Pr ol ogue

It was a tine of tragedy and alarn it was a tinme of hope
and wonder. A dark, encroaching evil was |oose in the
uni verse, aforce that harnessed the creative powers of
consci ousness to the dark and terrible forces of nature,
to the negative pole of the Infinite. It was a time when
the powers of good and evil net in a conbat of cosnic
magni tude. It was the tine when the Prinmula gal axy
became a graveyard for the crews and starships of the
Dark Enpire's m ghty arnada.

O all beings in the known universe, Ylang- Yl ang, the
Dark Enpire's lord, was the nbst wondrous. . . and
the nost terrible. God-like and incorporeal, a self-
created i mortal whose basis appeared to be energy
itself; it was a thing devoted entirely to the works of evil
and the domination of all sentient creatures. The heart
of its enpire was the black planet Flaigon, home of its
ancestors, the extinct Mrdlings. The |ast survivor of
this titanic race, Ylang had transformed itself into a
deat hl ess being, a great andfearsone nass of corrupt
ener gi es whose very sight was too nuch tobe borne by
the eyes and minds of nortal creatures.

Its heritage was the incredi bly advanced sci ence and
refinements of evil developed by its ancestors, whose
lifespans ran in excess of six thousand years. Its will-
to-power was as limtless as its appetite for evil was
i nsatiable. Yl ang fed upon the energi es produced by the
torment and agony of other s.entient life-forms, literally
consumng its victinms in the process; hence its title, the
G eat Devourer.

The Chronicles of Tallin

The forces of the Dark Enpire seened to be irresist-
ible: its black starfleets ranged far and w de, extinguish-
ing the Iight of freedomin gal axy after gal axy, creating
in this manner the nightiest enpire ever known anong
the stars. Rebellions were virtually unheard-of in that
vast slave-enpire, for the reason that their occurrence
brought forth puni shments of unbelievable severity.

The elite fighting force of the enpire was the Death
Legi on, commanded by yet another elite, the Ysss: a
race of fierce reptiloids who held the enpire's highest
of fices and kept the counsel of the Dark Enperor. They
wor shi ped death and lived to 4estroy; friendship, kind-
ness, pity and conpassion they regarded as nere signs
of weakness; they were creatures bred to rmurder. Chief
anong the Ysss overlords was Blorg, the Suprene
Conmander of all the enpire forces and the being
cl osest to Ylang- Yl ang.

The Dark Enpire spread across the star-fields in the
manner of a tidal wave, and all who encountered it (wth
few exceptions) were convinced of its invincibility. It
was a creation of darkness, a juggernaut fueled by evil
and arnored in the powers of the dark side of the

Infinite. Its nmight grew with each new conquest; and
horror and terror filled the shadows it left in its wake.
The enpire seened truly unstoppable. . . until one day



a strange conbi nation of forces, both accidental and
i ntentional, vectored-in on the line of its progress.

It started with the invasion of the Primula galaxy, a
pl ace where war had been unknown for over two
hundred years; and this act of naked aggressi on brought
toget her nost of the principal actors in this cosmc
dr ana.

At this time, Dann Oryzon of the waterworld of
Aguaea, a young man who never knew his real parents
and one who had the rare honor of being adopted by the
dol phin-civilization of the Quee, was taken prisoner
aboard an enpire startransport known as a sl aver
There he was befriended by Callix of Aurea Solis (the
gol den pl anet that was the center of gal actic resistance)
and his daughter, the lady Nila, with whom Dann | ater
fell in love. After an encounter with Lord Blorg, Callix
(even though Dann had tried to save his life) died; but
not before he pl edged Dann to acconpany his daughter
and carryon his mssion. That mission was to |ocate the
Fel | owshi p of Light, the nystical order that guarded the
Prinmula galaxy in the days before the era of the G eat
Peace.

Dann and Nila were rescued by the first person to
shatter the nyth of the Dark Enpire's invincibility: the
star-pirate, Red Rian, a pilot of incredible skill and the
ski pper of the good ship Hazard, perhaps the best fight-
ing ship to be found anywhere. Wth himwere his
first-mate, the "fierce and | ovabl e" Purpur, a giant
felinoid, and the young technical genius, Wen Leever
Rian and the rest of his crew were all fromthe nei ghbor-
i ng gal axy of Tayl os, natives of the planet Ugel, a
worl d that had been destroyed by the Dark Empire in
retaliation for its |leadership of that galaxy's fierce resis-
tance. Rian was a hard and blustering nmercenary of a
man who lived only to avenge the extinction of his
fam |y and people. . . a debt that could only be settled
by the death of Lord Bl org.

Through the agency of the w se, beautiful and all-

t oo- human androi ds, Altektu and D Anacom the ad-
venturers reached the planet Palos, in the outworlds of
t he Nova Vega system This was the stronghold of the
Fel | owshi p of Light, and there Dann and Nl a clained
the right of suppliants and asked for the aid of the
gal axy's forner guardians. Garthane, the inposing and
serene Hi gh Master of the order (a man nearly three
hundred years old !), invoked the power of the Infinite
Oneness and pl edged the Fell owship's aid, imediately
recalling to Palos the scattered nenbers of the now
depl et ed order.

Foll owing this, Garthane sent Nila and Ri an back to
Aurea Solis, where she was to rally the League of Free
Wrlds and informits chiefs of Garthane' s strategy; the
star-pirate and his crew would train the League's pilots
and inmpart to its people their great fund of technica
know how and conbat skills. Then, to the amazenent
of the others, the H gh Master told Dann Oryzon that he
was to stay and be initiated into 1he Fell owship, an
order that combined worldly and martial-arts skills with



spiritual enlightenment. After the conpletion of the
arduous and nonths-long initiation, consumuated by
an act of mass levitation caused by a "m nd-1ock," the
result of the nmenbers' collective state of "At-One"
with the Infinite, Garthane revelaed to Dann the fact
that he was was his true father

Ni | a brought the League Garthane's nessage, and
Red Rian trained its pilots. Like Dann, the pirate
changed much in the | ast days before the coming of the
Dark Armada; and he, like the young Aquaean, fell in
love with the lady fromthe gol den planet. Nila herself
had strong feelings for both nen. But there was too little
time for this conplication to be resolved; the Dark
Empire cane first.

Through treachery, Blorg nanaged to recapture Nila.

He then took her to Ylang's lair in the subterranean
For bi dden City of Kordor-along with the League's
battl e-plans. D splaying incredi ble audacity, R an and
his crew went after Blorg, and the star-pirate boldly
confronted the horrible Yl ang and chal l enged his favor-
ite to nortal conbat, the stakes being safe passage to
Aurea Solis, should he be victorious. Mrtal conbat,
foul -play and a series of remarkabl e events ensued,
fascinating even the bored and i mortal Yl ang (for the
eternal are prey to the constant threat of boredom). As a
"reward" for their bol dness, Ylang was about to con-
sume his visitors, who were saved only by the arrival
and intervention of Garthane and Dann. Yl ang was
di stracted by an earthquake causedlJy the Fell owship's
coll ective powers of mind, and Dann was able to | ead
hi s compani ons out of Kordor; Garthane did not cone
with them and it was assuned that he had been killed
by the Dark Enperor.

By the time the fugitives reached Aurea Solis, the
dark arnada had al ready attacked. Ordered by Rian to
i nprovi se when the battle-plans were discovered sto-
| en, the ~eague pilots fought bravely and well, inflicting
great losses on their nore rigid opponents; but the sheer
nunerical superiority of the eneny had begun to shift
t he bal ance. Rian, arrivi,ng in the Hazard, rallied the
allies for a tine; but they were soon overwhel ned

agai n.
VWhat saved the League was Garthane's arrival
Usi ng the conbi ned powers of mnd of all its nmenbers,

t he Fel | owshi p brought about the coll apse and destruc-
tion of the greater part of the armada's starships; the
survivors fled in panic. Meanwhile, Blorg had arrived

as well, and was inmediately enbroiled in the conbat

when his flagship, the Devastator was confronted by

the Hazard. After a hard battle in deep space, Ri an had
the satisfaction of watching his adversary's fleeing star-
ship erupt with a series of explosions that eventually
consuned it.

The defeat of the arnada freed the Prinula gal axy
for the present. Now the future hangs in the bal -
ance, for the Dark Enpire still casts its shadow over
these star-fields; there are--still worlds to be |iberated
and plans to be made. The struggle is not over yet.



But, at the sane tine, the nmany suns of Prinmula seemto

shine a little brighter; the laughter of children still rings
inthe air; and nen and wonen still fall in |ove.
Chapter 1

No Longer |nvincible

Cries of Down with the Enperor! and On to Fl aigon
echoed throughout all the free worlds of the Primula
gal axy as soon as the news of the Dark Armada's de-
struction had been received. The eneny was no | onger
i nvincible, as the new y-conposed popul ar song from
Aurea Solis proclained; and Red Rian's words, "Catch
"emwi th their pants down-and boot 'emin the ass!"
had becone the slogan of the day. But there was no tine
for self-congratulation or resting on laurels; the oc-
cupi ed worlds of the galaxy still had to be |iberated.

Tactical | ¥, the League of Free Worlds had one great
advant age as "Operation Lib" conmenced: the arnma-
da's destruction had left Prinula relatively free of
eneny starships. But the enpire forces were
entrenched on the ground, and there were still |arge
nunbers of atnospheric fighting-craft based on the oc-
cupi ed planets. On the day after the great victory, the
liberation forces began to lift-off fromtheir home bases,
speeding to their assigned objectives, secure in the
know edge that they woul d be wel comed and assi sted
by the various resistance novenents that had sprung
up on many of the oppressed planets. And indeed, once
the liberators had been sighted, there arose a wave of
al nost uni versal popul ar upri sings.

Savage and nercil ess, the Dark Enpire garrisons had
made few friends; every civilian, young and old, nale
and fermal e, was a potential (and often actual) eneny.
Kni ves gl eaned in the shadows; snipers anmbushed offi -
cials; crowds swanmped and overturned nmlitary vehi-
cles; local techs sabotaged homi e and recon-robots; and
sentries nysteriously disappeared fromtheir posts at
night. The liberations weren't easy, but they cane
swi ftly and inexorably nonethel ess.

Dan Oryzon beamed at his father fromthe foot of the
tlexiladder and said, "Infinity is at the heart of al
things." And Garthane, Hi gh Master of the Fell owship
of Light, responded with the other half of the ritua
fonnula, "All things are one." He waved and turned to
enter the starship.

The day was bright with prom se and Dann felt a
young man's trust in the future and belief in the powers
of change. What nore could a young man ask? He had
found his true father, been initiated into great nyste-
ries, was instrunental in a glorious victory, and man-
aged to survive and be reunited with his conrades-in-
ar ns.

And who wal ked beside him as he left the spaceport
of Libera, capital of Aurea Solis, the golden world?
Whose hair caught the sunlight and turned it to gol d?
Whose copper skin gave off the fragrance of sumer



fl owers? Whose grey eyes remnmi nded himof the cloud
mant | ed oceans of his honeworld with their beckoning
dept hs?

Suddenl y Dann stopped and turned to face the tal
and graceful young woman beside him "N la," he said,
no | onger stanmmering in her presence the way he had
nmont hs before, secure now in the know edge of who he
was and what he wanted. "Forgive ne, but | have to ask’

this now. There's much to be done yet, and . . . well
maybe we both won't be alive at the end of it all." He
| ooked deep into her eyes. "Could you. . . ever.

| ove ne?"

Nila's smle was as beautiful as the sun that warned
her world. "I could," she replied, without a ml-
lisecond' s hesitation. "And in a way, | already do."

And she did, having been drawn to Dann fromthe first,
after he attenpted to save her father's life by confront-
ing the horrible Blorg. The root of her feelings was
conposed of gratitude and respect; that root had grown
into the stemof friendship and admration; and the stem
had begun to bear a fl ower.

"And Red Ri an, too?" Dann asked, at the same tine
not w shing to hear her answer.

She and the star-pirate had been through rmuch to-
get her, and beneath the arnor he wore to defend his
i nner self, Nila had been able to see the beauty and
goodness of the man. "Yes, Dann." She grew serious
as she answered. "l have the sane feelings toward both

of you." She | eaned over, brushed his cheek with her

lips, and nurnured softly in his ear. "That's why |

can't make up ny mind. I'mtrying. Believe me, I am"
"Do you think you'll know . . sonetine soon?"

"As soon as |'m able, Dann."

"Fair enough," he said as they started wal ki ng agai n.

"Let's get sonething to eat. |I'm starved."

"Well," Nla replied, shaking her head. "At |east |
won't have to worry about you wasting away for |ove of
ne."

As she took his hand, he thought, 1'Il know soon
enough, | suppose. And tonmorrow I'l|l be going hone

to |liberate Aguaea

"You knock-kneed, overfed, foot-dragging slag-
farmers!" bawl ed the captain of the good ship Hazard.
You wobbl e-j oi nted, fork-toetl sons of dung-skreets!
You thi nbl e-headed | ot of Bedellian sissy-boys! Shape
up or ship out! The next time we dock, you swag-bellied
winmps, I'mgoing to scuttle you all, and sign up your
grannies for the next cruise !I'"

Red Rian was in great form The crew of the Hazard
chortled and wi nked at each ot her behind their skip-
per's back. Even Purpur smiled, in his feline way. This
tirade wasjust like old tinmes. Blowing Blorg to reptiloid
atons had done wonders for the man. And even his
chi ef tech-head, Wen Leever, a person known to pre-
fer Rlan in a quieter state-sleep, for instance, had to
grin.

Ri an grinned, too, as he brought the Hazard in from
its post-conbat shakedown flight. "The next man to



sni cker," he said cheerfully, "is going out through one
of the tubes to be the first to land on Aurea Solis." He
knew peace for the first time in many years, now that
Bl org was gone and the bl ood-debt paid. H s crew had
out done t hensel ves as usual and the eneny had been
smashed.

Only one thing perplexed him How in the nane of
Zel do you destroy a thing as incredible and enornmously
power ful as Yl ang" Ylang? That was a probl em
Nevertheless, in a fit of optimsmafter the victory cel e-
bration, juiced to the neurons on nenegol (that dragon-
slaying drink fromhis honmeworld), R an had tottered
back to the Hazard's torpedo-bays, and painted each
proton-torpedo with the name, Ylang- Yl ang.

VWho knows? he thought. If we get |ucky again,
m ght be able to chuck afew torpedos into the niddle of
that fat, churning mass of fission-fusion garbage. Now,
woul dn't that be nice?

He began to sing. "There was a girl fromthe out-
wor | ds. "

"Ch Zel, he's gonna sing!" a voice muttered over the
ship's intercom G oans went up throughout the
Hazard

"And Ee-genn was her na-'ane ," persisted Rian,
fighting a snile that threatened to turn his features to
jelly.

"This is worse than facing Yl ang!" another crewran
muttered. Unfortunately for his shipmates, Rian was
nore enthusiastic than than nmusical; his full-throated
baritone was nore than offset by a tin-ear

Splat! Purpur, seated in the co-pilot's seat beside
Ri an, swi shed his thick tail ~nd whacked his chief on the
back of the head, registering his disapproval in the
fashion of the cat-folk of Yahwoo. Cries of "Let's
mutiny!" and "Gag him!" filled the ship. The nuse
beat a tactical retreat as Rian tugged his red beard and
swal | owed the next line of The Grl fromthe Qut-
wor | ds.

"You win this time, you pusillanimus gleets," the
pirate said. "But | won't forget this. And the next tine
one of you inconpetents messes up, | won't just knock
you on your launchpad-no, 1'Il lock you in my cabin
and sing to you for half an hour. So watch your step
louts."

As the Hazard entered the atnosphere of the gol den
pl anet, Rian's thoughts turned to Nila. She's got to
crack soon. Dann'sa good |ad, of course , but she needs
t he support and experienced counsel of an ol der man.

But she likes the kid, too. . . | don't know how she does
it. I've lusted after dozens simultaneously, but only had
t he conpartment space for one love at a tine. Poor

Nila, it must be a hard and wrenching thing for her

bei ng divided by the |ove of two such worthy nen. Well,

a worthy man and a worthy boy. It's not easy. But

whi chever she chooses, at |east she'll have the consol a-
tion of knowi ng she coul dn't have possibly done better

"Rian, you're too quiet," said Wen Leever
"Ah, leave nme to ny thoughts, \Wenie-boy," was



hi s skipper's reply.

A d Kl egg nudged Ween and whi spered, "Can't you
see the man's in'love, |ad?"

Ween's eyes went el ectro-shock wide. "I didn't
know, " he whi spered back

The ol d Taylian shook his head. "You would if you
weren't always dream ng about gadgets and gi znos,
boy. You nust be the | ast person on the planet to know.
Vel conme to reality.”

Pur pur was happy for his chief. The cat-nman | eaned
over and ran his sandpaper tongue up the nape of Red
Ri an's neck, and was amazed when he found the buc-
caneertoo preoccupied to smack himin the chops.

As she conbed her long hair in the focussing-mrror
i n her bedchanber, Nila visualized Dann Oryzon sea-
ted beside her. She thought they nade a fine-I| ooking
couple. Dann had. . . matured. . . so much since the
first time she laid eyes on himin the stall of the slaver
He had gone fromboy to man in the few short nonths
she'd known him and Nila felt honored that the Infinite
had permitted her to witness that great transfornmation
a normal part of the life-process, but something
mraculous as well. It was as if she had watched the
hand of a master-scul ptor refining one of his creations.
After his initiation, Dann acquired a new sensitivity,
a hei ght ened awareness of life's richness and potenti al
and an increased respect for all its nmanifestations. N la
realized that this newfound maturity was the result of
an al nost sinul taneous exposure to many forces.
Dann's experience of the horrors of war and the inevit-
able nortal pains that attend separation and the death
and | oss of |ov~d ones had been bal anced by life's
positive gifts. He had gained friends and famly in the
crew of the Hazard, as well as conrades-in-arns; found
his father, Garthane, who initiated himinto the myste-
ries of life; been consol ed and supported by the | ove and
t herapeutic expertise of those exquisite and sel f-refined
entities, the androids Altektu and D-anacom and had
fallen in love, a state of existence that, requited or not,
woul d also leave its mark on himforever

Dann was brave and sweet, open to life. . . and not at
all unattractive to Nila. She was drawn to him But she
was al so drawn to Red R an.

She stared into the mirror again and replaced Dann's
features with those of the star-pirate. Were the young
Aquaean' s dark eyes and intense expression suggested
great depths, places to be explored and experienced
over a long period of time, the red-bearded buccaneer's
glinting blue eyes and come-and-get-it snile beckoned
her to a storny and passi onate voyage over the w | der
seas of existence, prom sing stop-overs at the nore
colorful and exciting ports-of-call along the way.

Ri an had dared to live intensely all his life; and he
knew t hat his greatest eneny was not Blorg or Yl ang,
but himself. To him life was a voyage of the soul, filled
wi th chal |l enge and adventure; and he would hold to his
course where nost nen would tack to safety, deter-
mned to finish the journey in high style. Wre Dann



of fered the prospect of stability, R an held out the lure
of adventure. Both men were as different as night and
day; and both appealed to different sides of her nature.
She owed it to themto come to a decision. And soon

When Nila looked in the mirror once nore, she was
al one, although she could still feel the presence of both
men at her side, balancing each other |ike equal weights
in the scale of her affections. She was grateful that the
League' s gal actic busi ness took precedence over the
affairs of individuals at this tinme, and escaped into
t houghts of the comi ng struggle.

The lady fromthe gol den planet had done her work
well: her liaison efforts had" resulted in a total and well-
organi zed network of cooperative exchange between
t he menber-worlds of the League. Every tech-drone
and starshipyard on every civilized planet was operat-
ing at full capacity; the prosperous gal axy was gearing
all its manifold resources to neet the chall enge of the
Dark Enpire. The stakes were high: nothing |l ess than
life and liberty; but the nen and wonen of Primnula gave
their all and worked unremittingly for the conmon
good.

Nothing like a good war to create a spirit of broth-
erhood, N la thought, recalling the history she had
studi ed at school. She noticed that her reflection wore a
wy, sad smile. Wiy does it always take a mmjor catas-
trophe to get people to share things with each other?
There nust be easier ways to achieve the sanme result.|
know t here are.

Then she thought of the horrible thing that called
itself enperor of the Dark Enpire, and shuddered.

Yl ang' s resources are enornous, she granted. But
they're al so depl oyed over numerous gal axies. W'l

have a little tinme before the enpire is ready to attack
Prinmula again. And by that tinme, the occupi ed worlds

will be long-liberated; we'll have build and equi pped
our fleets and nade our plans. And Garthane will have
made hi s.

