged to both of them, share and share alike.

The Vakar-sdlf and the Banning-self cried out together, as one man. “1 remember! | remember—oh
God, | know now what the Hammer igl"

CHAPTER X
HE WAS AWAKE.

And he knew now who hewas. HewasKyle Vakar.

But hewasaso ill Nell Banning! The memories of Banning, the redl memories of ten years, were il
there, far more strong and vivid than the VVakar memories of the twenty years before that.

Y ou could not drop the“I” of the last ten years, in amoment. He thought of himself as Neil Banning, sill.

"Kyle!” It was Rolf's hoarse anxious voice. “Kyle?"

Banning opened his eyes. The helmet had been removed. Rolf's massve face, drawn with anxiety was
closeto his. From alittle distance, Jommor watched with an expressionless Sare.

"Kyle, you remember—the Hammer?’ Rolf was crying. ‘Whereit is—how to reach it—what it iS?"

Banning felt the horror sweep back over him. Y es, he remembered, only too terribly well. He
remembered hisfather, the Vakar of years ago, teaching him from a great star-chart on thewall of the
ruined paace.

"-the ydlow sun that neighbors the triple-star just beyond the last rim of the Darkness only to be
gpproached from zenith or the drift will riddle you—"

Y es, he remembered that. And more. He wished he could forget the more, the secret of the Hammer's
power that only hein the gdaxy knew.

The part of him that was still Neil Banning recoiled in freezing terror from what the part of him that was
Kyle Vakar remembered. No, do men could have planned such athing, athing to rend the very
foundations of the galaxy; to destroy—

Hewould not think about it, be must not think about it now or his dready overburdened mind would
snap beneath the gtrain! 1t could not be true, anyway. Not even the Vakars of old, who had strode the
gdaxy like demigods, could have wielded or planned to wield such a power asthat.

Rolf was shaking him by the shoulders. “Kyle come out of it! We're going to hit the Cluster, we've only
minutes and it al depends on you—do you remember?”

Banning forced himsdlf to speak, through stiff lips. “Y es—I remember—enough to get usthrough the
Clugter—I think—"

Roalf lifted him bodily to hisfeet. “Then come on! Y ou're needed on the bridge!”

Banning ssumbled along beside Ralf, like aman in adaze. But when they entered the bridge, the sight
now mirrored by the forward port shocked him into an awareness of danger, and the imminent necessity
for action.



During that interval when hismind waslost in the dark whirlpool of time, Sunfire had been speeding at
top-velocity toward the Cygnus Cluster, and now Banning saw that they were amost init—had in fact
aready penetrated its out-flung edges. It was no longer asplendid distant entity, self-contained and
definite. It had grown monstroudy until it filled the universe, above, below, and on either sde. A million
sunsengulfed the ship, asagrain of dust is caught up in the svarming of amillion bees, and dl the
heavens were aburst with light.

Except in that quadrant where the Darknesslay. The Darkness, beyond whose last rim hung atriple star
with ayellow sun besideit, and on the world of that yellow sun a Thing so terrible that—

No. No timefor that now, no timeto shiver and crumblein the grip of dread. Later, if you live. Later you
can face the unthinkable.

But can you? And what will you do when you can no longer evade and postpone, when you must take
the Hammer in your hand, and—

Behrent was looking a him. Rolf waslooking at him, and so were the technicians, their faces bright and
grangein theflooding glare, the raw star-blaze of the Clugter.

Behrent said quietly, “ The shipisyours.”

Banning nodded. For amoment the Banning part of him flinched away in ignorance and terror, but the
newly-awakened Vakar part looked out at the multitude of suns, and then inward at the ground-glass
screen where the flight datawas correl ated. The man who sat at the control bank stared up a him, his
forehead beaded with anicy sweat. Banning said, “Get up.”

He sat down in the man's place, with the control keys under his hands. And—memory flowed back, old
skills and forgotten powers, and hisfingers were dive and sentient on the bars, feeling the pulse and
heartbeat of the ship.