It seened to Garthane that Prinula's stars glittered
nmore brightly than they had for a long tinme. Even the
force of the Infinite seemed to humin a nmore subline
pitch, after lending its beneficent energies to those who
respected it and drew their strength fromthe heart of its
deep mysteries. The Fell owship renewed its ancient
pl edge to the peoples of the gal axy and, depleted as its
menber shi p was, had managed to unite its energies
with the rhythnms of the Infinite Oneness and subject the
dark arnmada to an upheaval that wenched apart the
very nmol ecules of its' starships, tearing the black
| evi at han vessels to pieces in the living heart of the void.

And now the next step in Garthane's plan was being
undertaken, as he and all the other nenbers of the
order set out on a journey anong the worlds of Prinula
in search of those worthy to join the Fell owship.

Yl ang' s power was al nost beyond belief: Garthane
knew that at first hand. But it was his ganble that, if
enough nen and woren coul d be found, he would be
abl e- al ways providing there were enough tinme and



energy avail able-to augnent the strength of the Fel -

| owshi p, thereby dramatically increasing its collective
powers of mnd, the crucial factor in the struggle against
the imortal Ylang and his |egions.

Gart hane's craggy features were conposed in his
characteristic expression of serenity, giving no indica-
tion of the feelings of urgency and anxiety that churned
at some deep level of his being. But a person has many
parts, and nmind and spirit have nmany | evels; Garthane
was in tune with the source of life, and it fed his best
energi es and gave himthe strength and determination to
carryon the struggle. . . even though he knew that the
odds agai nst his side were incredibly high.

He knew what Yl ang and his enpire really repre-
sented: the dark side of the Infinite, the other side of our
natures and minds-the dark, primtive forces that
serve the powers of destruction and yearn always for a
return to the dark vortex of chaos. And he al so knew
that we rmust listen to the" dark and instinctual powers
that reside in ourselves as well as in the universe. The
dark voices nust be listened to and their nessage un-
derstood, for as light illum nates the darkness, so dark-
ness defines the light. To be dealt with, Garthane
t hought, Ylang's evil nmust be understood for what it is:
the other side of our natures, the other side of the
Infinite.

He turned to stare at the man beside him Brother
Canenar po, his second-in-conmmand. Canenarpo's
eyes were rolled up in their sockets and his hawk-
features reflected the intensity of his trance-state.
Gart hane would m ss his old conmpani on when t hey
parted conpany again; the Hi gh Master planned to
rejoin his son on Agauaea when the planet was |iber-
at ed.

Despite the visions of war and horror that | ooned on
the horizon of his consciousness, Garthane felt warned
by his hopes and inplicit trust in the powers of life. But
he had his doubts; for ifhe was part eternal, he was only
human as wel | .

Yl ang- Yl ang was not human at all, and was in a black
nood as the slave-crews cleared the last of the rubble
out of its lair. Earlier, on hearing of the arnmada's de-
struction, the star-tyrant went into a hideous rage, its
corrupt and agitated energies filling the great hall. And
whenl he quaki ng Ysss (even they feared the Dark
Enperor's anger) brought word that Blorg the Devas-
tator had been annihilated by Red Ri an, Ylang's rage
knew no bounds. Its huge mass of pul sating energy
roared and expl oded, erupting into firestorns behind
the fleeing Ysss, as the nmanifested wath of this im
nortal being assumed the aspect of a natural disaster
Pani ¢ cl oaked t he Forbidden Cty of Kordor, and every
living soul in the capital lay prostrate and coweri ng,
praying for nercy.

As was usual in the aftermath of its rage, Ylang's
energi es were banked low, its mass was dark as a storm
cloud, emtting only occasional muted runblings and
dim fitful flashes. Nevertheless, its servants had al



been so terrified by the hideous spectacle of frustration
that the Ysss overlords were forced to use m nd-raped
sl aves, those will-less zonmbi es who had been nmentally
violated for the enperor's pleasure, to remove the |ast
of the debris fromthe lair - the weckage resulting from
Yl ang- Ylang's first encounter with the Fell owship of
Li ght .

The work was directed personally by Aaasp, the
overl ord who had succeeded Lord Bl org as commander
of all the enpire's fighting forces. He did this at the
vi dscreens of the antechanber to the lair, issuing in-
structions to the shanbling, burnt-out slaves by neans
of the tel epathic powers he possessed in comon wth
his brother-reptiloids.

In one short day, the five Y sss |ords who had pre-
ceded himwere all w ped out, and Aaasp suddenly
found hinself at the sunmt of ambition. But he did not
all ow hinmself the luxury of gloating over his good for-
tune, for the mghty Yl ang could read the thoughts of al
in Kordor. . . and the enperor was not in a benevol ent
mood. It was an awful responsibility, being directly
accountable to the Great Devourer; but there was al so
the great reward: the unspeakabl e and uni magi nabl e j oy
of communion with Ylang, that endless river of evil.
The other Y sss had all listened to Blorg" s mental cries of
ecstasy as they waited in the antechanber, and they al
lusted in their nurderous hearts after the chance to
share the unholy bliss of the Dark Enperor's enbrace.

Ylang itself was subnerged in the nidnight sea of its
t hought s, pondering the amazing series of events that
had come to pass in such a short span of tine. The
defeat of the star-armada represented the first set-back
to the enmperor's plans of conquest. But that in itself was
of no maj or consequence, for starfleets and the beings
that manned them were as toys to Yl ang, expendabl e
chess-pieces in the great gal actic gane.

Blorg's I oss was another matter. The Devourer had
| abored I ong and hard to produce such a creature; the
perfect engine of destruction. It had directed the evol u-
tionofthe reptiloids of Sserp to that sole end. And Blorg
was so utterly and renorselessly evil that Yl ang had
cone to think of himas its spiritual son. But as it had
cultivated Blorg, so it would cultivate Aaasp. The Ysss
were a breed with great potential

Certainly it had underesti nated the wee manni ki ns
who call ed thensel ves the Fell owship of Light. The
three who had dared to stage a confrontation in the lair
itsel f-Garthane, Dann Oryzon, and Camenar po-
had di spl ayed rare courage and presence of mnd. And
the order's collective nental powers, while in no way
the equal of its own, had inpressed Ylang to regard the
Fel | owshi p as an opponent of sonme consequence. But
as it had scanned the intruder's mnds, taking their
mental and genetic inprints unto itself at the same tine,
Yl ang had di scovered the actual strength of the order
Two hundred minds, nentalities humanoid and non-
humanoid. . . hardly enough to represent an insur-
nount abl e obstacl e, .

Yl ang had al so experienced a profound feeling: the



awakeni ng of desire. Its interest in the great game had
been rekindl ed. These Primulans, with their Fellowship
of Light and their League of Free Wrlds, had done it a
great favor; they had provided relief fromboredom the
curse of the imortal. The lair resounded to an expl o-
sion, Ylang's equivalent of a burst of |aughter, as the
Dark Enperor recalled Red Rian's visit to Flaigon

VWhat splendid audacity! it thought, filling the stone
hall with the bass runblings of its anusement. To res-
cue the humanoid female, Nila. this astral buccaneer
sumoned up the nerve to bargain with me -and that
performance was a nmasterpi ece of insincerity-and
then offer to fight to the death with my son, Blorg the

Devastator. | am devel oping a higher regard for these
l[ittle creatures. What a treat it will be to taste of their
agoni es and incorporate their energies into mne!

At last. . . opponents worthy of the game! Ylang's

mass expanded, flooding the lair with stroboscopic
bursts of light. For the first time in aeons, the gane
interests ne once norel

The Devourer's thoughts turned to gluttony. My lord
Aaasp, come unto ne. | would have you sel ect sone
slaves -afull thousand. This is a day to be renenbered,
and | woul d feast!

As the cycl opean doors swung open, groaning like a
chorus of a hundred brass throats in torment, Aaasp
staggered into the lair, shielding his eyes fromthe crim
inal brilliance of his master. And when he prostrated
himsel f on the black floor before the Lord of Life and
Deat h, he shuddered violently, causing his body-arnor
to rat-a-tat-tat on the stone in the manner of a drum
nmer's taradiddle.

Yl ang felt confusion and profound di sappoi ntnent in
the reptiloid s thoughts, but Aaasp's mind was in such a
turmoil that the Dark Enperor had to request an expl a-
nati on. And this al one was cause for high curiosity, for
the Yssss are startled by few things. Sweet |ord Aaasp
Yl ang said, the rich, organtones of its nental voice
boom ng nellifluously, you are upset. Wat is it, ny
[ ord? What tidings do you bring ne?

As a state of extreme shock sonetines causes voca
creatures to | ose the power of speech, so the mute and
tel epathic Ysss had | ost control of the ruscles of his
mnd. It was sone tinme before he could clear his
t hought - patterns and convey his nessage to his lord and
master. But when he finally spoke, Ylang was rewarded
for its patience

Great Ylang, | have just received a comunication

Lord Blorg lives!

Chapter 2
Reuni on On Aquaea

"Citizens of Aquaea. Citizens of Aquaea. This is Dann
Oryzon of Merport speaking. | amcoming in with the
forces of the League of Free Wrlds, and | ask you all to
rise up andjoin us in the nanme of freedom and the great



Mot her Sea! Join with us now W're com ng in~the
i beration of Aguaea has begun!"

Dann sw tched off the Hazard's transmitter and
turned to Ween Leever. "How d you ever nanage to
pi pe us into the eneny's broadcast frequencies?"

The boy-genius | owered his head and shuffled his feet
whi |l e he answered through a shy snmile. He munbl ed
somet hi ng about band alternators and parall el
rectifiers. Dann understood very little of it.

A flat, mechanical voice sounded behind him as
O V-1, Wen's compul sive-tal ker of a robot, began to
supply a clarification. "To sinplify the precedi ng
statenment, M. Dann, one nust appreciate the intrinsic
nature of atnospheric communication. It is possible to
override a broadcast frequency. "

"Save that for your next lecture, Ovie," R an grow ed
fromthe pilot's seat, causing Wen's techno-
conpanion to wow into silence. The cat-man beside him
grow ed softly as Ri an spoke again, this time into the
Hazard's intercom "All hands stand by. There's a
wave of eneny airships conming our way, on a three-
two-fiver heading. Gunners, peel your eyes and fee

your trigger-fingers itch. |I expect you to be able to bl ast
the balls off a gnat at five hundred kl ectometers. Activ-
ate shields. I'mtakin' '"er through. First man to score's
the first man to get drunk when we touch down on

Aquaea. "

In Dann' s honor, Rian took the Hazard in at the head
of the first wave, and the young Aquaean had the unim
peded vi ew that bel ongs to the | eader of the pack
Beyond the om nous sil houettes of the bl ack, approach-
ing fighters, Dann could make out the outline of his
honet own, Merport. As he sighted through the com
puter screen of his |aser-cannon, hope welled up inside
himwith the rolling swells of the ocean bel ow. Was his
famly still alive? And his best friend, Zak Spar?

The angry whine of a | aser-beam followed by the

splat of its deflection by the Hazard's shielding, inter-
rupted his thoughts. "Show tine!',' exclainmed R an

"Fire at will!"

The enpire fighters were no match for the firepower
and screens of the Hazard, and the bright ship cut
through their formation the way a hot knife cuts through
a pat of butter. "Someone give me a count," R an
grunted, AS he canme out of a tight turn with a | oop that
sent the ship back at the enemy craft. On the computer
screen, the sight of the distant fighters rem nded Dann
of a swarm of angry insects.

"Three down, one in trouble,” was the answer to
Ri an's question

The swarm of insects grew | arger on the screen, prox-
imty transformng theminto a flock of steel ravens. "Is
that all?" the skipper of the Hazard asked rhetorically.

"Uncross your eyes, you Taylian nyopics!"

From his protside gun-turret, Dann watched the
conput er screen that showed the ship's bow cannon at
wor k. The fighters, already engaged by the nmain body
of the League's ships, started to scranble as the Hazard
cane up behind them strafing their tails wi th devastat-



ing accuracy. As the formation was again penetrated,
Dann |ined-up an enpire fighter in his cross-hairs. He
depressed the firing-button gently, and-whaang!
whaang! -t he cannon whi ned, and red | aser-bolts
| anced out to explode the eneny craft. That one's for
ol d man Maraner! Dann thought, rememnbering his
foster-father's death at the hands of the invaders.
"Score!" Rianbarked, as the Hazard cane out of the

formation.

"Seven-and-a-hal f," came the reply over the inter-
com

"That's better, mates. . . Hey-wait a m nute!

What the hell does that 'half' nean?"

"Aigron blewthe tail offa one, but he thinks it got
down okay."

"Ch." Rian nodded. Then he banked into anot her
turn. "Okay, you spaceswabs: one nore pass. If you

don't double the score, I'mlocking you all in the ship
tonight, while | pay ny respects to the |adies of Aquaea.
When we're past 'emagain, |'mtaking us into Mer-

port."

Dann held his breath when he heard R an's | ast
words. He squinted into the eyepi ece of his gunsight
and wondered whether Lii-arc sea-racer was still alive.

Haaass! Haaass! The sound of Blorg's stertorous
breat hi ng drowned out the gentle hum of the levitator
that took himdown to the city beneath the surface of
dead Fl ai gon. Dwarfing the humanoi d equerries who
escorted himto the Forbidden City, the reptiloid |lord
stared vacantly at the door-panel in front of him Since,
for sone unknown reason, the Dark Emperor had not
probed his consciousness once he touched-down on the
bl ack planet's surface, the lord of the Yss allowed him
self the luxury of brooding over his recent m sfortunes.

Not only had the m ghty star-armada been de-
nol i shed, thereby disrupting his plans for the conquest
of the Prinula gal axy, but that bearded man-ape, R an
that hairy and di sgusting piece of humanoid trash, had
actually bested himin deep space conbat. And the
wor st was yet to cone: he nmust now anSVfer for his
di sgrace and defeat to Yl ang- Ylang, the only thing he
feared in this life. It was a dark day for Lord Blorg and,
as he left the levitator and strode through the eerie and
self-illumnated corridors of black rock that led to the
lair, the weight of fear lay on his body with the pressure
of several dense atnospheres.

Entering the antechanber, he received the four-
arnmed salutes of the gathered Ysss overlords. Aaasp
bowed | ow as he passed, and | ooked away. Bl org
shi el ded his thoughts and, in passing, darted a contenp-
tuous gl ance at Aaasp. He noted the absence of severa
fam liar forms: Kaag and Kraaass, his brood-brother,
Haaang, his palace-ally Luurg-all dead. H s suc-
cessothad nmuch to gain fromhis disgrace. As the doors
to the lair swung open, a rush of horror chilled the air
"etween his scales and the bl ack body arnor he wore.

And when the mndless herald roared, "My lord
Blorg!" in a voice as cold and enpty as the deserts of
Sserp, he felt the hand of death clutching at his heart.



The lair was ablaze with an inmpure, flickering |ight
and the lord of the Ysss shielded his eyes, clapping his
bl ack- gl oved hands over the one-way visor of his hel-
met, as he beheld the vortex of energy that was the Dark
Enper or.

As the massive doors swung open, revealing the fig-
ure of a cloaked giant with four arns, dressed all in
bl ack except for the three bl ood-red plunes that sur-
mounted its helmet, Ylang- Ylang's nental voice re-
ver berated throughout the huge stone chanmber with the
resonance of thunder in a cathedral. Approach ne,

Lord Blorg! it boonmed, in a voice like the crack of
doom

Haaass! Haaass! As he approached the enperor
Blorg's body jerked like a nmarionette, and fear was the
puppet -master. Trenors ran over his frame the way a
plain rolls to an earthquake, and his guts churned and
bubbl ed Iike a cauldron in hell. Wen he coll apsed
before his master in the ritual act of prostration, the
serpent-lord felt the shadowy substance of Yl ang's
m nd enbraci ng his consciousness. Hi s |lidless eyes had
no tear-ducts, but Blorg wept in his heart.

Primula remains free; the greatest armada ever seen
anong the stars is destroyed; and ny Suprene Com
mander has been defeated by a rabble of nystics, ner-
chants and pirates.. How shall | repay ny lord Blorg?

Haaa- aa- ass! Haaa-aa-aas! Blorg's terror infiltrated
his lungs with the suffocating cold .of the airless void.
What Yl ang asked was tantanmount of ordering himto
design the sleek vehicle of his own death!

Yl ang consumed bodi es and energi es whol esal e-
hundreds at a tine, one after the other; the Geat De-
vourer's mnost fearsome aspect was his evil and glutton-
ous appetite. And Blorg's fear, the terror of this other-
wi se fearl ess engine of destruction, was a delicacy to
if-a caviar of the spirit. Ylang savored the reptiloid s
fear with the delectation of a connoi sseur sanpling the
rarest of wines; the awful ganme woul d be played out
until, sip by sip, the cup had been drai ned.

VWhat shall be ny lord's reward, O Blorg of the
t housand tortures? Wat does he deserve? -"l|

Blorg's only replay was a telepathic wail, as dread
atom zed his thoughts to the gi bberish of panic.

Was not Blorg elevated to sit at the right hand of
Yl ang? Should not his reward be el evated above alt
things as well?

Voi di ng and convul sive, Blorg was received into the
mercy of unconsciousness. Wth a nmental sign that ran
down the chromatic scale, Ylang acknow edged its
sati sfaction. The cup was drained; the reptiloid was an
enpty vessel

Haaa- aa- aa- aaass! \When Blorg awoke, he felt a sav-
age joy rising in the chambers of his dark heart, crowd-
ing out even the surprise he felt at still being alive. In the
out ernmost sectors of his mind he could hear the glorious
song of the angel of the pit. It seened to himthat even
t he nol ecul es of his body hunred to that obscene
musi ¢ of pure evil, that mal evolent hymn in cel ebration



of mindl ess and transcendant destructiveness. |nstead
of death, Ylang was granting himits greatest reward:
entry into the domain of its nurderous and inconcei v-
abl e ecst asi es!

Yl ang wel comes its creation. . . its son! the De-
vourer purred, causing th blood of all in Kordor to run
as cold as a polar sea. And chooses to admt himto its
heart. Blorg had done well, and found worthy oppo-

nentsfor his sire. and liftedfromits neck the heavy yoke
of boredom The lair darkened rapidly, as Ylang banked
its energies and condensed its mass into an onyx cloud
whose outer tendrils |apped at Blorg's recunbent

form How was my son spared?

The lord of the Ysss concentrated his thoughts, de-
ferring the prom se X delicious surrender in order to
reply. As | have learned fromyou, O Lord of Life, and

Death, | attenpt to prepare for all eventualities. In-
vincible as |I. imagined the flagship, Devastator, to be,
yet did I. have it equipped with an ejector-capsul e of sur

passi ng speed and quality. And so, » hen the scumof a
pirate, Ri an, overcane ny screens and backed up ny
reactors, | was able to jettison and escape before the
final explosion consumed the starship. The force of that
bl ast sent my capsule far out into the void and knocked
me unconscious. . . But not before |I had activated ny
racer-signal, whose code is known throughout all the
enpire star fleets

He was al nost envel oped in the gl owi ng fog of
Yl ang's outer blackness, and Blorg felt his nental con-
trol dissipating. One of the arnada's retreating forward
scouts picked ne up and transferred ny capsule to the
destroyer, N ghtfall. . . one of the few vessels to reach
hyperspace intact. . . And now your dedicated servant
has ret urned.

As the tendrils of black fog encircled his body,
Blorg's eyes rolled up in his head. Just before he sank
into an ocean of annihilative visions, he heard his lord
once nore:

Be restored now, sweet Blorg. And later, we shall
hat ch grand schenes toget her.

The fighting was hard, but neverthel ess, the I|ibera-
tion of Aquaea was acconplished swiftly. The people of
the waterworld were still warmed by the fires of anger
and resentnment kindled by the com ng of the savage
i nvaders; they had not been slaves of the Dark Enpire
| ong enough to see their hostility nelt into subm ssion

Acts of ambush, sabotage and assassi nation were
performed on a grand scal e, as the Aguaeans avenged
t hensel ves on their conquerors at every opportunity.

By the time the League forces rolled into the cities, the
skies domnated by their bright aircraft and transports.
the enpire's hold on the | and had al ready been seriously
weakened. As viol ence begets viol ence, so the barbar-

ity of the enpire's invasion and occupation bred its
counterpart in the terrible retaliation of the popul ace.
War is a disease of the spirit, and there is no need to
dwell on its pathology here. Let it be sufficient to say
that the invaders sowed dragon's teeth and reaped a



harvest of blood. And then one day, after the madness
and carnage had subsi ded, Aquaea was free once nore.
Dann Oryzon studied the |ines of black-uniforned
prisoners that stretched along Merport's centra
boul evard as he marched down to the sl ave-pens at the
spaceport's transshi pment center. He felt relieved at
havi ng been spared the tragedy of the occupation, a
time when the greatest crinme was the assertion of
human dignity. The human Aquaeans had cried for
further revenge until Garthane hinself went to the Mer-
port comcenter and addressed themon the nation's
vi dscreens. He argued for mercy, and proposed that the
captive soldiers of the Dark Enpire, thensel ves virtua
sl aves of Ylang, should devote all their energies to the
rebuil ding of the waterworld's cities. For the upper
echelon officers, there would be a trial, where they
woul d have to account for their war-crimes. The High
Master, in the nanme of the Fell owship, ancient guardian
of the gal axy, invoked the Infinite and the spirit of life as
he asked the Aquaeans to show goodness, nercy and
justice in their judgnents. The sensors at each
vi dscreen site registered and transnmitted the feelings of
t he people as they decided the fate of the invaders.
Dann was proud of his fellowcitizens; they had sided
with the forces of life.

H's heart fluttered "li ke a wounded bird when the
entered the slave-pens with the liberation force. The
pl ace reeked |like a stockyard, rem nding himof "the
stalls where he was held prisoner on the enpire's gar-
gantuan slaver. How could sentient creatures pen their
brothers and sisters in such a filthy and horrible place?
How coul d they stand to inflict unthinkable cruelties on
them violating not only their bodies and ninds, but
their souls as well? The god-like and imortal Ylang's
gifts to the sentient beings of the cosnbs were rape and
nmurder and violations of the spirit. They had to fight
Yl ang; and they had to win: there was no other alterna-
tive. Death itself, the thing that nortals fear nost, was
preferable to the dom nion of the Dark Enperor

Tears ran down his cheeks as Dann wal ked t hr ough
t he pens, looking for his family. The sight of his
wounded, suffering people, nmany of them neighbors
and school mates, tore at his heart with the claws of a
vulture. He stopped to wi pe his eyes.

"Dann? . . . Is that ny Danni? Ch, thank the great
Sea!" A croaking voice caused himto open his eyes and
turn to the left. He saw an oid woman reaching out to
him It was Ms. Maraner-his foster-nother! They-
cane together, and Dann enbraced the woman who
had [ oved himas nuch as she had | oved her own chil -
dren. She cried and he cried, and neither could speak
for several minutes. Wien he finally able to talk, Dann
held Ms. Maraner at arm s-length, |ooked into her eyes
and asked the question that had haunted himfor
months.. "Talli and Nona. . . Gen. . . Zak Spar and his
nmother. . .? How are they?"

In the seconds it took Ms. Maraner to answer, he
relived that noment during the invasi on when he awoke
after the explosion of the honming-mssile and saw t he



dead bodies of M. Spar, old nman Maraner and his
young foster-brother, Ol ow

"The girls are here. So's Niva Spar. Gen. . . " The
ol d woman' s voi ce broke, and sadness cl ouded her
eyes. "Gen died two nonths ago."

He hel d her close, as she sobbed in that strange, quiet
way of hers. He had | oved his foster-brothers, and they
had | oved him now both of themwere gone. . . No, not
gone-transfornmed; taken back into the dark heart of
the Infinite, where their bright energies would be re-
channel ed into other forns of existence.

"And Zak Spar?" Dann asked, his heartbeat quick-
ening | as he: did. Zak was not to be seen after the
expl osi on, and Dann had al ways permtted hinself the
[ uxury of believing that his best friend was still alive.

"Nobody knows," replied Ms. Maraner. "They
cane and took us away. W never saw hi m again."

And Dann wonder ed whet her he woul d ever see him
agai n, either.

That evening, the League held a banquet in honor of
these who had lost their lives in the Dark Enpire (great
events and occasi ons are al ways cel ebrated by ban-
quets in the Primula galaxy). As Dann entered the as-
sembly hall in the conmpany of Nila, Rian, Purpur and
Wen Leever, a man approached them It was Com
mander Marnor, chief of the Liberation forces.

"Come over here, son," Marnor said. "I want you
to neet some good people."” Dann nodded, smiling in
spite of himself. The commander was a touch and
taciturn old bird who reninded himof old man
Mar aner. He foll owed Marnor, who stopped in front of
a group of young Aquaean males and fenmales in cam
ouflage fatigues. Dann | ooked at themfor a long tine
bef ore he recognized his old friends, school mates and
sweet hearts. He yelped with surprise as they sur-
rounded him the nmen shaking his hand and sl apping his
back, the wonen runpling his hair and smacki ng ki sses
on his face and head. They all |ook so grown-up, he
t hought. So nmuch ol der than |I remenbered them

Suddenly, a voice came fromthe rear of the group
Dann strai ghtened up and stood as still as a calcinite
statue. "That can't be Dann Oryzon," it said. "He was
the hottest hydro-jockey from Merport to Seaville
and this guy's a |l andlubber, if | ever saw one."

"Zak!" Dan shouted, pushing his way through the
crowmd of young resistance-fighters. "Zak Spar!" And
then before him he saw the tall, rangy frame of his best
friend. He | ooked up into Zak's smiling and full-bearded
face. "Hey!" he exclai med, grabbing himby the beard.
"Where' d you get the bird' s nest?"

"It's a face-warmer," Zak replied. "It gets pretty
cold up there in the hills, Danni."

The two young nen grew serious as they spoke of the
| oved ones they had | ost. The enbraced, and then
shook hands solemly, in the two-handed fashion of
Aquaean humans.

"That's Dann's best friend, y'know, " Wen Leever
told Rian, as they watched the reunion. "He al ways



used to tell me about him Never knew if he was alive or
dead." A wistful note entered his voice. "Mybe
someday |'Il see ny friends again."
As Nl a hugged Ween, Rian thought of the friends and
| oved ones he had | eft behind on Urgel. He would never

see themagain. . . not inthis life. "Yeah," he an-
swered, his voice barely audible. "Yeah." It was all he
coul d say.

Dann brou~ht Zak over, and introduced himto his
conpani ons. "This is ny buddy, Zak Spar," he said
sinply.

Zak was charned by Nila, awed by Rian, relieved by
Ween' s shyness, and fl abbergasted when the towering
Pur pur shook his hand and nmeowed. "You're the
heroes of the gal axy," Zak said, wonder making his
voi ce as bright as the plates on the Hazard's hull.

"Al'l in a day's work," Rian remarked, with a wave of
his hand and a shrug of his shoul ders.

"Captain Rian's nodesty makes it seemjust a shade
easier than it actually was," Nla said, turning Zak's
knees to jelly with her snile.

"How d you ever get away, 01" buddy?" Dannasked,
freeing Zak fromN la s gentle spell

"Luck." Zak shrugged as he turned to his friend.
"Just plain 01' good |uck."

"What ki nd pfluck?"

"Well, when that homie's nmininssile went off in our
house, the concussion blew ne right out the wi ndow |
| anded smack in the middle of that big, ugly Ekra
bush - you know, the one | always hated to trim -and
the enpire soldiers didn't even see ne. Wen | cane to,
they where gone. So | lit out for the hills."

"You al ways were |ucky, Zakki," Dann said. He felt
a hand on his shoulder, and turned around to see Garth-
ane beside him smiling |ike the sun on a sumer's day.

"Zak Spar," he said, putting an arm around the shoul -
ders of both men, "I'd like you to neet Garthane, High
Master of the Fellowship of Light. . . ny father.”

Dann relished the effect his announcenent had on his
friend. IfZak's nmouth had opened any w der, he could
have docked a hydro-skimer in it.

"May the waters favor you, sir," Zak said, using the
Aguaean benedi cti on, shaking Garthane' s hand as if he
were using a manual bilge punp. "Your spn's quite a
guy, | can tell you. The best there is."

"The Infinite be with you," Garthane replied, re-
sponding with equal courtesy. "My son's merit shows
itself in his choice of friends, Zak Spar."

Zak gul ped as the great man said this. He.lowered his
eyes and munbl ed, "Thank you, sir."

VWen he | ooked up, Zak found hinsel f surrounded
by smiles. Dann broke the silence as he spoke to his
conpani ons.

"The waters have favored nme today," he said. "To-
nmorrow, they will favor you."

Tanella | and Il, the twin suns that warnmed Aquaea,
shone gently through the waterworl d s envel opi ng
cl oudbanks, causi ng the hydro-ski mer that carried



Dann and his conpanions to cast a soft, double shadow
on the surface of the ocean. The craft was headed out
toward the heart of the Western Sea, as Dann went in
search of his forner guardian, Lii-Arc, chief of the
Quee, the dol phin-fol k who inhabit the planet's waters.

The ni ght before, when Dann inforned his friends of
his plan to take theminto the waters and introduce them
to Lii-Arc, they were excited by the prospect, and
readily agreed to go with him But there were two
not abl e exceptions: R an and Purpur

"I'"ve strung out the stars |like pearls on a neckl ace,"
the pirate said, "and descended into the bowels of the
bl ack planet. But I'lIl be damed if | stick my head under
wat er for anyone!"

Purpur's reacti on was one of puzzlenent. It was his
customto eat fish, not consort with them

"It's all right, Purr,” Nila said, stroking the felinoid's
| um nous silver nmane. "The Quee are mammal s, just as
we are."

"Yeah," grunted Rian. "Just one big, happy fanily.
Wl |, you peopl ejust go right ahead and turn yoursel ves
into tishbait if you want to, but |I've got absolutely no
interest in piscine affairs.™

"Don't tell ne you're. . . afraid to cone with us?"
Ni | a asked teasingly.

The ski pper of the Hazard gl owered at her. "Lady,

the thing that can scare Red Ri an hasn't been created
yet. Ask your late pal, Blorg, how frightened I can get.
O that pile of radioactive debris who runs the Dark
Empire."

"Come on, Rian," \Wen Leever said. "W're gonna
see things that al nost no one el se has ever seen. Aren't
you curious?"

"Nah. Count ne out." Rian replied, affecting an air
of unconcern as he turned away from his conpansions.

"I'"ve never known you to back away from anyt hing,
Rian," said N |a.

"I'"'mnot backing away," he replied, w thout turning
around to face her. "It'sjustthatl..."

"What is it, then?" she asked gently.

VWhen Red Ri an turned around, he had a sheepish grin
on his face. H s hands fl apped hel plessly at his sides like
fish dying on a beach. "I can't swm" he nuttered.

Two hours before they they went out on the ocean, i
Dann took Rian and Purpur to Merport's municipal ~
pool, gave them depth-suits (he'd ordered a special one
made for the giant cat-man the day before), and showed
them how to negotiate the fluid medi um

It turned out to be an experience he woul d never
forget, what with Purpur clawi ng the water and yow i ng
with fear, and R an bonking his head on the bottom of
the pool, his hands and feet working totally independent
of each other, all the while spluttering a string of
obsceniti es never before heard in the Prinmula gal axy.
Dann | aughed until his sides ached and the visor of his
dept h-suit fogged over

But by the end of the session, his pupils had been
transformed into passable swimrers. In fact, Purpur
once he accepted the properties of the new nmedium |



was able to nmove about in the water al npost as gracefully!
as he did on land; and Ri an displayed a stroke and kick’
wel | worth devel oping. They would be all right in the
Western Sea

VWen the hydro-glider was about two hours out of
Merport, Rian even began to boast about how easily
had had mastered the art of sw mmng, how naturally it
had all cone to him "It's actually very sinple," he
said. "All you've got to do is let go, and trust your
instincts."

He was about to el aborate, but was interrupted by a
shriek of .laughter. He | ooked around and saw Dann,
doubl ed-up over the glider's port rail, guffawi ng |oudly
as he recalled the sight of the skipper of the Hazard
during the first part of the swi nmng | esson

Ri an's jaw snapped shut and his eyes went w de. The
crinmson flush that spread over his face nuted the au-
burn of his long hair and beard. He nuttered sonething
about wanting to check-out the hydro-glider's instru-
ment panel and stal ked of f.

Purpur's massive frame shook with silent cat-
| aughter. "You mean he was just star-gassing agai n?"
Ween Leever asked when Dann finally straightened-up
Even Garthane was chuckling. Nila sunmed it up best,
in her courteous way: "He does tend to exaggerate
sonewhat, doesn't he?"

An hour |ater, Dann took the wheel from Zak, nen-
tally contrasting the happy voyage with the | ast one
they had taken together on the day that the skies went
dark with aircraft and Merport burned in the distance.

After being at the wheel a half hour, Dann was
greeted by the breathtaking sight of hundreds of sleek
gl eam ng shapes breaking the water, |eaping high into
the air, and then diving back into the sea. The journey's
over, he thought. Lii-Arc searacer is herel

I mredi ately after this sight, Dann cut the engines,
dropped anchor, left the cabin, and told his conpani ons
to don their depth-suits. He was the first one to go over
the side. Red Rian, not to be outdone in front of N la,
foll owed hard on the young Aquaean's heels. But he
lost his footing on the slippery rail, and pitched head-
first into the water like a fish dropped fromthe claws of
some clumsy sea bird

As his suit's scanners blLeeped a soft tattoo, Dann
peered through his visor and watched the silvery form
in the distance grow |larger with its approach. Then
when the great dol phin turned and went into the
i nfinity-synbol-loop that the Quee used to greet their
own, Dan's heart |leaped with it. He dove forward and
ki cked off, leaving his friends behind as he went to greet
his spiritual father.

"Lii-Arc!" he cried through his suit's speaker in
del phi nese, the barking, tweeting speech of the Quee.

"Lii-Arc sea-racer, father of ny heart!" The great dol -
phin circled himthree times, nudging himaffectionately
as it did. "Dan Oyzon, son of ny soul!" it said in the
difficult speech of humans. Then, as the young man put
his arm over the back of the chief of the Quee, each



reverted to the | anguage he was nost at home in.

"The child of nmy spirit has done many wondrous
things,". Lii-Arc said. "And now he knows what
could not tell him"

"Yes, | know now, master of the waters,"” Dann
replied. "I know who ny parents were, and why | was
brought to Agquaea. And | have brought those | love to
meet you."

They swam over the six depth-suited and waiting
figures. The dol phin-chief glided back and forth before
them stoppi ng when Gart hane spoke to himin del-
phi nese and stroked his underbelly. "I am pleased to
see ny lord again," the Hi gh Master said. "And 1 thank
himwith all ny heart for guiding the growth of ny son's
spirit.”

"No thanks are necessary, Mster Garthane," Lii-
Arc replied. "Rather than having given ne a burden,
you added to ny joys." He rubbed up agai nst the High
Mast er, who now stroked himw th both hands.

Acting as translator, Dann introduced Lii-Arc to his
friends. All were greeted courteously and com
plimented by the master of the seaways. When Lii-Arc
spoke to Red Rian, he could not resist adding these
words, referring to the star-pirate's clunsy plunge into
the waters of the Western Sea: "The son of ny spirit is
nost fortunate to have a friend who is such a fine
diver."

To everyone's surprise, Rian parried this affection-
ate thrust with much aplonb. "My lord will be
amazed," he said, "to learn that his son's friend nmas-
tered the waters in only two short hours."

Lii-Arc broke out into the trilling, high-pitched |augh-
ter of the Quee. "Captain R an," he said when he had
recovered, "is now at hone in the water as well as deep
space. In the name of ny people, | bid you all wel-
cone." He t!Jrned away fromthem and enmitted a series
of whistling sounds.

Dann's scanners began to sound again, and in a few
nmonents he could see the tribe approachi ng, sw nm ng
just bel ow the ocean's surface, their backs gleanming in
the sunlight like silver torpedos. The dol phins recog-
ni zed Dann, and saluted himas befits a sea-brother of
the Quee. Wien they had gathered around the visitors,
Lii.,Arc introduced Dann's compani ons.

Purpur was the center of attraction, and the dol phins
nudged each other aside in their curiosity, trying to peer
into the visor of the cat-man's depth-suit. Humans they
were used to, but the felinoid was a creature they had
never seen before, Purpur being the first of his kind ever
to venture beneath the waters. At first he yow ed, un-
settled by the presence of beings who resenbled fish
| arger than hinmself. But the friendly, gentle manner of
t he Quee soon had hi m purring through his speaker and
stroking the bellies of those closest to him while the
dol phi ns cooed and tweeted in appeciation of his affec-
tionate nature. And Rian translated his cat-speech to
Dann, who translated it in turn into detphinese, while
Purpur told the Quee of the felinoids of Yahwoo.



"Well, you fat old tabby," R an said, nudging his
friend at the end of the latter's recital, "that's gonna
make one hell of a tale when we |iberate Yahwoo."-

Pur pur nodded, warmed by nenories of his
homewor | d.

Lii-Arc questioned Garthane about his and Dann's
adventures, and was told of the arnada's end, Blorg's
death, and the horror and power that was Yl ang- Yl ang.
Then the dol phin-lord told his guest of the part his
peopl e had played in the resistance struggle.

The Quee danced in honor of their guests, and Dann's
conpani ons were overwhel mred by the grace and
beauty of their performance. And as they said farewell
to the visitors, Wen Leever anused themgreatly by
aski ng technical questions and then delivering |ong-
wi nded expl anations regardi ng the use of sonar and the
potential of echol ocation systens. Ri an groaned, and
told Ween he considered his explanations to be about as
rel evant as lecturing the birds on flight.

That night, on the way back to Merport, Dann and
Nila stood together at the stern of the glider ,loo0king out
over the board expanse of the ocean. "You nust be
very happy tonight," she said, taking his hand. "Your
cup is full."

He raised a finger in the air. "Alnmost full, though
only a madman woul d dare to ask for nmore. But | can
still hope.™

Ni |l a responded to this in a |ow, mnusical voice. "Yes.
You can still hope."

Score one for the kid from Aquaea, Red Ri an
t hought, as he cane out of the cabin and saw the pair
ki ssing, silhouetted against the noonlit sea. He sighed
as the wei ght of discouragenment made itself felt in his
insides like ballast settling in the hold of a freighter

"Well," he said, muttering to the waves of the West-
ern Sea, "there's always Yl ang. "

VWen Blorg energed fromthe nonstrous dream
worl d ofYlang's ecstasies, the first thing he did was to
ask his lord and master to grant himone thing.

VWhat is that one thing, my sweet Blorg? the Devourer
asked, thundering contentedly.

The privilege of killing Aaasp. For he has governed,

al beit briefly, in my stead, and will never again be be
satisfied with a | esser position. Discipline requires this
as well. So | ask you to grant ne this privilege, Father
Yl ang.

That is no privilege, nmy son, the Devourer purred.
That is your right.

VWhen Dann docked the hydro-glider at Merport's
central pier, another reunion was in store for him Al-
tektu and D- Anacom had cone to Aquaae. The android
coupl e were as warm and graci ous as ever; their eyes
still shone like dia,onds in the green setting of their
permmafl esh features, ~nd their slender hands still noved
through the air with all the grace of tenple-dancers.
They received a warm wel cone from Gart hane and t he
others and were introduced to Zak, who was | eavi ng



that night to teach guerrilla warfare to the League's
forces. Only Rian was al oof and reserved in his greet-
ing. Altektu and his consort were hurt by this, but they
sai d not hi ng.

"Say, skipper, y'know sonething?" Wen Leever
hi ssed out of the side of his mouth, as Dann and the
andr oi ds wal ked ahead of the group. "You're a bigot. A
snob and a bigot."

Ri an gl owered at him "Don't give me that crap, you
baggy-eyed little Andy-Lover," he side-nouthed back
at Ween. "How many tinmes have | got to say it before
t he nessage penetrates your dura-plated skull: A nman's
a man, and a machine's a machine. . . and both shoul d
know t heir place."

"I"'mafraid it's not that sinple any nore, Captain
Ri an," Garthane said, having overheard t he exchange.

He turned and wal ked al ongsi de the pirate. "Androids
such as Altektu and D Anacom have been sel f-refining
entities for several centuries now. In fact they have
been directed their evolution to the point where they
possess nost of our virtues and few of our faults. You
m ght even consider themthe possessors, in their elec-
tronic way, of souls the equal of our own. The only

di fferences between them and oursel ves are that they
are no sel f-reproduci ng and have no need to breathe."