He knew what to do. He was The Vdkar. He was young again, hurling a speeding ship between the wild
suns of Hercules, shooting the Orion Nebula, learning the hair-trigger responses and the cold mental
caculation that would some day carry him in through Cygnus to—No! Keep your mind off thet. Fly the
ship. Get through. Y ou've got to now, dying is hot enough. Dying might take care of the present, but not
thefuture. The Vakarsdid this, and it's up to you.

Besdes, thereis Tharanya Y ou brought her. Her life, too, isyour responghility.
Fly the ship! Get through!

Sunfirefled, atiny mote, into the furnace heart of the Cluster. Outside, beyond the fringing sars, the
Imperid task force dowed its speed and hung motionlessin space. On ahundred bridges, ahundred
captains watched a pin-point fleck go off their radar screens, lost in the overwhelming roar of solar force.

Insde Sunfire, therewas silence. A thousand men and one woman crouched insgde an iron vault and
waited, for life, for death, for annihilation.

Under Banning's hands—T he Vakar's hands—the force field that drove the cruiser ebbed and flowed,
shifting focus congtantly to compensate for the terrible drag of the stars that went reeling and spinning
past the shuttered ports, monsters of green and red and golden fire. Silence, and the pounding throb of
generators, and the tiny beating of athousand human-hearts, and Sunfire rode the gravity-tides that raced
between the suns, as aleaf will ride amill-race between grest shattering rocks.

And the swarming star-field dipped gradually aside, and the Darkness, the black nebulathat cuts deep



into the Cluster's flank, was set sharp on edge before them.

The Vakar remembered. The coordinates, projected on three dimensiona space, with the
four-dimensiona correction for the passage of ninety thousand years. Turning, twisting, going back,
weaving ever deeper into the Cluster along a circuitous route, every complex component of which was
inddliblein hisbrain.

He heard Rolf say, “No wonder no one else ever got in here! Even to enter the Cluster issuicide, but to
twig intoit thisfar—"

The rim of the Darkness hedled and tilted, and the stars dong it swam into anew aignment. And there
was atriple star, ared giant with two components, one emerald green, the other a burning sapphire. And
beyond thetriple star there was ayelow sun.

"-only to be gpproached from zenith, or the drift will riddle you—"

A Type G sun, in the normal course of events, will have & least one Earth-type world. Such aworld
circled theydlow star, and Banning sent the ship plunging toward it, thinking thet it wasacrud and ironic
coincidence that thislost star degp in awild cluster should remind him so much of Sol, and that the green
planet swinging round it should be so much like Earth.

Down through the atmosphere, sinking like astone. The planet rolling underneath, heaving up itswestern
curve, showing the upthrust pesks of amountain range.

The mountain range was new. But haf around the world beyond it was aplace of very old formation, as
stable as anything can be in an unstable universe. The place wasflat and bare, and in the center of it was
adructure.

Banning st Sunfire down. He felt asold astime, and astired. A mounting excitement ran through the
ship, men'svoicesraised in the hystericd joy of having survived. Behrent, Rolf, the technicians, other men
crowded around Banning. He got up, shaking his head, and pushed them off. Rolf started to cry out
someword of triumph, and Banning looked a him, and befell silent.

"Get Jommor and Tharanya,” Banning told him. “They have aright to seethe end of this. They've comea
long way to seeit.”

Banning turned and went a one down the corridor toward the airlock—alone except for the two Arraki,
who were like his own twin shadows. He ordered the lock opened, and stepped out into the sweet
untainted air of aworld that had never been used by men.

Except once.

Banning began to walk across the barren plain. The sun was high in asky of clear blue flecked with little
clouds—just such asky, he thought, was over Greenville that day on Earth. He shuddered, and the air
seemed cold, and ahead of him the structure that had been raised millennia ago by men stood gaunt and
mighty againgt the drifting clouds.

"Of course, by men,” murmured Sohmsel, echoing Banning's thought, “\What other cresture could imagine
such aglorious blagphemy?'

Banning turned. “1 know now what it means, that glimpse you had of the whole broad sky onfire.” His
face was white, and the weight of worldswas on his shoulders—of worlds, of stars, of men and haf men
and everything that lived.



Sohmsai bent hishead. “Y ou will know what to do."

Rolf came out of the ship, with Jommor and Tharanya. They began to walk acrossthe plain, the fresh
breeze lifting their hair and tugging at thelr garments.