Ri an greatly respected the High Master, and tried to
listen to himw th an open m nd

"And did you know," continued Garthane, "That
their secret word for us-breathing creatures, that
i s-was coined by Altektu hinself? They call us bio-
mechs . . . And | should think that their kindness and
respect for life in all its forms would serve an exanple to
sinners |ike ourselves."

Ri an t hought about the affection the androids dis-
pl ayed toward Dann and each other. "But that's just
what annoys me," he replied, "they way they ape
human behavi or, the way they seemto actually be.

"In love?" Carthane asked.

"Yeah, as if they really.

"They do nmean it, Captain Rian."

Thi s made the buccaneer wince as if he had been
st abbed. The Hi gh Master had an uncanny habit of
finishing the star-pirate's sentences when ever he
wanted to convince hi mof sonething.

“You nean. . . ?"

"Yes | do, Captain. If you would risk your affections'"
nore often-the lady Nila excepted, of course--they
woul d be returned nore frequently."

Rian felt a warmflush creep up the back of his neck
Garthane was right, as usual. He had just realized that
his failure to recognize the android pair's spiritual and
enoti onal existence had its roots in his own fear of
openi ng up, of naking himself vulnerable to life.

He | owered his head and puffed-out his cheeks, ashe
began to study the noon's reflection in the toe of his
gl ossy boot. Several seconds passed before he | ooked
up again, a hunmbler man than the one who had | ooked
down. "Excuse ne, sir," he said to Garthane as he



wal ked away fromhim "I1've got some dues to pay."

The two androids were still talking to Dann when Red
Ri an came up beside them He hemmed and hawed unti
they turned to face him. "Sir, tady," he said, sweating
andbr eat hi ngheavi ly. "Uh, Al , D- Ana.. ."Ri anused
the forms the couple preferred when addressed by their
friends. "lI've, uh . . . come to ask your forgiveness for
nmy, ah-h-hhh . . . stupidity. | haven't been very fair to
you, and. "

The androids smiled at himsynpathetically. They
knew how hard it nust be for him the ultinmate self-
sufficient man, to apol ogi ze to anyone. "No need to say
nore," D-Ana said, touching his armw th her coo
fingers. "W understand."”

"And we thank you, Captain Rian," Altektu added,

"for this great courtesy."

"Ch- h-h-hhh," R an said, wheezing his relief like a
busted bell ows, "thanks a lot, you two." He backed
off, grinning like a idiot, his hands fish-flapping for the
second tine that day. "I, uh. . . think I'll be going back
to headquarters, folks. I've, uh . . . got a bunch of
things to do, you know." Again he grinned that idiot-
grin of extrenme enbarassnent. "See you around."

Thunp! He stepped into a coil of rope by the entrance
to the pier, and fell flat on his back. H's friends al
crowded around himand helped Rian to his feet. No one
| aughed. . . not a soul. And best of all, N la gave hima
big kiss before he left, and whi spered, "You're even
braver than | thought, skipper."

The pirate whistled The Grlfromthe Qutworlds al
the way back to his quarters. Al things considered, he
t hought, it hasn't been such a bad day at all.

Chapter 3
Strategi es and Starships

VWhaang! Whaang! Haaass! Red | aser-beans whi ned
over his head and flared in the dimcorridor as Aaasp
scranbl ed around a corner, gasping for breath. Blorg
t he Devastator was hot on his trail. Aaasp |urched down
anot her corridor and headed for the shadowy pile of
ruins that marked the site of the ol dest part of the
ancient city. Once he entered that cycl opean naze of
rubble and fallen stone, he was sure that the lord of the
Ysss woul d never find him

Raci ng around anot her corner, Aaasp |ost his footing
on the danp stone and rolled down the steep incline that
led to the abandoned pal aces of Kordor's | ong-dead
founders. As he got to his feet he cursed his |luck, and he
cursed the day he was hatched in the rocky | ow ands of
his native Sserp. The stewardship of the Dark Enpire
shoul d have been his to keep, but Blorg, with the |uck of
H i sazel the serpent-god, had m racul ously been
snatched fromthe jaws of inplacable death. And now
t he Devastator, who brooked no conpetition when it
cane to Ylang's favors, was after him determined to



add Aaasp's nunber to the | egions of hell

He entered the ruins and ducked behi nd an enornous
fallen colum carved in high-relief with the hideous
i mges of the ancient Mrdlings. Ahead lay a virtua
| abyrinth of stone and metal, the debris of the ol dest
civilization in the whole of the known universe. The
dar kness before himprom sed safety and tine to think
time to devise a plan whereby he could save his own
life. Breathing heavily, the reptiloid sat down on a | edge
of stone. He was not afraid (for the Ysss fear only
Yl ang), but his reptilian instinct for survival was func-
tioning at its highest level. He rel axed, and began to
thi nk of the best way of contacting the Dark Enperor
who would surely (in light of his past services) intervene
in his behalf.

Haaass! Aaasp sat up suddenly, as a small stone
rull ed down from above and bounced off his boot. Peer-
ing through his visor, the reptiloid | ooked up, the pupils
of his lidless eyes dilating with the attenpt to see into
t he surroundi ng gl oom He thought he coul d make out a
shape in the bl ackness, the shape of sonething |arge,
somet hing tensed and ready to strike. Aaasp sent his
t houghts out to probe the mnd of the thing above him
Haaa- aa- ass! To his shock, they were met by the cold
t houghts of Bl org hinsel f!

Surprised, ny lord Aaasp? Well, don't be. You're not
theftrst to be hunted in this place. Aaasp heard the click
of a switch, followed by the crackling humof an infra-
red heat-scanner's activation. No one escapes ne. You i
shoul d know that. Aaasp slid off the | edge and]
strai ght ened up, backing into a snooth nass of polished
stone that felt as cold as the grave. Then, in his mind, he
heard Bl org pronounce the ritual forrmula of the Y sss, ,
the one they always used before a killing: Death make i
you wel come. The scarlet flare of the laser-rifle was the
| ast thing Aaasp ever saw.

On the way back to their quarters, the android couple
i nfornmed Dann of their plans. "W are returning to
Astyx," D-Ana said. Dann renenbered the city and its
Pl easure Done, that incredible psycho-sensorium
where he had first met his two friends. "On Garthane's
advi ce, the League has ordered the conversion of the
Pl easure Done into a treatnment center for the psychic
casualties of the Dark Enpire's brutality.”

"D-Ana and | have been chosen to head this proj-
ect," said Altektu.

"They couldn't have picked anyone better,"” Dann
replied, shaking Altektu' s hand and ki ssing D Ana on
the cheek. "You did a hell of a job on ne. This is
certainly a chall enge worthy of your skills."

"You must visit us at the center when you have
time," Altektu said as they entered the android
coupl e's quarters.

"As soon as |I'mable, Al," Dann replied.

"And now, we'd like you to nmeet soneone,"” D Ana
sai d, opening the door to the room adjoi ning the one
they were in.

Dann fol l owed themin, and saw a young wonan
| ooki ng out of a window, staring up into the gentle night



of Aquaea. She stiffened involuntarily when they
entered, but made no nove to acknow edge their pres-
ence.

"Val ," D Ana said softly, "we've brought soneone
to neet you." The young woman continued to stare out
into the night.

The androi ds approached and fl anked her, D- Ana
stroking her hair and Altektu taking her hand in his own.
"Qur friend is here," Altektu said in a gentle voice.

"The one we told you about. W |ove and trust himvery
much, and wi sh to share himwi th you." The young
woman still did not nove fromthe wi ndow "He won't
hurt you, Val," D Ana said soothingly. "He is very
kind, very gentle. Turn around and see him"

Slowy with the movenent of someone caught in a
bad dream she turned to face Dann. And as she did, the
sight of her beauty nmade himcatch his breath. She was
small and finely nade, yet full-bodied for all her delicate
appearance. Her hair, dark as midnight in the depths of
the ocean, rolled down to her waist in |ustrous waves.
The perfect oval of her face was as |lovely as any Dann
had ever seen, with its hi gh cheekbones, slender and
aqui line nose, full lips, and vaulting eyebrows. And her
eyes were dark, reflecting the rooms |ight the way deep
mount ai n pools reflect the stars. But those pools were
troubled; they ran cold, fed by the springs of pain and
terror.

"Val ennia," D Ana said, "this is Dan Oryzon. He's
a native of this world."

"I"'mglad to neet you, Valennia," Dann said, smling
at her. But she made no reply, and nmerely continued to
stare at him When he | ooked into her eyes again, Dann
realized that she was hiding sonmewhere deep within
hersel f.

"Use your powers of mind, Dann," Altektu whis-
pered. "Go inside her mind and confort her. Find out
why she won't speak to anyone.”

Dann gazed into Val ennia's eyes and gently entered
her mnd, using the powers he had acquired through his
initiation into the Fellowship of Light. Don't be afraid,

he thought to her. | won't hurt you in any way.

| feel you inside nme, her thought-voice replied.
Pl ease don't hurt me . . . If you do, I'"Il kill nyself |
swear it.

No, | won't. You're the friend of those | |ove and;
trust. And |I'm asking you to trust ne.

Don't hurt me any nmore. . . | hurt so nuch al ready.

I won't. | swear it by the Infinite-the source of al
life.

Then she nodded al nost inperceptibly, and opened
her mind to Dann Oryzon.

In a turbul ent nontage of inages, he saw t he nosaic
of her life on Dusilium a world in the same sector of the
Prinmul a gal axy as Aquaea:

Loving famly, friends, a happy childhood. Adol es-
cence and initiation into the nysteries of wonanhood.
Academ ¢ honors. The face of a smiling young man,
Val enni a' s sweet heart.



Then a shriek rang out in her mnd, as Dann saw the
chillingly-famliar sight of the black-unifornmed invad-
ers. He saw the young man die, |asered-down by the
enpire's soldiers

Val enni a began to sob quietly. Atektu and
D- Anacom gl anced at each ot her.

VWhat happened then, Val enni a? Dann asked, cares-
sing her mnd as he coaxed her to continue.

Horrible. It's horrible, her nental-voice replied,
quavering with the onset of panic.

Dann radiated his inner tranquility at her. It's best to
get it out. Then Al and D-Ana -can help you get rid of
your pain. I'll tell them and they'll be able to help you. |
swear it.

Gradual |y, the painful thoughts formed thensel ves
into blurred and jagged i mages, as Dann saw the torture
and execution of her parents through Val ennia's own
eyes. Then a towering Y sss appeared in her thoughts;
he felt the chill recollection of its cold, probing mnd
and the strings of its serpentine threats and nent al
tortures.

Tears fl ooded Val ennia's eyes and ran down her
cheeks in rivulets. Her sobs grew | ouder; her body
started to heave.

Al'tektu took D-Anacomis hand. "That's the first
time she's been able to shed tears,"” he whispered.

Dann saw the Y sss turn away with a wave of its hand.
Suddenly, he felt a tug and heard the sound of fabric
tearing. Then, as Val ennia rmust have turned, so did her
nmenori es. Dann saw a pack of |eering, humanoid sol -
diers closing in, their hands flexed into claws, the reek
of their sweat strong and acrid in the air. One face cane
closer than the others, and Dann felt Val ennia's body
heave as she recalled the way she spat into it with all the
force she could nuster. The face went out-of-focus, and
its lips closed over hers brutally, bringing the salt taste
of blood to Dann' s mind. Hands tore at her body, rip-
pi ng away her clothing. The wei ght of the body behind
the cruel nouth took Val ennia down to the floor. Hands
grasped her |inbs roughly, and wenched them apart.

And t hen.

Val enni a screaned |ike a wounded ani mal, and col -
| apsed in Dann's arns. The two androi ds canme up, and
hel ped himcarry her over to the bed across the room
When they had put her down, Dann told his friends al

he had seen and felt in her mnd. "It was horrible," he
sai d.

Al tektu shook his head. "No wonder she woul d not
speak. "

"Now we know what to do for her," D Ana said.
They bot h t hanked him

"I tried to confort her as best | could,” Dann told
them "She's suffered an awful lot."

Val ennia's eyelids began to flutter. They all |eaned
over the bed as she regai ned consciousness. At first she
did not recognize them but then her features softened
as she realized where she was. Dann stared into the
dark pools of her eyes; they seenmed to sparkle with a
softer light than before. She reached out, took his hand,



and spoke the first words she had uttered in nmany | ong
nont hs:

"Thank you ... Dann Oryzon," she said, squeezing
hi s hand.

Dann was so noved by this he could hardly speak

"Be well, Valennia," he whispered. "I have to |eave

for Aurea Solis tonight, so I'U say goodbye now.
Trust your best instincts.”

"May we neet again," she whispered.

Dann smled at her.

VWhat you see before you, ny lord Blorg, are the tools
of the Mordlings, the mightiest race ever to wal k be-
neat h any sun.

M ghty Yl ang honors its servant with the sight of the
hi dden wor kshops of its ancestors.

It is tine again that the science of the Mdrdlings be
enlisted in the service of conquest and com nation, the
end to which it was ordained. Ylang replied, its
t houghts guiding Blorg' s steps.

The reptiloid shook his head in wonder as he sur-
veyed the great vaulted workshops of the titanic breed
that had rul ed the Mdrde gal axy ages ago. The strange,
intricate machines were built to be manned by giants,
and the reptiloid realized that creatures of his size could
never hope to operate them But ny lord. he thought,
baffl ed by this problem no creatures exist who possess
the size and conpetence to run these wondrous mna-
chi nes.

Then we shall have to create them purred Yl ang,
thundering in its distant lair.

Al'l things are possiblefor the Master of the Universe.
Blorg replied to the tyrant. WIIl mighty Yl ang father a
race of giants. and endow themwith the requisite intel-

i gence?

Ylang will do nore than that. The answer to his
guestion canme couched in the chilling waves of the Dark
Enperor's obscene netal -1 aughter. Yl ang will enbody

a paradox, and father its fathers.

Haaass! Bl org never understood the enperor when it
spoke |i ke that. Please enlighten your Jervant, great
Yl ang.

Again Blorg's nmind was buffeted by the awful |augh-
ter of the Devourer. Can ny sweet Blorg not guess?

The lord of the Y sss thought for a noment. | cannot
conprehend this riddle, my father. He snelt the sour
reek of Yl ang' s di sappoi nt nent.

It is unfortunate, it sighed, that ny lord Blorg is
proficient only at those ganes which entail suffering

and death. By the statenent ,father ny fathers, | nenat
that I would alone the Iikeness of nmy ancestors, the
Mor dl i ngs.

How wi Il Ylang do that?

| shall take the genetic inprints of Mordlings, which
have wi thin nmy menory-banks, and inpose them on
certain hospitable cell-cultures. . . thus recreating, in
effect, my |ong-dead race. And then what w Il happen
my lord and master? Then, 0 Blorg, you shall see
wonder s.



VWen the Hazard had entered hyperspace, on its way
to the golden planet, Red Rian left the control-center in
t he conpany of Garthane and went to Wen Leever's
wor kshop. The boy-geni us was cel ebrating his birthday
by hosting a party for all his-shipmates. Drinks were
bei ng served by the barrel-shaped roller-robot, and the
party was already going at full-blast when the two nen
arrived. Garthane bl essed Wen, and wi shed hima
happy birthday. Ri an wi nked, jabbed Ween with an
el bow and said, "One step closer to the grave, eb
ki ddo?" Ween rolled his eyes in the direction of the
shi p's upper-deck and groaned. It was his belief that
everyone in this life had a burden of sone kind to bear

and Rian was surely his. He was so upset by the
star-pirate's gall ows-hunor that he snatched a drink
fromthe passing robot's tray.

O V -1 imediately turned and reproached his mas-
ter. "This is a departure fromcustom M. Wen," it
said, static filling in for enotional coloration on its
tal kie-track. "One's birthday is not a sufficient excuse
for the surrender of virtue. And, as |'msure you al so
know. "

Ri an snorted into |aughter as the garrul ous robot
droned on.

"M nd your own business, OQvie," Wen snapped,
bl ushing to the roots of his frizzy, blond hair. "You can
just shut you-no, wait a minute, |'ve got a better idea.
Why don't you talk to Captain Rian a while? He's
obviously very interested in what you're saying."

Ween grinned maliciously at his skipper and arch-
torment or.

"Captain Rian," the robot said, making the conver-
sational transition wi thout m ssing a beat, "you're a
man of vast experience. Do you think it right that a
person, one who never touches a drop to drink, mnd
you. "

"Ch, stellar dammation," the skipper of the Hazard
nmoaned. He swi gged down his drink, set it down, and
hastily grabbed two nore fromthe robot tray. This
gabby bucket of bolts could talk the visor off a Y sss, he
t hought, glaring at Wen Leever, who bowed to him
before he left to join a crowmd of well-wi shers. As the
robot bl abbered on, Rian gave it a sickly smle and
| ooked around for the nearest escape-hatch. Before he
wal ked away, Garthane indulged in the slight indiscre-
tion of reading the pirate's next thoughts, which were as
fol | ows:

Now | know what hell is: being in a roomw thout
doors, tied to a chair ,forced to listen to this blithering
mechanoi df or all eternity.
Finally, at the end of his tether after several |ong
m nutes of courteous attention and frantic scanning,
Ri an distracted the robot by pointing out.a potenti al
victim and made his escape, scurrrying over to \Wen
Leever's side. Frowning like a stormon a sunmer
hori zon, the pirate waited for Wen, who was just tak-
i ng somet hing out of his personal |ocker , to turn around.
"You sneaky little turd.” R an glared as the tech-
head turned his way. "You thunb-headed little tw nk.



ought to part your hair with a | aser-beamfor that."

"Now, skipper," Ween replied, shutting the | ocker
behi nd him "you know how fond COvie is of you. Be-
sides, | told himhow you made it up with Al and D Ana,
and now he hopes you night think of pronoting him"

"I'"ll promote him" Red Rian snarled. "Right up the
nearest torpedo tube! "Say, what's that?" The pirate
pointed to the framed hol o-i mage Ween held in his
hands. Wen held it up for Rlan to see. There, in three
di mrensions and the colors of life, stood a man (no | onger
young) with flaring white hair, bul bous nose, and an
enornous belly that was supported by two spindly |egs.
The figure struck a jaunty pose and wore "the tights and
doubl et of Ween's honeworld, Greeb. Rian thought the
man was the funniest-|ooking humanoid he'd ever set
eyes on.

"He | ooks like a planet on toothpicks," the pirate
sai d, just before he was shaken by a wave of un con troll-
abl e | aughter. "Wo," he wheezed, once he was able to
stop laughing, "is that silly man?"

Ween glared at himsourly. "For your information
Ri an, that happens to be ny bel oved uncle.” By this
time, N la, Dann, Purpur, Garthane and several of the
Tayl i ans had gat hered around them drawn by the mag-
net of the redbeard s nmerrinent.

"Your. . . uncle?" R an repeated, still gasping for
breath. "That man is your. . . uncle?" He asked agai n;
backi ng away as his chest began to heave.

"Yes," \Ween snapped. "Wat of it?"

"Yaa- haahaahaahaa- aaa-aaa r' was Rian's only re-
ply. Screaming with laughter, the star-pirate |urched
out of the workshop. His demented cackling startled the
skel eton-crew on duty above-decks, and awakened
their relief, who were sleeping aft.

The others all took a good | ook at the hol o-i nage.
and did their best to keep fromlaughing. Al except
Gart hane. The Hi gh Master stared at the image for
several seconds; then his eyes rolled up in his head, and
he stood i nmobil e before Wen and his conpani ons,
scarcel y breat hi ng.

"What rmade you take out that hol o-i mage?" Garth-
ane asked, when he came out of his brief trance.

Ween | ooked down at the thing, and then back up at
Garthane. "l don't know," he said, scratching his head.

"I just got an urge to take it out."

Gart hane studied him "You obviously have great
extrasensory powers, \Wen. Because |just received a

conmuni cation fromthe Fellowship. . . and it told ne
that your uncle was on his way to Aurea Solis."
"Well," exclainmed the side-eyed Wen, "how do

you like that for a birthday present?"

When the Hazard touched-down on Aurea Solis,
Garthane went directly to Libera' s great hall, along
with the rest of the Hazard's crew and passengers, and
coordi nated the Fell owship's strategies with those of
the League of Free Wrlds. Since the defeat of the.
star-armada, Garthane's plans were unani nously ac-
cepted as a rule, and that night was no exception



"To sumup, |adies and gentlenen of the League,"
the H gh Master said, scanning the assenbly with a
serene stare, "l shall repeat the essentials of the joint-
strategy we have agreed upon

"One: Even though Prinula has been saved and the
occupi ed worlds liberated, this is only a tenporary
condition. Ylang's forces will return, one day. |'msure
you're all aware of this. Therefore, the Prinula gal axy,
one of the richest and nobst prosperous star-seas in the
known uni verse, nust continue to devote all its avail a-
ble resources to the preparation for the com ng struggle.
Last time, we rose to the great challenge in a few scant
nmont hs; to prepare ourselves for the next encounter
we have the luxury of tinme-a year, perhaps two.

Yl ang's forces are depl oyed over the | ength and breadth
of its vast enpire, and the Dark Enperor will not risk

i ntergal actic rebellion by massing his starfleets and ar-
mes to confront us at present.”

He gave the audience a sad smile. "It is indeed a pity
to expend the resources of this galaxy in war-
production, but that is what we nust do. And if we are
fortunate enough to ransomour future again, better
days will conme.

"Two: The Fellowship's recruitin.g .goes well, better
than | had hoped." He | eaned forward, raised an eye-
brow, and nodded his head slowy at the assenbly.

"The souls of nmy fellow Primulans are not so flabby as
| had thought." A wave of laughter rolled in fromthe
audi ence. "The Era of the Great Peace, long may it be
renmenbered, has kept you all well and strong," he
continued. "You have supplied many worthy initiates
to the guardian order of your hone gal axy. Wth the
help of the Infinite, its spiritual strength and collective
powers of mind will be hugely increased the next tine
we engage in a life-and-death struggle with Yl ang-

Yl ang. "

The audi ence cheered and appl auded | oudl y.

"Three: We are proceeding imediately to outline a
strategy whereby we may commrence the |iberation of
our nearest neighbors in the Tayl os gal axy. | would
rem nd you that we owe much to the Taylians, as repre-
sented by Captain R an and his admrable crew "

The audi ence cheered and appl auded again, Red R an
and the crew of the Hazard the |oudest of all.

"Four: After proceeding with the inplenmentation of
t he above-nmenti oned projects, the conbined forces of
the League and the Fellowship will also consider it their
duty to engage and crush any eneny vessels or
starfleets of reasonable size that they m ght happen to
encounter, and to spread the nessage of resistance and
rebellion as far as it is in their power to do so."

Al the people in the great hall got to their feet and
cheered wildly for several mnutes. \When the uproar
had finally subsided, Garthane stretched out his arns
and bl essed the assenbly. "Infinity is at the heart of al
things," he said. "All things are one."

A hush fell over the cromd as Garthane |left the
speaker's dais. Red Rian, sitting with Nila and Dann in
the mdst of his crew, |eaned over to nudge Wen and



whi sper out of the side of his nmouth. "This is as good a
reason as a man can ever find to tie one on. If you so
much as open your nmouth about how |I've been drinking

when | stagger back to quarters tonight, |I'm gonna have
you wel ded into that blasted | ocker of yours, where
you'll spend the rest of eternity with that hol o-i mage of

your funny-1looking uncle." Before Wen coul d open

his mouth to reply, the buccaneer stood up and left.
Dann heard Ween sigh. As he turned to | ook at him

t he boy-genius spoke in a | ow voice. "Y' know sone-

t hi ng?" he asked rhetorically. "My uncle is kinda

funny-1ooking." Dann had to smle as Wen added,
"But don't you dare tell Rian | said so."

After the cel ebration had ended, R an, sonewhat
drunk and inclining to the sentinental, staggered over
to the spaceport, intending to gaze at the good ship
Hazard in the noonlight. "There's m baby," he said,
when he saw the bright-plated craft gleamng in the
di stance, and lurched past the smling guards at the
mai n gate. But Red Ri an never reached the Hazard.
Hal f -way out to his ship, he stopped to gawk at the
strangest sight ever seen in Libera, capital city of Aurea
Solis: an enornmous starship-an enpire cruiser, in
fact-escorted by four League destroyers, was in the
act of touching down on the free soil of the center of
gal actic resistance.

"What in the nane of the Red Dwarf is that?" Rian
soliloquized, as he stunbled in the direction of the great
bl ack vessel

There was an extraordinarily heavy guard at the
| aunch- pad, but the security officer waved the hero of
Primula through without a second thought. Blinking his
eyes, shaking his head and nmuttering to hinsel findisbe-
lief, the star-pirate watched as the ground-crew rolled
the flexiladder up to the side of the cruiser. He was
al ready amazed, but his astonishnment was multiplied by
its square root when the ship's door swng open. There
before him posing flanmboyantly in the hatchway,
decked-out in scarlet cape, pointed shoes, forest-green
doubl et and tights, was the ridiculous man in the hol o-
i mage, that bul bous personage with [ egs |ike toothpicks

Ween Leever's uncl el

The chief security-officer saluted R an as the strange;
man waddl ed down the flexiladder. "I may be drunk,"
Rian nuttered to hinmself, "but I'mnot that drunk." He
took a deep breath, wal ked up to the foot of the tlexilad-
der, and stood face to face with the stranger

"Peace and brotherhood to the brave souls of the
august and mul tiplex Primula galaxy, fromtheir broth-
ers and sisters in the great star-fields of Taylos," the
man sai d. He spoke in a voice that was | ocated sone-
where between a drawl and a whine. Taking off his tall,
poi nted hat, the man bowed with great difficulty, and
puffed |li ke a conpressor when he strai ghtened up. His
ginmet eyes twi nkled as he stood there beam ng at the
cromd and drumming with his fingers on the wide brim
of his hat.

Red Ri an wasthe first to speak. "I don' believe this,"



he said, |eaning over and poking his sausage of an index
finger into the protruding belly of the visitor.

"Unhand me, sir!" the stranger yow ed at R an. "I
warn you, | have killed nen twi ce as good as yoursel f
for half the provocation." As his eyes glittered with
annoyance, his hose began to twitch with curiosity.

"What is this strange thing 1 snell upon the red-bearded
gentl eman's breath? Wy, it's the unforgettabl e odor of
spiritous liquor! How strange; how remarkabl e. \Wo

knows, sir. . . if you were to offer ne a little nip, | mght

even be persuaded to spare your life."

Ri an's eyes were | ocked-in on the huge mass of the
man's red, swollen and vein-tracked nose. \Wen he
was finally able to | ook away from that awesonme organ
he asked, "You're \Wen's uncle, aren't you?"

"Bull'seye, m boy!" the stranger replied." Vax
Waxnax Leever, bel oved uncle of Ween Nerdeen
Leever, at your service."

As soon as the man pronounced his name, a nane as
unusual as his appearance, Ri an broke out into howing
| aught er. "Ween who?" he asked, gritting his teeth and
clutching his sides.

"Ween Nerdeen," the stranger replied, squinting
suspi ciously at the buccaneer. And when R an
expl oded with the start of another chain-reaction of
guf faws he straightened up, frowned, and said, "You're
drunk, sir."

"That's right, sir. | amdrunk,” R an replied, when
he'd recovered fromthe seizure.

"Tell me one thing, sir," the fat nman drawl ed, in that
wheezy voi ce of his.

Ri an cocked his head to one side and squinted at the
man. "Wsat's that, sir?"

Ween's uncle gave hima shifty smle. "Could you
stand a little conpany, sir?"

Bl org was restless. He paced up and down nervously
as the crews | abored at the renovation of the huge vaults
that were once the workshops of the ancient Mrdlings.

He had not been sleeping well since his dreans had
changed. No | onger were they full of images of nurder
and war; now, strange slithery forns predom nated,
coiling and uncoiling in the deep shadows of sonme dry
and rocky pl ace.

Even stranger than that was the fact that all his
brother-reptiloids seemed to be affected in exactly the
same way. None of themcould remain still for nore
than a few nonments; the black corridors of Kordoe
resounded to their agitated hissing as they prow ed the
For bi dden City, caught in the grip of an all-consumn ng
restl essness.

Blorg's thoughts drifted away fromthe arena of con-
quest, fromthe dark pleasures of violence and sl augh-
ter, for the first in years as he suddenly realized what
was troubling the Ysss. One | ong cycle had just ended,
anot her was just beginning; and the reptiloids felt this
instinctually: the voice that sang in their cold bl ood was
urging themto return to the deserts of Sserp and mate
with their owm kind. O course! Blorg thought. It is tine
for the Ysss to multiply.



The Devourer had been greatly anused by the frantic
activities of the nurderous reptiloids, and it bade them
farewell with a certain reluctance. Still, boredom had
been kept at bay for several nonths now, and VIand
was nore enthusiastic than it had been for aeons.

As Blorg strode toward the starship that was to take
himto his honeworld, Ylang' s thought went with him
slithering into the recesses of his mnd. Go. ny son, and
breed me strong little snake lets. And when you return, |

wi Il show you a wonder, a sight that has not been seen
for long ages. . . a Mordling.
Chapter 4

To Liberate A Gal axy

"Ween Nerdeen, where are you?" the skipper of the
Hazard cooed, as he and Purpur entered the ship's
wor kshop. The pl ace was deserted, except for the pres-
ence of the roller-robot who was Wen's techno-
conpanion. "Al'l right, Ovie," R an said, stepping
directly into the robot's path, causing it to screech to a
halt. "Where's the kid?"

The star-pirate's suspicions were aroused when the
robot's only reply was a hissing stream of white noise.
Since O V -1 was incapable of |ying, Wen nust have
given it the order to de-activate its talki-track, so as to
keep hi s whereabouts secret. Purpur strode around the
room sniffing for Ween's scent. He stopped in front of
a bank of wall-lockers, turned to his skipper, and
poi nted over his shoulder. Rian grinned broadly and
tip-toed over to the | ocker Purpur had indicated. Wth a
series of flourishes, he reached out, turned the handle
and threw open the door. And there before him hud-
dled in the locker, the flush of enbarrassnent that
colored his face giving himthe appearance of a bl ond-
haired beet, was Wen Leever

"I don't mean to disturb your meditations," R an
said ironically. "But I've got to talk to you, Wen.

Ner deen. "

Ween's face was so hot that he felt his blush nust be
illumnating the insides of the |ocker. Now that Rian
had di scovered his nmiddle name, the pirate was using it
constantly, to Wen's great disconfort. On his
honmeworl d, it was the customto give the young of both
sexes m ddl e nanes that possessed a certain identity of
sound with their first names. Uncle Vax had bl abbed it
to Rian on their first neeting and, drunk as he was, the
buccaneer had -renenbered it. Now that the secret was
known to him it would be a long tine before he |et
Ween of f the hook. While perfectly normal on G eeb
the rhym ng nanes caused nost humanoi ds (the silliest
of all galactic races, Wen thought as he stepped out of
the shelter of the locker) to break up with | aughter

"What it is, Rian," he said tiredly, wincing at his
tormentor's grin.

"I"ve come to talk to you about your uncle, \Wenie-
boy. Not only is the old gasbag guzzling all mnmy booze



and burying us under a heap of brango manure with his
intermnable tall-tales, but he's also skinning the crew
at cards every night."

Up to his old tricks again, thought Wen. H s eccen-
tric uncle had always been a trial to the Leevers, what
wi th his cockeyed schenes and genial |arcenies.

There's one in every famly, the boy-genius thought, but
uncl e Vax nust be the equivalent of at least five or ten

"Sure,"Weenreplied.l'llspeaktohim. .but only
if you quit calling me Wen Nerdeen."

"You strike a hard bargain, laddie," the pirate said,
grinning fromear to ear. "But it's a deal."

Then, just as Purpur grabbed himin the pulverizing
grip he recognized as the felinoid s expression of affec-
tion, Ween heard a whiny drawl in the outside corridor

"Ween Nerdeen," the voice said, "where are you

ny boy?"

As his uncle's belly appeared in the doorway like a
pl anet entering a navi-screen, R an said, "You' re on
kid !'" and raced to the door, Purpur follow ng close
behi nd hi m

"Captain, Rian, estimable felinoid," Vax said by
way of greeting, doffing his pointed hat with an oily
smle. "I was just |ooking for sone conmpany. Perhaps
you gentlemen would care to join ne in a little game of
chance?"

"Sorry, unk," the star-pirate replied as he and Pur-
pur navigated the air-space between Vax's belly and the
side of the hatch that led to the corridor. "Got to cali-
brate the ekto-wedges and defuse the glossom" Wth
that bit of double-talk, the pirate and his first-mate
escaped.

"Yes. Well, perhaps | might offer you a little drink
then-in your quarters, Captain?" Vax called out has-
tily. But the object of his attention had already dashed
out of sight.

He turned to Ween. "Busy little devils, aren't they?
Ah, nephew, perhaps you. . . ?"

"Uncl e Vax Waxnax," \Wen interrupted, a stern
| ook on his face. "I want to talk to you."

"Your robot, perhaps?" Vax continued. "W played
toget her only yesterday, you know. " Hearing this,

O V-1 rolled hastily out of sight.

Ween's uncle put his hat down on a | ow stool that
st ood beside a workbench. He scanned the roomin
search of sonething to drink. "Wat is it, nmy boy?" he
asked with a sigh, renenbering his nephew s absteni -
ous habits.

"I wish you'd be less. . . exhuberant,"” Wen said.
"And quit ganbling with the crew. You know what
happens when you begi n. " Ween started to sit
down-right on his uncle's hat!

"No, ny boy! Don't. . . "

Crunch! Ween shot to a standing position.

"Drat!" exclaimed his uncle, waddling over to the
scene of the accident and reaching for his hat.

"Since when do hats crunch?" Wen asked, whip-
ping the hat off the stool before his uncle could grab it.



He thrust his hand inside and felt around for a nonent,
after which he yanked and pulled something out. "A
surface-scanner,"” Wen said, as he | ooked down at the
thin, netal disc in his palm He held it out for Vax to
see. "So you've been rigging the ganme again, eh?"

H s uncl e suddenly assumed an air of innocence that
gave himthe | ook of a perverted cherub. "Wy, how
did that get there?" he munbl ed out of the side of his
nout h. "Mist have conme with the hat."

Ween glared at him "Yeah, | wonder, too," he re-
plied sarcastically. "I want you to return all the noney
you won, uncle Vax."

"But Ween Nerdeen," the old rogue pleaded, "you
woul dn't deprive your beloved uncle of his little nest-
egg, would you, m'boy? Renenber, | had to | eave
G eebi nabi tof ahurry. ... ™"

"Inmredi ately'" Snapped his nephew. "Or woul d
you prefer ne to tell the crew why you' re so |ucky at
cards?"

Vax frowned and fingered his bulb of a nose. "Onh,
very well, ny boy," he sighed. "It'sapity though. | had
great hopes for you."

"What's a pity?" Ween asked.

"That you seemto be getting nore |ike your aunt
every day," his uncle wheezed plaintively.

Starships lifted-off from spaceports th,roughout the
vast expanse of the Dark Enpire, as the Y sss went back
to Sserp. Ylang- Ylang, confident that the Prinmul ans
woul d not dare to leave the relative security of Tayl os
or their own galaxy at present, permitted the greater
part of his ruling elite to return to their homeworld. It
was in the Devourer's interest, after all, for the new
brood of reptil oids would provide the Y sss overlords of
the future

So the Dark Enperor, its pleasure in the great gal ac-
tic gane restored, personally directed the restoration
and the renoyation of the Mdrdling facilities. Crews
| abored day and ni ght .under the all-seeying eye of
Yl ang's watchful mentality, working as if their lives
depended on the swift conpletion of the i mense proj-
ect . . . which indeed they did.

In the | aboratories of the Forbidden City, nourished
with infusions of protein, enzynmes and ami no acids,
speci mens grew into the tissue-cultures that woul d soon
nmet anor phose into the cloned shapes of the | ong-dead
Mordlings. Ylang had i nposed the nental and genetic
inmprints of its ancestors on these cultures inits efforts
to replicate nmenbers of the mightiest and nost evil
species ever known in the stars, so that the giant ma-
chines, idle for aeons, night run once again.

Then we shall see, the G eat Devourer thought, what
the powers of mind of the Fellowship of Light will be
able to do against the dark science of ny race. Soon
shal | work wonders.

Gart hane thought he knew Vax Waxnax for what he
was: a charming old liar and swindler. But he. also
appreciated the man's talents. It wasn't every day one



could fool the Ysss thenselves, and con theminto

t hi nki ng one had converted a group of conquered and
oppressed nen into the first willing soldiers of the Dark
Empire ever to cone out of the Tayl os gal axy: and

what's nore, con them again, eventually obtaining their
perm ssion to man the !irst volunteer ship fromthe
captive star-sea. Acute but of Wen's honeworl d,

Gart hane had concl uded; and Wen's uncle seened to
possess themto an extraordinary degree. To his sur-
prise (and slight disnmay), the Hi gh Master had not been
able to fully enter into the old scoundrel's nind, a very
unusual occurrence.

But at the sane tine, he had to | augh. The pot-bellied
scal awag had set out in an inperial cruiser, the occasion
bei ng the volunteer crew s first shake-down cruise, and
what had he done? Nothing |l ess than to overpower the
Ysss advi sors, send the starship into hyperspace, and
head straight for Aurea Solis - the heart of eneny resis-
tance! In his own |eft-handed way, Wen's eccentric
uncle was quite a man.

And he brought with himtechnical resources of great
value, for he and his fell ow Greebans all shared the
mec' hani cal ingenuity so conmon anong the natives of
their homeworld. The fat old rascal had even supplied
the mssing step in Garthane' s plans for the liberation of
Tayl os. When he | earned of the scranmbler, his new
phew s brilliant invention that had permitted the
Hazard to penetrate the air space of Flaigon itself, Vax
Wasnax' huge jow s danced to the nusic of his excite-
nment .

"Probes, Master Garthane-probes !" he excl ai nmed.

"Yas. That's what's needed to provoke unrest anong
t he subject peoples of Taylos. That's the way to pl ant
the seeds of rebellion."

"Pl ease explain yourself further, Vax Waxnax
Leever."

"Certainly, your reverence," Vax said, cradling his
belly in his arnms as tenderly as a new not her hol ds her
first-born. "W dispatch probes to Tayl os and ot her
gal axies as well, sir. Electronically-controlled
drones-smal |, unmanned vessels fitted-out with
scranblers and transnmitters that are programmed, of
course, to broadcast the word otliberation and the news
of your victory over the armada. They could enter the
at nospheres of the occupi ed world undetected and,
overriding the empire's frequencies, spread your prop-
aganda. "

"That is an absolutely brilliant idea, sir," Garthane
sai d, nuch inpressed by Vax's words.

"Atrifle, sir," the Geeban replied. "A nere
bagatell e. As Ween has probably told your em nence,
genius runs in the famly."

Ween was inpressed as well: Uncle Vax had re-
deened hinself! His larcenous relation's words had
just elevated the man to the status of galactic nero.
"Come on, unk," Wen said, "I'mgonna buy you a
drink."

"Or two?" Vax Wasnax added hopefully.

"Or two," his nephew replied, as they bowed to
Gart hane before | eaving the room



"That's my dear nephew," Vax said, "My bel oved
Ween Nerdeen. "

"WIl you please stop calling me that!" Garthane
heard Ween grow before they were out of earshot. He
went to his desk, sat down, and drafted a nmeno to al
League tech-dromes, ordering the construction of the
probes inmedi ately, as atop-priority. He decided to
put Ween and his uncle in charge of the project.

Garthane sniled serenely. He had just w tnessed a
very satisfying denonstration of the multiplicity of our
natures. Never underesti mate anyone, he thought, not
even an old sinner |ike Vax Waxnax.

Sserp was a desol ate place, a world that nost crea-
tures woul d consider cruel and inhospitable, but Blorg
was at home on it. He stripped off his body-arnor and
felt the scorching heat of the desert caress his scaly
body. Staring into the distance, he nmade out the
mat i ng- caves; the stones at their nmouths gl ared back
with the reflected light of the planet's intense sun, their
shapes wavering in the distorting heat.

The mating-cycles of the Ysss were spaced far apart,
and it had been a long time since Blorg had stood on the
surface of his homeworld. He | ooked behind him and
saw scores of his brother-reptiloids sheddi ng the bl ack
skins of their body-armor. A cold, hissing nmusic rose in
his mnd: the mating-song of the fenal e Ysss.

Haaass! Haaass! Blorg inhaled the scorching air of
Sserp and felt revitalized; his scaly frame quivered to
the promptings of his ophidian nature. Seek ne, find
me, coil with me, the serpent-voices sang in his head,
and we will lurk and slither in the shadoJ'!ls, dancing
anong the stones as we offer prayers to the god of
death. Light the caves with the beanms of your eyes, and
find the one who waits for you. Conme unto ne, give ne
the serpent's kiss, take ne. . . and we shall breed the
children of darkness. Leave the furnace of the desert,
and take your pleasure among the danmp and shadowy
stones of the caves of Ofiidiia.