Banning's face contracted as though with some deep agony. He went on again, toward the Hammer.

It towered up, reared high on a platform as big as Manhattan |dand—or at least it seemed o, to
Banning's dazed eyes. It was shaped in some ways like a cannon, and in others like—no, not like
anything d<e. Likeitsdf done. There had only been one Hammer. And it was the firg, the beginning, the
experiment carried out in the lost and secret place where there was ample materia for the Hammer to
crush, from whence it could reach out to—

A ladder led him up onto the platform, aladder made of some wizard joining of ceramic and meta that
would outlast the land it stood on. The platform, too, was built of a substance that had not weethered or
corroded. A door of cerametad led inside, to achamber undernesth, and there were controlsthere, and
mighty dynamaosthat drew power from the magnetic field of the planet itsdlf.

Banning said harshly to Sohmsa, “Keep them out.”

The Arraki looked at him—uwasit love and trust, or aloathing terror that showed in his eyes? Banning's
own gaze was uncertain, his breath painful in histhroat, his hands shaking like those of an old man with

thepasy.

Now, now! Which wasit to be, the Old Empire and the throne of the Vakars, the banner blazened with
the sunburst? Or surrender to the mercy of Tharanyaand Jommor, not only himsdlf but Rolf and Behrent
and dl the others?

Banning put his hand on the breast of histunic, and felt the symbal there, the sunburst bright with jewels.
And suddenly he sprang forward in the silent room, toward the levers, the sedled imperishable
mechanismsthat held within them the coiled might of the Hammer.

He remembered. He remembered the tradition handed down from father to son, and the things that were
written in the ancient books among the archives. Ambition had burned them into his mind, and greed hed
fixed them there with an etching of its own strong acid. He remembered, and his hands worked fast.

Presently he went out of the chamber and down the ladder, to where Jommor and Tharanya and Rolf
were waiting with the two Arraki, five grim shapes at the end of the world.

Rolf sarted to ask aquestion, and Banning said, “Wait."
Helooked up.

From the colossd pointing finger of the Hammer, there legpt up along lightning-stroke of sullen crimson
light. A giant stroke that darted toward the yellow sun in the heavens, that flared and glared-and then was

gone.
There was nothing more.

Banning felt his bones turn to water. He fdt the horror of a supremely impious action. He had donea
thing no man had done before—and be was afraid.

Rolf turned toward him, hisface wild and wondering. The others were staring puzzledly, disappointedly.



"Then—it doesnt work?’ said Ralf. “The Hammer—it does nothing—"

Banning forced himsdlf to speak. He did not look at Rolf, he waslooking at the growing sunspot that had
appeared on the yellow gtar, ablaze of greater brightness against the solar fires. His horror a himsdlf was
mounting.

"It works, Ralf. Oh, God, it works—"
"But what? What—"
"The Hammer,” said Banning thickly, “isahammer to shetter gars.”

They could not take that knowledge into their minds at once, it was too vast and awful. How could they,
when hisown mind had recoiled from it for dl theseterrible hours?

He had to make them believe. Life or death hung upon that now.

"A gar,” hesad painfully, “nearly any ssar—is potentiadly unstable. Its core afurnace of nuclear
reactions, from which hydrogen has been mostly burned away. Around that core amassive shell of much
cooler matter, high in hydrogen content. The trapped, outward-pushing energy of the centra furnace
keepsthe cooler shell from collgpsing in uponit.”

They listened, but their faces were blank, they could not understand and he must make them understand,
or perish.

Banning cried, “ The Hammer projects atap-beam—amere thread compared to stellar mass, but enough
to let that pushing energy of the nuclear core drain out to the surface. And without that push of radiation
to hold out the shell—"

Undergtlanding, an awful understanding, was coming into Jommor's face. “ The shell would collgpsein
upon the core,” he whispered.

"Yes. Y es—and you know what the result is when that happens.”

Jommor'slips moved giffly. “The cooler shell collapsing into the super-hot core—it'sthe cause of a
nova—"

"Nova?’ That, at least Rolf could comprehend, and the knowledge struck a stunned look into his eyes.
“The Hammer could make any star anova?'

"Yes"
For amoment, the sheer terrifying audacity of the concept held Rolf's mind to the exclusion of al dse.
"Good God, the Hammer of the Vakars—ahammer that could destroy astar and all its worlds—"
But Jommor had aready gone beyond that reaction, to ultimate redlities.

Helooked a Banning. He said, “Y ou used it on this star? And this star will become anova?

"Y es. The collapse must already have begun. We have afew hours—no more. We must be far from this
system, by then.”

Fina understanding cameto Rolf then. He stared at Banning as though he saw him for thefirgt time.
“Kyle—the Hammer—we can't take it, it'sfar too huge—then it perishes, when this planet perishes?



"Yes, Rolf."
"Y ou have destroyed—the Hammer?"
"Y es. When thisworld perishes, in afew hours, the Hammer will perish withit.”

He expected, from Rolf, acry, an agonized reproach, ablow, desth even—It was Rolf'slife that he had
destroyed, alife spent in the service of the Valkars, alife whose deepest redlity had been the hope of
someday attaining the Hammer that would put power again in the hands of the old dynasty. And that was
al gone now, dl the bitter years of toil and search and struggle—

Rolf's great shoulders sagged. His massive face seemed to sag too, to grow old. Hisvoice was dulll,
when hesad, “You hadto doit, Kyle."

Banning's heart legped. “ Rolf, you understand?*

Rolf nodded dowly, heavily. “The old Vakars went too far. God, no wonder the gdaxy revolted against
the Old Empire! To kill astar—too terrible—too wrong—" He added haggardly, “But it's not easy, to
give up adream—"

Tharanya had watched with wide, wondering eyes, but now emotion flashed across her mobile face. She
stepped forward and grasped Banning's arm.

Jommor said ungteadily, “Kyle Vakar would not have given up that dream. But you are another man too,
now—an Earthman. It was dl | had to count on when | restored your mind.”

In that timeless moment, so brief but seeming so long, the light about them darkened. Banning |ooked up.

The aspect of the yellow sun had become subtly terrifying. It was dimming dightly—a shade coming
acrossit like the shadow that preludes the coming of storm.

The faces of the others stood out white in the hazing gloom. Sohmsai and Keesh waited grotesque and
cam. Stark and bruta againgt the heavens, the Hammer loomed over them.

"Wevelittletime,” Banning forced himsdf to say. “ The margin may be lessthan cd culated—wed better
take off."

They started to move toward Sunfire. And of asudden, fear was on Banning—fear such as no man had
ever flt before. A star had been given its deathblow, and in its dying throes this solid planet beneath
them would be abutterfly in afurnace. They were running, by the time they reached the ship.

He took the control-keys, he took the cruiser off with anightmare rush. It steadied his shaking hands,
that he must use them now—that upon him depended their lives once more. He drove the ship out and
out, and behind them the yellow sun till dimmed, and darkened, and—

"Don'tlook!” cried Jommor. “ Dim the view-plates—dim them—dim them—"

A giant wave of raving energy caught the force-field drive, and the ship went out of control. Banning,
groping frantically for the keys, glimpsed the starry heavens gyrating meadly across the now-dimmed
view-plates. And asthe cruiser whirled, there came into view the yellow sun they had | eft.

It was exploding outward, acosmic bloom of fire unfolding itsawful petals at unthinkable speed. It paed
thefierce brilliance of the Cluster, and the Darkness flared up madly with reflected glory, and the whole
galaxy seemed to recoil shuddering from the intolerable splendor of the bursting sar.



The star that hehad dain—

That dread vison whirled away as Sunfire yawed and plunged and trembled, and was tossed like aship
upon giant waves of force.

Thetriplet of red and green and blue suns loomed up terrifyingly close asthe cruiser, was hurled toward
them. Banning smashed the keys, drove the ship up, away, was sucked back and fought free again, and

agan—

It seemed to him that he fought the keys forever, with the symbols on the screen gone crazy and useless,
with the power of ariven star sseming to reach out to overtake and destroy the man who had tortured it
to thisexplosion, asit had aready destroyed its planet, and the Hammer.

It was only dowly, dowly, that Banning's mind could take in anything but the keys beneath his hands,
could redlize that the wildest waves were past, that the Sunfire was surging more steadily away from that
awesome blaze across the firmament behind them.