Excited by the prom se of the serpentine |ove-song,
Blorg drew hinmself up to his full height: his four arns
stretched over his head, reaching for the skies, hands
clawing blindly at the blazing sun. Awld cry rang out in
his mdnight soul; his glands transnitted a frantic chem
i cal nessage that made his blood boil. A fierce joy
shook the reptiloid, causing himto shiver despite the
i ntense heat that envel oped his body. He | owered the
| evel of his consciousness and surrendered to the im
peratives of instinct.

Bl org raised an arm and gave the signal to advance.
He strode off over the fiery sands, waving his four arns
and breaking into a run a nonent later. A thousand
Ysss ran behind him their scales gleamng in the sun
like the shields of an invading army. They had cone
horre!

Ri an paced the terrace of Nil a's quarters like a big red
cat, the hairs on the nape of his neck tingling with the
electricity of his desire.



"What's the matter, R an?" Nla asked. "You're

certainly in a restless nood tonight."

He stopped paci ng when he reaced the spot where

Nila | eaned, |ooking out at the stars. He turned to her
pi cked up his drink fromthe railing, and drained it in
one gulp. "lIt's being out here in the noonlight with you,
babe," he replied, studying the way the silver |ight
edged her profile. "Brings out the animal in ne." He

t hought she sniled, but wasn't sure. It was torture for
himto be alone with her, but one he gladly suffered.

And it got harder to take every day.

One day she favors the kid, he thought, and the next
she I ooks at nme as if | were swellest present she'd ever
received in her entire life. Damm it! | w sh she'd nake up
her mnd. She's naking me old before ny time, causing
me to noon over her |ike some noonstruck little ado-
| escent twerp.lcan't take this much longer. It's horri-
ble . . . even worse than having to listen to that old
gasbag, Vax Waxnax.

"Nila honey," he said plaintively, "ny nerves are
shot fromall this blasted waiting. What am| gonna
do?"

She straightened up and turned to face him | ooking,
he thought, like the noon-goddess of sonme primtive
civilization. "Have another drink," she said m schiev-
ously.

She | ooked so different to himat tines like this. Cold
and copper were her daytime colors, but the noonlight
| ent her al lother aspect, frosting her bright hair with its
cool, silver glow. He could never nake up his mnd as to
whi ch way he |iked her best. And he was sure he'd like
her equally well in the darkness, too.

"I gather you haven't come to a decision yet," he
sai d, sighing as he poured anot her gl ass of nenegol

"I"ve been awfully busy lately,” N la answered, her

apol ogetic smle turning his brain to jelly. " And | guess
|'ve been. . . ducking it."

Ri an took her in his arms. "Work on it, will ya?"

"“.1 will," she said, closing her eyes as he drew her

body against his. "Just be patient a little |onger."

As he kissed her, R an snelled the fragrance of her
hai r and thought of green, flowering gardens at the
dawn of creation.
"Damm it, sir," Vax Waxnax snarled in his scratchy,
nasal draw, "I told you never to do that to ne again!"
Ween' s uncl e was peeved. O V-1 had just de-
activated itself for the second tine that day. This tactic
had proved to be the robot's nost effective defense-
shel ter agai nst the overwhel ming tidal wave of Uncle
Vax's | ong-w nded anecdot es.

"Think you're smart, don't you, you clangi ng bag of
bolts,"” Vax nmuttered, as he waddl ecioff. "Better hope
I"mnot around the next time you' re due to be | ubed,
because 1'lIl bury you in rancid cooking fat."

As he runbl ed through the hatch, drawn by the
nmonent um of his huge belly, the door to one of the
wor kshop' s | ockers opened, and out stepped Dann
Oryzon. He turned to the door on his left, and rapped on



it with his knuckles. That door creaked open slowy,
and Ween Leever's frizzy head appeared from behi nd
it. "He's gone, is he?" the boy-genius asked.

Dan nodded. "Want me to re-activate Ovie?" he
asked, pointing to Wen's i mmobile techno-
conpani on. Ween wi nced. "No. Not yet, Dann. The
chanpi on wi ndbag of two galaxies just left, and I'"'min
no shape to take on the contender. Vh, what were you
sayi ng before uncle Vax cane in?"

"They' re | aunching your probes this afternoon,"” the
young Agauean replied, "all five thousand of 'em And
they're gonna have a little celebration afterwards, at

League HQ"

"WIl mnmy uncle be there?"

"Sure he will. The party's in his honor as well as
yours."

"Then |I' m not going."
Dann snil ed m schi evously. "Cone on, Wen

Ner deen. "
"Don't call me that!"
"I ' won't. . . if you cone to the party."

"Al'l right-you bl ackmailer,
you' ve got to do sonething for ne.

"Sure," his friend replied. "What?"

"Warn me whenever uncle Vax gets close .. and
cover my escape."

Ween snapped. "But

Gart hane was pl eased. The first wave of probes had
been | aunched, and all lifted-off without a single nis-
fire. And now they were on their way to the occupi ed
wor | ds of several gal axi es, where they would penetrate
their respective atnmospheres and broadcast the
League' s nmessage of resistance and freedom

He felt the working of the dark heart of the Infinite, its
cosmic vibrations stirring sonething deep within himas
the nature of created things flowed in search of equilib-
rium The perfect |aunching had been a sign, he felt, an
onen of things to cone. And soon the |iberation of
Tayl os woul d begi n.

Snakes in broods, fires and floods, carnage and de-
struction, Ylang sang, its thoughts filling the lair with
the denented nusic of its tenebrous nerrinent. Dark
things lurk, and evil works its dark-desi gned obstruc-
tion.

The enperor had not been so excited for mllennia.

The dark vaults that hQused the wor kshops and

| aboratories of its denpnic ancestors were now re-

stored and put to their original use, the service of evil.
And Yl ang's darling, Blorg, was returning hone after

the mating-rites and the serpentine dance of awakened
sexuality on the scorching surface of his honeworl d.

And soon the creatures designed to operate the giant

and intricate machi nes woul d awaken.

Enter the vault, sweet Blorg, Ylang urged as soon as
its pet had returned, the fires of its expectation casting a
flickering orange gl ow over the throne room s stone
floors. And | ook upon the beauty of the Mordlings.

As ny lort.( commands, so does his servant obey.

Bl org nodded to the anxi ous group of his brother- Y sss
who stood gat hered before the cycl opean doors at the



entrance to the Mordling | aboratories. The reptil oids

| eaned on the doors and pushed with all their strength,
causing themto groan like voices in a nusician's night-
mare, turning inward as they did.

Enter and | ook upon the nobl est works of all creation
my hissing little beauties. Go within, and see Yl ang's
peopl e reincarnate by virtue of its black arts!

Thei r body-arnor clanking as they nassed toget her
the Ysss ftled into the | aboratories. Haaa-aa-aaass!

Haa- aass! Haaass! The vaults rang with the sounds of
their astoni shed gasps, as the reptil oids beheld the huge
forms that floated in the nutrient-solutions of the |arge
and growt h-1ighted transparent tanks.

So this is a Mordling, Blorg thought, so al armed by
the sight that he nmonentarily ignored the hovering,
oppressive presence of the Devourer's consci ousness.

How terrible they are. . . even in repose.

And the Mrdlings were nmonstrous, even to a non-
ster such as Blorg. G gantic beings thirty to forty feet
tall, their scaly hides shone with all the colors of a
rai nbow of corruption. The green of decay, the red of
outrage, the brown of rot, the yellow of ancient desol a-
tion and the oily black of absolute evil glittered in alter-
nations as the light played over the gross forns that
rocked gently in the tanks.

Their |inbs | ooked as thick and powerful as the trunk
of the tree of original evil; their hands were great claws,
designed to tear and throttle; their faces were as hard
and cold as the surface of their homeworld, Flaigon
and their gaping, stiletto-toothed nmouths yawned |ike
the entrance to hell.

Ylang felt the fear and revul sion of the Y sss and
savored it, drinking deeply of the energies |iberated by
their first sight of the Mrdlings. But the Devourer was
not offended; after all, the Ysss are connoi sseurs of
death, not beauty. And in the solar furnace of its heart,
Yl ang knew that the Mrdlings were the nost deadly
creatures ever spawned in the long history of the uni-
ver se.

Wat ch now, Yl ang-Yl ang conmanded, bringing
Bl org out of the shock-induced trance he had entered
along with his fellows. | shall show you a wonder. The
reptiloid lord felt the star-tyrant's thoughts w t hdraw
and fl ow el sewhere. He gazed expectantly at the
near est tank.

Suddenly the mighty formwithin stirred, thrashing its
huge |inbs and sending a wave of fluid over the side of
the tank. And then, clutching at the sides of the con-
tainer, the thing hauled itself erect and glared balefully
down at the Ysss, twin beans of light flllring fromeyes
that were as bl ack as the dead heart of Flaigon. And
when it opened its horrendous nouth and roared in a
voi ce colored with overtones of rage and madness, the
Y sss, led by Blorg the Devastator, fled fromthe vault as
fast as their powerful |egs would carry them

Ah- hah- hah- hah- hahahahaha- a- a- aaa! Yl ang' s
| aught er shook the black planet to its core. The fleeing
Y sss were thrown to the ground as boul ders crashed
and ricocheted along the corridors of Kordoe; terror



filled the Forbidden City.

Rest yourselves, my sweetlings, Yl ang boonmed, after
its mirth had subsided. Retire to your thernop-couches
and dream dark dreams. . . And tonorrow, you shal
wi t ness the marvel ous science of the Mrdlings at
wor k.

In this fashion, Ylang- Ylang set to work. And tine
passed, hours stretching into days, days stretching into
weeks, and weeks stretching into nonths.

O hers were busy as well: the Fellowship of Light

was training its nmenbers-to-be, and the League of Free
Wrl ds was preparing for war, readying its forces as it
approached the next undertaking in the great galactic
gane. . . the liberation of the Tayl os gal axy.

Chapter 5
Lord Blorg's Raid

The peopl es of Tayl os had no | ove for their black-
uni formed conquerors, and the nessage of the
League's probes was not |ost on them Once the
starfleets of the liberators entered their gal axy, the Tay-
lians rose up in great numbers on many worlds and did
everything they could to make things unconfortable for
the Dark Enmpire's forces on the ground.

Eneny starfleets were on hand to resist those of the
League, but this tine they were not favored w th any-
thing that even renmptely resenbl ed the overwhel ning
nunerical superiority of the late arnmada; the star-pilots
trained by Rian and his crew were now conbat -
veterans, and they won victory after victory as they
penetrated deeper into Tayl os.

O all the encounters in that galactic struggle, the
greatest was the Battle of Yahwoo, so nanmed because
Purpur's honeworl d pl anet was the nearest to the
conbat -zone. Sliith, Hi gh Admral of the occupying
spacenavy, stung by the successive defeats of his indi-
vi dual startleets, had given the order to consolidate al
avail able forces in Y ahwoo' s sector of the gal axy,
thereby intending to crush the eneny once and for all

Sliith entered the battle confident in the strength of
his forces, which outnunbered the Primulan vessels by
aratio offive-to-one. But he had not reckoned with the
Fel | owshi p of Light. Using their powers of mnd once
agai n, one hundred nmenbers of the order (half its pres-
ent strength), boarded various ships of the League's
starfleets and went anong the eneny. And once again,
they entered the trance-state of spiritual communion
known as a nmind-lock and drew on the energies of the
dark heart of the universe, causing the black starships
t hat opposed themto be shaken and torn apart by the
terrible energies thus unl eashed. As the m ghty dark
armada had been destroyed, so was Admiral Sliith's
| esser force; and few survivors returned to Flaigon to
tell the tale.

The Battle of Yahwoo broke the back of eneny op-
position in Taylos; shortly thereafter, Sliith' s successor



gave the order to evacuate all Dark Enpire forces from
t he gal axy. But even the evacuation proved to be a

di saster, for the Taylians, wi thout waiting for the
liberators to land on the surface of their planets, rose up
and stormed the bases {)f the occupiers, seizing great
nunbers of starshi ps and weapons, and sl aughtering as
many of the eneny as they possibly could. Then, as the
League forces arrived, the huge bl ack vessels were
repainted in the colors of the liberated worlds and
enrolled as the first units of the reborn Taylian
spacenavi es.

Less than fifteen months (by the intergal actic stan-
dard) had gone by since the defeat of the star-arnmada;
the Primulans and their allies were intoxicated by the
heady wi ne of victory. Unwilling to | ose the nmomentum
of their success, they began to plot the liberation of
Havanal , the gal axy nearest to Tayl os. Agai n probes
were sent out, to Havanal and gal axi es beyond, and the
tech-dromes and shipyards of the allies humred wth
activity and rang to the sweet nusic of resistance and
liberation. At a great banquet on Yahwoo, Garthane
addressed the allied commanders and voiced the first
sobering thought of the day: before |long, Ylang- Yl ang
woul d surely make its next nove.

Yow s and neows, scrows and r-r-rows: R an
t hought it was the nmost unique victory cel ebration he
had ever seen. As the League's forces marched on the
springy surface of the central boul evard of Meee, capi-
tal city of Yahwoo, the cat-flock Iined the streets and
cheered like a veterinarian's dream of glory.

I'd hate to be a dog today, the star-pirate thought,
wavi ng and beani ng down at the felinoid multitudes
fromthe height of Purpur's shoulders. R an was getting
used to this business of being a galactic hero, and he had
to admt he liked it. Folks were nost respectful in the
presence of a hero. Wy, they'd swall ow even the nopst
out rageous of yams and then come up gasping wth
excitement, begging for nore of the same. Banquets
wer e anot her benefit: when you weren't fighting, you
were usually stuffing your craw with the finest delica-
cies the host-world had to offer. And the hot, inviting
| ooks the wonmen shot at him . . it was al nost enough
to make himregret his decision to be faithful to Nila.

Only one thing nade the skipper of the Hazard's day
| ess than perfect, and that was the presence of his
fell owhero, that red-nosed gasbag, that Father of Lies,
that dirty old man- Vax Waxnax.

"Yas. Yas." the old rumpot wheezed, fluttering his
fingers at the crowd and staring around his overripe
fruit of a nose. "Scratch for joy, ny little kittikins,"
Vax intoned through the side of his nouth, "for we
bring you the nibbles of |iberation."

Bouncing their riders as they hit a rough spot in the
fibroid pavenent, the felinoids galloped to steady
t hensel ves. Ch, you poor tabby! Ri an thought, as he
gl anced over to the catman who bore Vax and his dis-
tended belly. One nore stretch of road like this one, and
that bag of guts 'Il beat you to death! He | eaned over and



spoke into Purpur's ear. "See that? If you get out of line
while we're here, 1'mgoing to see to it personally that
you get to carry old balloon-belly back to the Hazard."
By way of reply, Purpur shuddered and yow ed.

VWhat bot hered t he skipper of the Hazard was the fact
t hat Ween's conniving uncle was beside himin the
linelight. Conparisons may be odious, but R an, al-
t hough he never admitted it to hinself or anyone el se,
had a deep-seated fear that he would wind up resem
bling the old buffoon in his own |later years. The feeling
wasn't quite rational; but in some way, the old G eeban
held up a mirr-or to the nmore exaggerated side of the
pirate's nature. Even heroes sonetines see thensel ves
as cl owns.

R-r-r-ro-ooow They encountered another bunpy
section of the boul evard and the cat-man, bl udgeoned
repeatedly by the nerciless bulk of Vax's belly, yow ed
his disconfort. "Easy, mboy! Easy!" Vax excl ai ned
bet ween boozy bel ches, the jogging ofthefelinoid turn-
ing his stomach into a cocktail shaker. "lIs this any way
to treat a hero?"

G ddy-up, tabby! Rian thought, shaking with |aughter
as he turned away fromthe sight of Wen's uncle's
di sconfort and whispered into his first-mate's furry,
pointed ear. "1'Il give you five-to-one they hospitalize
t hat pussycat by the tine the parade's over." He
pointed to the cat-nman who carried Vax. The poor
felinoid s head was bent down alnobst to his ~hest, the
sinews of his neck stretched to their limts by the ag-
gressiveness of the enormous belly they buttressed.

"Il bet,"” Red Ri an whi spered again, "that your pa
over there goes on sick-call when it's time to see us
off."

Lord Blorg quietly made his way al ong the aisle of the
wor kshop, casting nervous gl ances left and rigbt at the
nmonstrous things that operated the towering machines.
the Mordling clones were so horrible that even the
Yass felt unconfortable in their presence; they were so
fearsone that Blorg was continually thankful the Dark
Enperor had created them devoid of the evil ingenuity
and notivation characteristic of their prototypes. Ylang
had cloned them solely to operate the great machi nes,
and that was all they did, eating and sl eeping only when
sheer hunger and fatigue overtook them Still, Blorg
shudder ed when he consi dered the awful ganmes those
beauti es mi ght have been capabl e of dream ng up, had
they the nentality and the inagination.

Wth a sigh of relief, the lord of the Y sss left the
wor kshop and turned down the long corridor that led to
the lair. Achill w nd blew through the chanbers of his
mnd as the tyrant's thoughts nmade thenselves felt.

My son is disturbed, Ylang noted cheerfully. .\at
bot hers hi n?

My lord, the Tayl os gal axy has just been |iberated by
those upstarts fromPrinmula. And ny agents there in-
formme that the League of Free Wrlds plans to nove
agai nst us in Havanal .

VWhat of it? the G eat Devourer asked, upsetting
Blorg with its gl eeful insouciance.



Great Ylang, if their progress is not checked swiftly,
word of their victories will reach the subject gal axi es.
Then rebellion will spread through the stars I|ike
atomc-fire

My son must not worry, the enperor purred. W shal
stop them before they ever enter Havanal

And how will my master acconplish this?

Enter the lair, sweet Blorg, and you shall see.

Bl org shielded his eyes as he entered, and | ooked
away fromthe debased radi ance of his master. In the
center of the vast stone chanber, he saw three of his
brother-reptiloids seated at the controls of a strange
consol e. The thing was scal ed-down to their size, but
obvi ously the product of Mrdling skills. On aline with
this device, but thirty yards to its left, there stood a
massi ve | aser-cannon, one that bel onged aboard an im
perial cruiser. It was manned by two nore reptil oids,
and was trained on a cowering pack of insectoid slaves
who huddl ed in the exact center of the lair. Another
group of insectoids huddled in a circle near the wall
behi nd the | aser-cannon, guarded by a pl atoon of
humanoi d sol diers. And by the adjoining wall, a group
of Ysss stood watching the entire scene.

Yl ang wi | Lnow be pl eased to denonstrate thefruit of
Mordl i ng technical expertise, the Devourer an-
nounced. The cannoneers have their weapon trained on
the group of worthl ess insectoids you see before you.
Behol d what happens when the |aser fires.

Wvv-w whaaa! Urged on by Ylang's will, the can-
noneers fired. A blinding red flash illum nated the lair as
the aserbeamhit its target. \When the snmoke had
cl eared, nothing remai ned of the insectoids but a few
charred flakes that drifted lazily to the floor. They had
all been vapori zed.

Bzzzzz-z-z-zzz! Dit-a-dit! Dit-a-dit! The insectoids in
the remai ning group buzzed and chittered with fear
when they saw what had happened to their counter-
parts. The guards activated their stingers, |lashing the
prisoners into silence with the small hand-rays.

Bring forth the second group! ordered Ylang. On this
conmand, the guards herded the slaves over to the
target area, backing away as soon as the insectoids were
assenbl ed.

Yl ang thundered and |ightninged in anticipation of
what was to cone. Now, my lords, we shall see this little
denonstration repeated. . . but with one difference.
Activate the consol e.

The Ysss in the center nodded to his fellows, and they
set to work, coordinating their efforts tel epathically.
Lights flickered on and off in conplex sequences as the
consol e hunmed softly into activation.'

Now fix your sights on those wetches before you
Yl ang order ed.

Blorg noticed that a small turret nmounted on top of
t he consol e began to swi ng around, training what ap-
peared to be a large, circular lens projecting out of its
center on the cowering insectoids. He wondered what
connection this device would have with the execution



of the slaves.
Adj ust range, and project when on target, was the
Dark Enperor's next instruction
The Ysss at the consol e nodded agai n. Unmm
VWOO0- 0- 0-000t! Wth a drone and a whine, a ghostly
silver light came out of the lens. Its beamsplit about ten
feet in front of the insectoids and i medi ately encircled
them joining again at the rear of the huddl ed group
Activate | aser-cannon! Ylang ordered.
Wvv-w w whaaa! Again the powerful beam | anced

out, filling the lair with its red Iight and scorching
heat. But this time nothing happened. Blorg was as-
tounded: the insectoids were still there-unvapori zed!