Rolf spoke to him, and he did not hear the words. Rolf grasped his shoulder, shouted in his ear, and till
he would not listen. A woman spoke to him, and to her too he was deaf and blind.

But avoice came through to Banning, at las—avoice from an old, old time, only whispering, but
reaching him when those others could not.

"Itisdone, Lord. And the ship issafe.”

Banning turned dowly, and saw the wise and loving eyes of Sohmsai. He looked at the view-plates. They
were speeding out through the fringes of the Cluster, and wide leads of clear space lay ahead.

Behrent hovered worriedly beside him, wanting to take over. He understood then that they feared him a
little med.

He got up, and Behrent took the keys. Banning looked around at the white facesthat met his, and then in
the view-plates he saw the thing in the sky behind them, falling far behind now, the stupendous death-fire
back on the rim of the Darkness—

"Kyle” said Ralf, hoarsdy. “Kyle, ligen—"

Hewould not listen. He had dain agtar, and the burden of a cosmic guilt was on him, and he could not
bear their faces or their words. He went past them, be stumbled down the corridor to his cabin, he shut
the port so that he could not see the thing back there that he had done.

He sat, not thinking, not trying to think. The cruiser sped on. It seemed along time before the door
opened, and Tharanya camein.

"Kyle
"Kyle!

He looked up, and her face was white and strange, dl hatred, al passion, gone. He remembered
something he must say to her.

"Tharanya, Rolf, and Horek, and dl the others—"

"Yes Kyle?'



"They followed meinto this. And | failed them, | destroyed their only hope.”
"They would not have had it otherwise. You did it, for dl the gdaxy.”

"I know—>but | wastheir leader. I'll make you a proposa. Y ou and Jommor to be turned over to your
fleet, out there. I'll go with you. But—afree pardon for al the others."

"Itisdone, Kyle. A free pardon for them.”
"Let Rolf hear you say that, Tharanya."

Shewent out. When she came back, Rolf and Jommor were with her, and Sohmsai. Rolf looked swiftly
at Banning, and then sighed.

"So heshimsdf agan—wall, it'ssmdl wonder—"

Tharanya spoke to him, and Rolf's brows drew together in anger.
"A pardon for us, and The Vakar to go to desth? No!"

Sohmsa whispered, “Degth isnot in her mind, for the Vakar."
"No,” said Tharanya. “Oh, no!"

Banning looked up. He saw her face clearly for thefirst time, and he saw in it what seemed to him
incredible.

"Can the years of before, the man of before, come back, Tharanya?'

She had tearsin her eyes but her voice was steady. “Not the man of before, not Kyle Vakar only. |
could not love him again, but—"

Jommor sighed. “Well.” He turned, hisface sad, and then turned back and held out his hand. “I hated
TheVakar. But | made himinto adifferent man. | think | could get ong with that man.”

Rolf stared at them, at Banning and Tharanya, in amazement. “But | thought at the worst you'd send him
back to Earth—"

"Let Earth done,” she said. “ Someday, but not for along time, we of the Empire will go therein open
friendship. But not now. And not The Vakar. He'sa sarman—you adl are. He—you—are welcome to
come hometo the Empire, if you will. Not the Old Empire, or the New, but—the Empire."

"By God!” exclaimed Ralf. “Then aVakar may yet St upon the throne?"

The old imperious pride flashed up in Tharanyas eyes. “Not on the throne, no!” But her face was
troubled as she looked a Banning.

Hetook her hand. They were not lovers, they were strangers, for he was not the man she had once
loved. But maybe the new man, Banning-Vakar, could win back what once the Vakar had won and
thrown away.

Far away and long ago seemed Earth, and his years on Earth! Those years had molded him, and he
thought not for the worse. But these shining spaces between the stars, these were his birthplace, these
were hisfuture, these were hishome.