The lair shook with Ylang's |aughter, as the star-
tyrant sanpled the consternation of the Y sss. The re-
ptiloid | ords were all dunmbfounded by what they had
just seen.

Blorg was the first to comment upon the denonstra-
tion: Father Ylang, if such a device were installed
wi thin your starships. they woul d be rendered inpervi -
ous to the firepower of the League's vessels.

Not only that, Ylang replied, but when enough of
t hese machi nes are put on an interlock, thefield thereby
generated woul d render the ships within it inpervjous
even to the powers of mind of the Fell owship of Light.

If ny lord will grant ne the privil ege of having the
first unit installed in nmy new starship, the Scourge, |
woul d be honored to test it in actual conbat.

It will take some tinme to outfit several starfleets with
this new invention, Lord Blorg.
All | require is one, great Ylang. That will prove

sufficient for ny purpose.

And how does ny son propose to test this thing?

By shooting down the Hazard, and sending R an and
all his Taylian scumto hell!

Would ny lord risk an encounter with the League's
star fleets at this tinme?

That will not be necessary, great Ylang. My Taylian
agents keep ne well-informed of R an' s com ngs and
goi ngs. One day | shall swoop down on hi mwhen he
| east expects it, and settle his account for good.

Spl endid, ny sweet Blorg! Splendid! Yours shall be
the first field-generator to be installed, the Devourer
replied, flashing and booming in his glee like an electri-
cal storm W are alnost ready to nake our next nove
in the great gal actic gane.

Ni |l a i nserted another vibro-chip into the nusic-
i nducer and wal ked out on the bal cony to watch the
nmel | ow sunset of Yahwoo. It was her |ast night on the
garden-worl d of Purpur' s kind; she and her conpanions
wer e needed back in Primula. R an woul d acconpany
her to League H Q, where the preparations for the
i nvasi on of Havanal were being finalized; and Dann was
returning to Pal os, where he would participate in the
Fel lowship's flrst nmass-initiation ceremony in well over
two hundred years.

Both Dann and the star-pirate took the opportunity to
press for a decision, but Nila still couldn't bring herself
to choose between them But she did nake a sol em



prom se: after the'invasion of Havanal had been suc-
cessfully launched, she woul d nmake up her m nd, once
and for all.

After speaking to Garthane about her feelings toward
the two men, Nila had gone to one of the sanctuaries of
the catfol k and spent the afternoon in neditation. She
cane out refreshed, trusting to the gui dance and w s-
dom of her inner self. And in a sudden nonent of
clarity, an instant of profound insight, the lady fromthe
gol den pl anet realized she was on her way to naking a
decision. Reliving the events of her relationship to
Dann and Rian in a flash, Nila was able to | ook deep into
her heart and understand her feelings. She realized that
she was begi nning to favor one of her suitors over the
ot her.

Nila smiled back at the sunset. So the conflict that
had torn her apart for well over a year was conming to an
end. Feelings of relief, surprise and certainty were
mngled in this revelation. The | ong-awaited decision
woul d soon be made. And the man she chose as her
| over woul d probably be .

A gently meow interrupted her thoughts. N la turned
around and saw a figure silhouetted in the doorway. It
was Maow , Purpur's sweetheart, come to fetch her to
the farewel |l banquet. They enbraced; N |a hugged the
towering cat-woman affectionately, while Maow pur-
red and |icked her cheek

"Ch, Maow ," Nilasaid, stepping back to admire her
visitor, "that's such a pretty toga you're wearing." The
felinoid purred louder as a result of this conplinment.
"Rian tells ne that Purpur mssed you very nuch while
he was away. Did you miss him too?"

Maow nodded, her green eyes sparkling in the
nmoonl i ght .

"And now, he's got to |leave again,” Nla told her

The [ ove of Purpur's life emitted a sad little yow .

"But don't worry," Nla said, linking arnms with the
graceful felinoid as they went back into the apartnment.
"He'l | be back before you knowit. Right after the
i beration of Havanal begins. And you're going to be
with himtonight, aren't you?"

The felinoid nodded.

"So make it a night to renenber,"’
wi nk.

By the time they left Nila's quarters, Maow was
purring again.

Nila said with a

"I will return to Pal os as soon as my business here is
finished,” Garthane told his son. "Make sure that all is
in readiness for the great cerenony." Dann nodded and
went up the Hazard's tlexil adder.

The Hi gh Master waved goodbye to his son, and
turned to survey the crowd that cheered as the gal actic
her oes boarded the bright-plated ship. Behind Wen
Leever, who was |ecturing his uncle on how to behave
in his absence, Garthane watched Ven Fenben, the
thin, intense man who was Vax's second-i n-conmand,
detach hinself fromthe G eeban contingent and wal k
around to the far side of the Hazard, studying the craft.

A nost interesting people, thought Garthane. The



hi ghl y- evol ved G eebans di spl ayed the nost extraordi -
nary technical skills and abilities, and were the pos-
sessors of a restless intelligence that drove themto seek
to understand anything they weren't already famliar
with. Their latent powers of mind seenmed to be of a
much hi gher potential than those of any other race
Gart hane had encountered in either Primula or Tayl os.
Noti ci ng the presence of this phenonenon in both
Ween and his uncle, the Hi gh Master corroborated his
findi ngs when he attenpted to enter the mnds of Ven
and several of the other G eebans. Garthane found
hi nsel f unable to penetrate to any great depth; amazing
as it seenmed, Wen's people had the ability to screen
their thoughts. The Greebans woul d prove a great asset
to the Fell owship, he thought. | nust consult the nem
bers of our order, and ask them whether or not we
shoul d recruit initiates from Tayl os.
Gart hane's thoughts turned back to the Hazard, as a
speaker-voi ce ordered the crowd to clear the
| aunchi ng-pad. His son was off on another voyage. But
this one, in contrast to the others Dann had taken since
he left his homeworld, would surely be quiet and une-
vent f ul

"Tracer signal fromthe Hazard received, ny lord," a
voi ce blared over the intercomof the dark starship.
Seated in the pilot's chair of the Scourge, Blorg nodded
slowy and began to punch the keys of the control -
consol e before him As the vessel's short-range scan-
ners activated, the blip that traced the Hazard' s prog-
ress appeared on the navi-screens.

Take her out on a sixty-eight degree heading, ac-
celerating to cruising speed, Blorg thought, transmt-
ting his instructions to the Y sss who sat beside him

Si xty-ei ght and accel erating, cane the telepathic re-
ply.

Blorg switched on the ship's intercom and transmt-
ted his thoughts to its crew. Stations, all hands. Pre-
pare to intercept and engage eneny vessel. Activate
| asers.

Haaass! Haaass! His scales tingled as he anti ci pat ed
the encounter with the blip on the screens that repre-
sented the starship carrying his greatest enem es. This
woul d be as easy as strangling a baby. The prelimnary
tests had been a total success; the Scourge was now
i mpervious to both [ aser and proton-torpedo fire. And
powers of mnd were not a consideration, since that old
fool in the purple cow, Garthane, was not on board the
bright ship. But everyone esle was: N la, Dann Oryzon,
the cat-thing, the full crew, and Red Rian. . . especially
Red Rian. Blorg had lain in wait outside Yahwoo's
at nosphere for two full days, his |one starship unde-
tected where a squadron woul d have been blasted to its
conponent atoms, waiting with reptilian patience to
take his revenge.

"W have just left Yahwoo's atnosphere,” a
conput er-vol ce droned, "and are proceeding on a
one- ni ner - one headi ng. "

"Prepare to accel erate to hyperspace entry speed,”



Red Ri an ordered. "Two minutes to count-down."

The intercom crackl ed. "Skipper," the com spec
said, as a blip appeared on the navi-screen, "lI'mreceiv-
ing a signal on the general comfrequency band."

"Pipe it over, sp'arks,"” R an replied, studying the
blip's heading. "I don't know whose ship it is," he said
to Purpur, "!Jut it's gonna intersect our heaQ ng."

A whoosh of white noise, followed by a series of
bl oops, cane fromthe Hazard' s speakers as the signa
was rectified. After that came the transm ssion: Cap-
tain of the Hazard, do you read nme? Acknow edge.

Ri an switched on the transmitter. "Read you | oud
and clear. ldentify yourself, and state your purpose.”
The blip on the screen grew | arger

Greetings to Red Rian and his Taylian garbage, to
Dann Oryzon and the lady Nila,fromthe commander of
the inperial man-o'-war, Scourge. My mission is to
destroy the Hazard and all on board her

Amused, Rian sniled. After he gave the order to turn
and prepare to engage the eneny, the star-pirate spoke
into the transmitter's mke again. "Captain of the
Scourge, it isn't enpire practice to engage the eneny
one-on-one. You are to be simultaneously com
plimented on your daring and reproached for your ap-
parent |ack of good sense. Do ne the courtesy of sup-
plying your name, sir. . . so I'll know just who it is |I'm
sending to hell."

It's an old friend of yours , came the reply, you stink-
i ng humanoi d ape! One who owes you a great debt.

"Your name, sir!" Rian interrupted, as the blip drew
closer to the center of the screen. "If this | ong-w nded
recitation continues, you'll be dead before you get to
pronounce It.

My nane is Blorg the Devastator.

"Captain, you're as big aliar as you are a fool. You're
talking to the man who sent that wal ki ng heap of snake
droppi ngs back to the pits of his ancestors,” R an
studi ed the screen for a second, and then issued the
order for all hands to stand-by.

Wong, you sweat-reeking primte! You were | ucky
enough to destroy ny flagship, but in your haste to
| eave you overl ooked an ejector-capsul e.

Ri an and Purpur exchanged stunned | ooks. The
star-pirate thought for a monent before speaking again.
"Captain, if you really are Blorg-something | doubt
very much-you shDuld be able to recall the |last words

| said before that encounter was so abruptly term -
nated.” Rian winked at his firstmate. The blip was
al nost at the center of the screen

| do, indeed, was the reply. Those words-which I
now return to you, scumwere: Death make you wel -
cone!

Ri an grunted as he was hit with the shock of recogni-
tion. Purpur snarled. The pirate hit the intercom key.

"You heard that,lads,"” he said to the crew. "Itis Blorg
so let's finish the job we started back in Primla.
Fire at will-and nake 'em count!"

Nila couldn't believe what she'd just heard. Even if



Bl org did escape, she thought, why would he risk an-
ot her duel with Ri an? Her knuckles turned white as she
gripped the arns of her seat.

Dann was as astoni shed as everyone el se, but he
wasted no time as he lined up the black man-o '-war in
his gunsights. There'|ll be tine to specul ate about it
| ater, he thought. After we put Blorg on ice for good.

Haaass! Blorg watched as the force-field spread its
silver ninbus over the Scourge's outer-plating. The
heroes of Taylos are infor a little surprise, he gloated to
the Y sss who sat beside him One that will put a sudden
end to their brief careers as |liberators.

The hand- pi cked Death Legi on crew were at the
ready, waiting for the order to fire on the Hazard. Hold
your fire until | give the order, Blorg's thought-voice
rang out. And then hit themw th everything you ve got.
The gunners and torpedo-crews all stared at their
screens in fixed concentration

Ri an noticed the Scourge's silver halo as it appeared
on the vidscreen, but had no tine to reflect on it. "Open
fire!" he ordered, taking the Hazard into a sharp dive.

The surrounding void lit up with the angry fl ashes of
concentrated firepower as the two ships engaged.

Streaki ng past the Scourge, the Hazard banked into a

tight turn and then dove up to pursue a course that put it
on a straight line with the stern of the slower and heavier
vessel

"I"'mgoing in under her keel, boys," R an said
t hrough cl enched teeth. "W're gonna hang on her tail
So let 'er have it!"

Bl org wat ched the Hazard on the rear vidscreen and
decel erated rapidly as the scanners bl eeped, heral ding
its approach. Red flashes in the void outside indicated a
heavy concentration of eneny fire, but the force-field
was so effective that the ship was not even rocked by its
i mpact. Open fire! he ordered, as the Hazard passed
beneat h the Scourge.

BOOM WHAAANG R-R-R-ROOOM Beans
creaked and decks heaved as the Hazard's screens
began to buckl e under the withering fire of the eneny.
"Dam it!" Ri an bawl ed, grabbing onto the console to
steady hinself, unable to accelerate and get his ship out
of range. "Blorg's done sonething to soup-up his
shi el ding."

Ski pper, we're hit!" a voice barked over the inter-
com

Bl org watched with satisfaction as the Hazard pul | ed

ahead of the Scourge. Shall | turn now, ny lord? his
co-pilot asked. Not yet, he replied. Let themthink
t hey' ve got us, so the Hazard will repeat the sane

maneuver. This time we should be able to finish them
of f.

"Gyros in tail-starboard are shaky, skipper. If we
sustain another hit there, it could knock 'emout."

"Il favor the port side," Ri an answered over the
intercom "l'ngonnaget as close to 'er as possible, this
time. Ht '"er with a volley oftorPedos. Hang on to your
hat s!"

Fire lasers! Fire torpedos! Blorg ordered, as the



Hazard cl osed in again. He depressed two keys on the
consol e, correcting his heading as the concussion that
resulted fromthe close exchange of fire between the
two starships began to alter his course. Studying the
read-outs on the screens before him Blorg realized that
the Hazard's shields would not be able to withstand the
sust ai ned assaul t.

Ri an hung on the tail of Blorg' s man-o'-war |ike grim
death itself, determined to penetrate its defense-
screens with the force of the Hazard' s awesone
firepower. He broke out into a cold sweat as he checked
the figures on the read-'out screens. Purpur read them
too, and yow ed with disbelief.

"We're hit portside-section three!" a voice
squawked over the intercom as the Hazard began to
pass beneath the rapidly-decel erati ng man-o' -war.

"Tail -screens buckling!" another voice squawked in
al arm

"They won't hold!'"

"What's the damage to the eneny?" Ri an asked, as
the tenperature in the control -center soared.

"Zilch! Not a brakking thing!"

"That's inpossible!" R an exclained, just as an ex-
pl osi on rocked the Hazard.

"We're hit am dships! It |ooks bad-real bad!"

That will put an end to the insurgent trash, Blorg
gl oated, as the Hazard veered sharply of f-course,
rocked by an explosion that nomentarily left its after-
i mage on the screens of the console. Stay behind her
Bl org ordered the co-pilot. | want to see that ship con-
sumed on the vidscreen. Full speed ahead!

Al of them thought Blorg. Wth the sol e exception of
that old fool in the purple cowl. My agents have done
their work well. | would give much to see Rian' sface the
i nstant before he is bl own to nothingness.

My lord, they're toofastfor us-1'mlosing themon
the vidscreen, the co-pilot infornmed Blorg, interrupting
hi s pl easant contenpl ation

Haaass! The lord of the Ysss punched-up the |ong-
range scanners, hissing his disappointnment at being de-
prived of the sight of the Hazard's inpendi ng destruc-
tion. He | eaned over the con sol and fixed his cold,
unbl i nki ng stare on the screen of the forward-scanner

The blip that represented the Hazard smeared and
distorted for a nonent, and then dilated back into its
original shape. They've just entered the atnosphere of
t he world X -8, the co-pilot remarked, punching-up the
appropriate star-chart on the | ocator-screen

As the image zooned-up to full magnification, Blorg
gl anced at the acconpanying read-out. X-8 was a world
consi dered by the Taylians to be non-viable for col oni -
zation or exploitation: two of its three continents were
in the north-tenperate and frigid zones, still covered by
the retreating glacial masses of a recent iceage; the third
was in the tropics, and consisted mainly of barren des-
erts or inpenetrable rain forests, both thought to be
uni nhabi t abl e by higher forns of life.

A nice hospitable place, thought Blorg. It is a pity
that the Hazard's reactors are going to bl ow, because



the thought of Rian and his friends strandedforever on
such a desol ate place appeals to me greatly. Their
suf ferings woul d be nuch-prol onged.

Suddenl y, the screen of the forward-scanner flared as
it registered a trenmendous expl osion. The read-outs on
the Scourge's instrunent panel went haywire for a no-
ment. Blorg watched carefully until they stabilized once
nore. Then he | ooked back at the scanner-screen: the
Hazard's blip had di sappeared.

Destroyed! Destroyed! Blorg exulted. Mre soul sfor
the hungry mouth of hell! A darkjoy welled up inside of
him This night I will make a great offering to the god of
deat h.

Approachi ng the at nosphere of X-8, ny lord, the
co-pilot told him -.:

Turn the ship around and put us on a one-eighty
degree course, Blorg replied. Then accelerate to
hyper space entry speed.

One-eighty. Preparing to accel erate.

And now, we shall go back to Flaigon and give the
Dar k Enperor the good news...

Chapter 6
Shi pwr ecked on Azitlin

As the Scourge streaked through hyperspace, bound for
the barren and rocky sunace of the black planet, Blorg
i magi ned that his next view of the dead world woul d be
| ovelier than any that had gone before. Returning to
Yl ang' s honmewor!| d had al ways been pl easaRt for the
lord of the Ysss, because the sight of Flaigon on his
vi dscreens, with its seas of shadow and gaping craters,
rem nded himof the grinning skulls of the dead. For
Bl org was a connoi sseur of death; as other beings col -
| ected el ectro-stanps or autographed hol o-i nages, he
col | ected skulls.

Hi s spacious living-quarters in Kordor resenbled a
cataconmb; and his den was a veritabl e boneyard. The
anci ent Mordlings, those nost horrible of all norta
creatures, had been the architects of Lord Blorg's
domicile; and death was its decorator. Black and white
were the predoni nant col ors, the radiant basalt of the
For bi dden City's sunaces setting of the chal ky white of
bl eached bones. The Devastator's victins, no natter
how recalcitrant or rebellious in life, served Blorg well
in death, their bones providing his furniture and uten-
sils. The arns and |l egs of his chairs and tables were
nore than arnms and legs in nane only; he drank froma
skull and ate from a brai npan; he shook hands with the
dead every tinme he opened a door; and the walls of his
chanmbers were hung with what the Ysss considered to
be works of art: triangles of skulls-humanoid,
ani mal oi d and! insectoid, grisly assenbl age~ whose
conponent el enments were the heads {)f those who had
once opposed himor incurred his displ easure.

And this tine, the sight of the great black skull that
was d aigon would be invested with a special signifi-
cance for the reptiloid lord, as it became the enbl em of



his latest triunph.
How sati sfying, thought Blorg. The joys of mating
pal e besi de those of revenge.

As the concussion fromthe massive expl osi on shud-
dered its beanms and strained its outer-plating, the
Hazard was bathed in a scorching wave of furiously
churning energy. "Activate scranbler!” Red Ri an
grunted, feeling as if his guts were being wenched out
of his body.

"Scranbl er activated!" Wen Leever shouted back
his vision beginning to blur fromthe vibrations that
shook the starship.

"We're going down," the star-pirate said. He ges-
tured to Purpur. "Activate the surface-scanners and
find me a decent place to land on that 'big bl ob of
desol ation." d ancing back at the screens, he was re-
lieved to see that Blorg',s ship had changed its course
and was speeding off in the opposite direction. H's ruse
had wor ked!

The Hazard had been badl y-damaged in the
encounter, and Ri an knew he had to get away from
Bl org and take her down before the reactors backed up
turning the ship into a nonmentary supernova. And the -
only way to get that nurder-obsessed snake offhis back
was to make himthink his intended victins had been
destroyed;

As soon as the Hazard had entered the atnosphere of
X-8, R an gave the order to fire all the Hazard's tor-
pedos, once they were pre-set in a nagnetic interlock
This resulted in their rendezvous and si nul taneous de-
tonation. Then, at the nonent of explosion, the activa-
tion of the scranmbler- Wen's marvel ous anti -
detection giznmo-foul ed the Scourge's instruments,
causing Blorg to think that the Hazard had bl own her
reactors and been consuned.

So far, so good. the star-pirate thought. Blorg goes
away happy, and we live to fight another day. But the

next time we neet, 1'll be dealing the cards.
"Ween Nerdeen," he yelled aloud, "I love ya-:--you
baggy-eyed little fuzz-ball! Mke a nmental note to tel

the League to start outfitting its starships with those
scranbl ers of yours, boy."

"First we've got to get back in one piece. And don' ~
call me that!"