THEEND
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Future Eves. Classic Science Fiction about Women by Women-(ed) Jean Marie Stine

Ghost Hunters and Psychic Detectives. 8 Classic Taes of Seuthing and the Supernatural-(ed.) J. M.
Sine

Horrors!: Rardly Reprinted Classic Terror Tales-(ed.) J. M. Stine. J.L. Hil
House on the Borderland-William Hope Hodgson

House of Many Worlds[Elspeth Marriner #1]—Sam Merwin Jr.
Invisible Encounter and Other SF Stories—J. D. Crayne

Murcheson Inc., Space Salvage—Cleve Cartmil

Ki-Gor, Lord of the Jungle-John Peter Drummond

Logt Stars. Forgotten SF from the “Best of Anthologies'-(ed.) J. M. Stine
Metropolis-Theavon Harbou

Mission to Misenum [Elspeth Marriner #2]—Sam Merwin Jr.



Midiress of the Djinn-Geoff S. Reynard

Chronicles of the Sorceress Morgaine I-V—Joe Vadama

Nightmarel -Francis Stevens

Pete Manx, Time Troubler—Arthur K. Barnes

Possessed! -Francis Stevens

Ralph 124C 41+—Hugo Gernsback

Seven Out of Time—Arthur Leo Zagut

Star Tower—Joe Vaddma

The Cosmic Whed-J. D. Crayne

The Forbidden Garden-John Taine

The City at World's End-Edmond Hamilton

The Ghost Pirates-W. H. Hodgson

The Girl in the Golden Atom—Ray Cummings

The Heads of Cerberus—Francis Stevens

The House on the Borderland-William Hope Hodgson

The Ingdious Fu Manchu-Sax Rohmer

The Interplanetary Huntress-Arthur K. Barnes

The Interplanetary Huntress Returns-Arthur K. Barnes

The Interplanetary Huntress Last Case-Arthur K. Barnes

The Lightning Witch, or The Metd Mongter-A. Merritt

The Price He Paid: A Novd of the Stdllar Republic—Matt Kirkby
The Thief of Bagdad-Achmed Abdullah

Women of the Wood and Other Stories-A. Merritt

BARGAIN SF/F EBOOKSIN OMNIBUS EDITIONS
(Complete & Unabridged)

The Firgt Lord Dunsany Omnibus. 5 Complete Books—L ord Dunsany
The Firg William Morris Omnibus. 4 Complete Classic Fantasy Books
The Barsoom Omnibus: A Princess of Mars; The Gods of Mars, The Warlord of Mars-Burroughs

The Second Barsoom Omnibus. Thuvia, Mad of Mars, The Chessmen of Mars-Burroughs



The Third Barsoom Omnibus. The Mastermind of Mars; A Fighting Man of Mars-Burroughs
The Firg Tarzan Omnibus. Tarzan of the Apes, The Return of Tarzan; Jungle Taes of Tarzan-Burroughs

The Second Tarzan Omnibus; The Beasts of Tarzan; The Son of Tarzan; Tarzan and the Jewels of
Opar-Burroughs

The Third Tarzan Omnibus, Tarzan the Untamed; Tarzan the Terrible Tarzan and the Golden
Lion-Burroughs

The Pdlucidar Omnibus. At the Earth's Core; Pellucidar-Burroughs

The Cagpak Omnibus. The Land that Time Forgot; The People that Time Forgot; Out of Time's
Abyss-Burroughs

TheFirsg H. G. Wdls Omnibus,; The Invishle Man: War of the Worlds, The ldand of Dr. Moreau

The Second H. G. Wdls Omnibus. The Time Machine; The First Men in the Moon; When the Seeper
Wakes

The Third H. G. Wdls Omnibus: The Food of the Gods,; Shape of Thingsto Come; In the Days of the
Comet

The Firgt JulesVerne Omnibus. Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea; The Mysterious Idand; From
the Earth to the Moon

The Homer Eon Hint: All 4 of the Clasic “Dr. Kenney” Noves. The Lord of Degth; The Queen of Life;
The Devolutionist; The Emancipatrix

The Second Jules VVerne Omnibus: Around the World in 80 Days; A Journey to the Center of the Earth;
Off on a Comet

Three Great Horror Novels: Dracula; Frankenstein; Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde

The Darkness and Dawn Omnibus: The Classic Science Fiction Trilogy-George Allan England
The Garrett P. Serviss Omnibus: The Second Deluge; The Moon Metd; A Columbus of Space
ADDITIONAL TITLESIN PREPARATION