Ri an tugged at his beard distractedly. That was a
sobering thought. Even if they were |ucky enough to
I and in one piece-and he had his doubts about that,
getting the ship aloft again was going to be no nean
trick. "J have every confide)lce in you, \Wenie-boy,"

Ri an said, the exhuberance in his voice |lacking its coun-
terpart in his convictions. "We'll be back in action in no
tinme."

Purpur's meow directed his skipper's attention to the
scanner screens. At ultra-high magnification they re-
veal ed the presence of a fairly large open area in the
ot herwi se unbroken expanse of rain forest. "Hang on to
your hats," Rian said, "I'mtaken' 'erdown!" The ship
began to wobble as part, of its stabilizing system



shorted-out. "If any of you are alive after we crash-
land, 1'Il expect your personal thanks." Rian |ooked
over his shoulder at Nila. She gave hima strained smle
"See you on X-8, babe," he said.

Quaarg ran his four black-gl oved hands over the
snoot h surface of glow ng basalt and peered around the
coner, holding his breath as he did. Nothing. The cor-
ridor was enpty. Wth a hiss of relief, he proceeded on
his way with the cautious tread of one who wal ks on a
carpet of serpent's eggs.

The Dark Enperor had been in a playful nood ever
since Lord Blorg's departure, and its | atest anmusenent
was one that all the inhabitants of Kordor found very
unsetttling. To while away the hours pleasantly, Ylang
had set th~ Mrdling clones to prow the Forbidden
City's corridors. . . on enpty stonmachs, to boot.

After a few days of this, even the Yss were nervous
wrecks, for no one was ever sure whether or not death
lurked just around the next comer. The horrific
Mordlings, gigantic as they were, crept through the
passages of the Forbidden Gty with the stealth of cats,
and waited patiently to spring on the unsuspecting nice
who served the Devourer. Quaarg wi shed that Blorg
woul d finish his business in Taylos and hurry back. He
was as eager to see the Devastator as a bride-to-be
waiting at the altar for the first glinpse of her overdue
groom

If only Ylang woul d feed the damed things, Quaarg
t hought, his body tensing as he approached anot her
corner. Then they'd |l ose interest and | eave us al one. He
didn't mnd so nuch that the Mordlings killed and de-
voured by the dozen slaves and their guards; that was
nmerely a minor inconveni ence, sonething the young
reptiloid lord could live with. What really disturbed
Quaarg was the fact that the awful creatures regarded
the Yss as their favorite food. That was hard to take.

And how shocki ng they were to behol d! Even the
dark Yss blanched at the sight of them over thirty feet
tall, eyes flaring, talons flexing, scales glittering
nor bi dly, the ground thundering beneath their feet as
t hey charged, shrieking |like a broadcast from hell
Quaarg thought of the creation nyth of his people,
where the Yss were created fromthe stuff of the
dreans of the serpent-god, Hisazel, once it had m ng-
led with the fluids of Aaal, the goddess who enbodid
Sserp. And he thought that the Mrdlings nmust have
been the product of some insane deity's worst night-
nare.

Slow y he peered around the corner. Just as he did, he
heard a shriek that turned the blood in his veins to
somet hing resenbling the contents of a frozen pipeline.
At the far end of the corridor, he saw four of his
brother-reptil oids skid around the corner, bounce off
the wall and fall allover each other in their haste. They
were up in a flash, off and running foll owed a nonent
later by that thing fromthe sub-cellars of hell-a hun-
gry Mordling!

Haaa- aa- ass! Haaa- aa-ass! Quaarg, once he had re-
covered fromthe shock of what he had seen, turned on



his heel and shot down the corridor, trying desperately
to recapture the feeling of ovoid security he knew in the
days before he was hatched. In the distance ahead of
him he saw three hel neted heads pop out from behind a
wal | and peer around the corner, their visors glow ng
with the reflected light of the walls and ceiling.

Mordl i ng! Mordling! Quaarg shouted tel epathically,
his four arms waving wildly in the air, flailing Iike the
linbs of a pair of drowning twins. The hel mets popped
back out of sight. Quaarg skidded around the sharp turn
on one foot, smashed into the far wall, bounced off the
bl ack stone and | anded flat on his back. By the tinme he
was able to screnble to his feet, the four Ysss behind;
hi m came screeching around the c-Orner, digging in wth!
their heels to retard their breakneck speed.

G ong! Blang! They, too, snacked into the black
wal I, bounced back and fell to the floor, taking the
unfortunate Quaarg down with them their body-arnor
clattering on the basalt with the sounds of conbat in a
junkyard. Mrdling! the nental yell went up Mrdling!

Yl ang | aughed and lit up the lair with a thunderous
di spl ay of pyrotechnics that could have been used to
celebrate a national holiday in hell. This is great sport!
t he Dark Emperor thought gleefully, as the horde in the
ant echanber pounded on the doors to the lair and
begged adnmittance. Seeing that its lair was the only
pl ace in Kordor that was off-limts to the Mrdlings,
Yl ang had no lack of visitors these days.

VWho is it? the Devourer asked coyly.

There was no way you could possibly call it a soft
 andi ng. Qut of control, the Hazard fell several hundred
yards short of the clearing and tore through the dense
jungl e-vegetation of the surrounding rain forest, goug-
ing its way through the matted, interlocking wall of
foliage, bowing over thick trees festooned -with |ianas
and |l eaving a ~wath of fire in its superheated path.

But the crash-1anding was a happy accident: the thick
vegetation had retarded the starship's nmonentum
braking its progress so nuch that by the tine the clear-
i ng was reached, the Hazard ground to a halt. And the
good ship's occupants were all fortunate enough to
escape with their lives. A few bones were broken here
and there, and nany of the crew had headaches t hat
made a hangover seemlike a lover's caress, but all on
board thanked the infinitevfor having decided to bet the
| ong- shot

After he'd nade sure the crew were all in one piece,

Ri an helped Nila out of the Starship. The earth beneath
his feet was hard and level, as if it had been tanped
down on purpose. In the tropical woodl and that sur-
rounded the clearing, birds and ani nal s cawed and
roared, shrieked and jabbered, all startled by the
Hazard's spectacul ar | and. Behind R an, the night sky
glowed red as acres of foliage caught flre inlhe wake of
hi s spectacul ar | andi ng.

"This is not exactly downtown Libera," the skipper
of the Hazard said, checking to reassure hinmself that his
head and neck were still connected.

"Home never | ooked so good," Nilareplied. "Espe-



cially when you consider the alternatives.”

"As sonebody once said," R an whispered in her
ear, "it's a nice place to visit, but I wouldn't want to be
shi pwr ecked here." He | eaned over and ki ssed the nape
of her neck.

"Stop that!" Nila said, shrugging himoff with atoss
of her gold,enhair. "Ri an you've got a defective sense of
occasion." Dann cane up beside them

"Are you all right?" he asked the |lady fromthe
gol den pl anet. She answered with a sweet snile and a
ki ss on the cheek. R an nmade a sour face and turned to
stare out into the night. At the far end of the clearing,
directly opposite him he noticed huge piles of stone,
dimy-lit by the fire's flickering |ight. He wondered
what they could be. Then his thoughts turned to Bl org.
Looks |i ke good guys don't have a nmonoply on the
breaks. But the next time | get ny hands on that scaly,
hi ssi ng bas. "

"Hey, R an!" Wen Leever shouted, energing from
the ship. "Guess what? The transmitter's out. Mist
have shorted when we took one in the bow "

"Think you can fix it?" he asked, when \Wen cane
up beside him

Ween shook his head. "No way. The circuitry's
nmelted down into a glob as big as your fist. It |ooks Iike
the only way we're gonna get to conmunicate with
anybody is through prayer."

Dann smil ed when he heard this. "Wen's on the
right track," he said. "Don't forget you' ve got a
menber of the Fell owship with you."

"He's right, Rian," Nila said. "Dann should be able
to contact Garthane through his powers of nind."

The buccaneer grinned broadly. "That's right! How
about giving your father a buzz, Danni-boy?" He gave
Dann a playful tap on the chin. "And tell himto get the
Leagl ,l e-techs working on those scranblers,"” he added
as an afterthought. "If Blorg's little pals have their
ships rigged-out with those shields that oJ<l snake-brain
had, the League's gonna be in big trouble."

"It was a force-field of sone kind," Wen vol un-
teered. "Fromwhat | saw on the vidscreen, |1'd say it
was |ight-energy. . . in sone kind of sub-atom c par-
ticul ate suspension, conbining wth nagnetic. "

"Save that for the Geeban techies,”" R an inter-
rupted. "What frazzes my mind is wondering where
Bl org ever got hold of such advanced technol ogy. The
Yss don't have the brain-space in their bony noggins to

i nvent the wheel, let alone come up with sonething Iike
that."
"Ylang," Ween replied. "It's got to be Ylang. The

thing is disgusting, but it's also incredibly intelligent.
Remenmber the time we were on Fl agion? O shoul d

say in Flaigon? Wien Yl ang entered our m nds and
overrodeourwi Il 1s? . . Well,justbefore | went under, |

got a glinpse of some of the stuff it keeps inits nind
And believe me, what's stored in its nmenmory-banks is
fantastic. It knows alnmost. . . everythin~."

Ri an t hought about this. "So that's why it's been so



qui et for the past year or so," he said after al ong pause.

"That poor imtation of an atom c furnace has picked up
sone new tricks."

"W've got ~o warn the League,” Nila said.

"Yeah. The lady's right,"Ri an told them as Purpur
cane up noiselessly in the shadows behind t hem

"Dann-boy," the pirate continued, "how about it?"

Dann nodded and stepped back from his friends,
turning to stare out into the darkness. He began to
breat he deeply and rhythnic,ally, his muscles rel axing
as he did. After a few seconds, his eyes rolled up in his
head and his nmouth relaxed into a serene snile. Then
hi s breat hing began to sl ow down, indicating that his
heartbeat and pul se-rate were | owering as he entered
the trance-state.

No one made a sound. Even the creatures of the rain
forest were silent now, having spent their choruses of
fright and outrage. The only sounds to be heard were
the far-of f conversations of the Taylians as they clam
bered in and out of the Hazard, and the roar and crackle
of the fire, nuted now as it died out. The hunanoids
heard not hing but the sound of their own breathing.

Only Purpur heard sonething, his cat's-ears inclining in
the direction of the sound, a soft, nomentary rustling in
the shrubbery off to Dann's |left.

Dann's face lit up with the ecstasy of communi on
with the Infinite, the beatific smle on his face a familiar
sight to those who knew the Fel |l owship of Light. Sway-

i ng back and forth gently, noved by the rhythnms of his
own breathing, the young Aquaean was totally oblivi-
ous to the universe of external sensation

Ni | a wat ched Dann carefully, struck by the serenity
and beauty of his expression. He | ooks | ooks so beauti -
ful, she thought. 1'd like to go up to hi mand.

Suddenl y, Purpur snarled as sonething crackled in
t he underbrush. Just as Rian was turning in the
felinoid' s direction, he saw an object fly out of the
darkness and stri ke Dann a hard blow to the side of the
head. As the star-pirate whipped-out his zapper, Dann
col | apsed on the packed earth of the clearing. Purpur
st epped out of the shadows with an angry toss of his
silver mane, broke the silence with a deep-throated
roar, and plunged into the foliage.

"Purr!" Rian shouted as Nila and Wen ran to
Dann's side. Purr-come back! It's pitch-black and
you don't know what's out there!"

Anl i x Ozain, Supreme Commander of the League of
Free Wrlds, fidgeted at his desk in the Headquarters
building at Libera. It wasn't like Nila to be late, espe-
cially when she knew there was a staff conference
schedul ed for one hour after her arrival. The chair
creaked as he shifted his burly frame, and his bald head
reflected the light of the lum-disks like a dull mrror as
he | eaned over his desk and scrawl ed a nmessage on a
senso-pad with his gol den tel e-pen

The text of the message was an order requesting the
League's comcenter to transnmit inmediately to Tayl os
and seek a clarification of the lady Nila'" s present status



and inquire as to the whereabout of the Hazard.

Deep in thought, Orain put down the tel e-pen, |eaned
back in his creaking chair, and ran his hand over the
snoot h hem sphere of J:tis cranium N la and R an are
i mportant nenbers o/the inner council: they're needed
here to discuss the League's plans to |liberate the Ha-
vanal gal azy. Were the hell are they?

He stared out the wi ndow that faced his desk, into the
gol den afternoon of Aurea Solis, and hoped they would
t ouchdown before he heard from Tayl os.

Springing into the underbrush with the grace of a
pant her, Purpur raced after Dann' s unknown assail ant.
Then he stopped for a nonment by the trunk ()f a large
tree, listening to pick up the sound and scent of his
quarry. Penetrating the jungle blackness like an infra-
red scanner, his cat's-eyes followed the trail of matted
grass that indicated the direction of flight. Qut in the
clearing, Ri an bellowed for himto cone back, but Pur-
pur disregarded his skipper's warnings. Does a cat
abandon the pursuit of a nouse just because you call for
it to stop? Can the rubberband of reason hold back the
pressure of the steel spring of an instinct as old as the
feline species itself?

The felinoid noved on, his mane sparkling in the
nmoonl i ght |like a white-cap on an angry sea. Purpur's
instincts were operating at maxi num out put, concen-
trated and focused by the lens of his critical intelligence.
He had al ready processed the input of his senses and
arrived at three conclusions regardi ng whatever it was
that he pursued: One: it was a biped; Two: it was proba-
bly humanoi d: Three: it was not al one.

They had al so stopped, listening for him but he was
qui cker and had halted before the group ahead did. He
heard the harsh sounds of their |abored breathing and
t heir whi spered jabber. The | anguage they spoke was
unintelligible to the catman, but he heard them repeat
one word over and over. Tenoxatli. It must have been
their name for him because all repeated it fearfully each
time it was spoken. T~noxatli. The speakers called him
that, pronouncing it in vokes colored by overtones of
dread. Well, he would soon give themsomething to 'c
dread, all right.

Garthane's cry of alarmrang out in the dark cabin~
the starship that took himto the Fell owship's strong-
hold in the outworlds of the Nova Vega system Shiver-
ing, he sat up in his bed and w ped away t he geads of
cold sweat that had fornmed on his forehead. The nost
serene being in two gal axi es had just awakened from
one of his rare nightmares. . . or so he thought.

The Hi gh Master took a deep breath and blinked his
eyes in concentration, trying to recall the details of his
dream There had been green, a sea of green; and fire;
great, |apping tongues of flame that spoke in the roaring
guttural s of disaster; and there was Dann, his son
standing in a silver light, surrounded by a bl ackness as
deep as the pockets of night. Dann was trying to tell him
something. '.' sonething urgent and inportant. But it
was all scranbled in his head, dark and unclear. Garth-
ane, an adept at interpreting the neaning of dreans,



under st ood none of it.

| rmust be getting old, he thought. |I'm beginning to
feel the weight of nmy centuries. The dream nust have
nmerely been the expression of an old man's grow ng
fears about the future. He shook his head as he settled
back into bed. Thank the Infinite it was only a dream
By now, Dann and his compani ons are probably in their
beds on Aurea Solis.

There were screans in the rain forest when Purpur
sprang at his prey, and nmen screaned | ouder than the

birds. "Tenoxatli!" they screanmed, dropping their
flint-headed spears and axes of obsidian, scattering in
terror. "Tenoxatli!" And their terror was justified as

the giant felinoid attacked, roaring like a tiger, tearing
like a leopard, springing like a panther and striking like a
l[ion. Ten nen scattered as the angry catman attacked,;

ei ght of them would never rise to run again. Purpur

roared his trinph at the nmoon of X-8, causing the jungle

to fall silent. The two survivors of the hunt he took back
to the Hazard, where Ri an and the crew stood, zappers

and | aser-rifles at the ready.

The star-pirate gave a sigh of relief as his first mate
energed fromthe green wall of foliage, and ran out to
greet him flanked by six of his crew He studied the
forms of the two prisoners who trailed behind the
felinoid, their heads bent |ow as the cat-nman dragged
them by their long and | ustrous black hair. Purpur
st opped when his skipper canme up, and rel eased the
prisoners with a grow that rumbled up fromthe bottom
of the barrel of his chest; the two nenjabbered with fear
and feU prostrate at his feet. Then he enbraced Ri an
arid emtted a high-pitched, questioning yow.

"Dann's in his berth," the pirate replied, reading his
mate's signal as he stepped out of the furry enbrace.
"Doc says it's a concussion." Purpur noticed the grave
| ook on his skipper's face. "The kid's in a deep coma."
He shook his head. "So we can just forget about com
muni cating with Garthane."

Purpur's mewing reflected the sadness in his heart,
for he loved his friend from Aquaea. Dann had to re-
cover. He had to . . . He |l ooked down at the prisoners

or else there'd be two nore nen on the way to the
halls of their ancestors.

Ri an activated the |um -beam he held in his hand and
trained it on the prisoners, asking Purpur to yank them
to their feet. The natives were humanoid all right, small
to mediumin height, dressed only in sandals, |oincloth
and headbands that supported three white, flaring
pl umes. They had round heads, al nond eyes, and
generous, hooked noses; their skins were dark as
bronze, tanned by | ong exposure to the planet's sun

The light on Rian's translator-belt flashed as he de-
pressed its |ingua-scanner button: "Speak up, boys,"
he said, addressing the prisoners. "Loud and cl ear
now. State your names and your business."

"Tenoxatli!" they babbled, pointing respectfully at
Purpur, "Tenoxatli |ata nexatawan, Kizat nal attu sena
entutallati."



"Snoki ng bolt-holes !'" the buccaneer exclainmed dis-
gustedly, fiddling with the semantic-locator dial on his
belt. "These bozos don't even speak a)anguage whose
roots are listed in the galactic index. Mist be a rel a-
tively new culture."

He pointed at the ground, lifting his armin ever-
wi dening circles to include the clearing and the rain
forest that surrounded it. "Were are we?" Ri an asked
slowy, in the manner people frequently adopt when
talking to foreigners in the irrational belief that de-

creased speed will provide the key to decode their
words. "What. . . is . . . thenane. . . of. . . this.
pl ace?"

The prisoners studied himfor a nmonent, |istening

carefully to the tone of his words. A | ook of conprehen-
sion flooded the face of one of them and he answered.
"Azitlin, Nala tehu tehuatali Azitlin. "

Red Rian snmiled as he was rewarded for his linguistic
efforts. "Welcone to Azitlin," he told Purpur. "Ckay,
mates. Let's get back to the ship.

"Before you do, drop your weapons on the ground!"
A bass voice grow ed fromthe darkness in a | anguage
Ri an and his crew under st ood.

The star-pirate turned around slowy as he dropped
his zapper, and shone his lumi-beamin the direction of
the voi ce.

"Tell the others to drop their weapons, red-beard-
or I'l'l sizzle you in your own fat!" the voice grow ed
again, as Rian' s lum -beamglittered on the barrels of a
dozen | aser-rifles.

Yl ang' s obscene laughter filled the corridors of Kor-
dor as Blorg energed fromthe levitator and froze in his
tracks, turned to stone by the sight of the hideous giant
that charged at him shrieking w th bl oodl ust.

Conming to his senses an instant later, as the ground
shook beneath his feet, Blorg whi pped out his zapper
steadied it like a tripod with two nore of his arms, and
went into a crouch. Bzzz-z-z-zzzat! The weapon flared
and its beamlanced out, striking the Mordling full in the
chest. The nonstrosity staggered back a few feet, beat-
ing frantically at the snoking scales on its pectorals.

Sunl i ght and soft breezes! Blorg cursed as he funbl ed
to adjust the zapper's setting. That shot woul d have
bl own five men away! He flicked the switch to high just
as the beast began to charge again, the beanms of its eyes
glaring |ike satanic headlights.

Yeeee- yaaa-a-a-000-0-0O-r-r-rrowl The horror
screanmed, lunging at the lord of the Y sss, the green
poi son of its rage dripping fromthe daggers in its jaws.

Haaa-a-a-ass . . . Blorg exhal ed and steadied his
hand before he touched the zapper's firing-button. The
thing's shadow fell over himlike a storntloud, but stil
he waited, lining up its disgusting head in his gunsight.
Now! he thought, scorched by its searing breath. Now

Bzzz-z-z-zzat! Phwoooml The Mordling ~topped sud-
dently and straightened up, its arns flailing out and
t hwacki ng the stone ceiling. Its head was now a fireball
and the saliva it drooled turned to nolten | ava. Snoke



billowed out of its nmouth in the visual equivalent of a
scream And then, with the sound of a wall falling, the
Mordling crashed to the ground, its brains reduced to
ashes.

Bravo, Blorg! The Dark Enperor's thoughts booned
in his head. The lord of the Ysss got to his feet and
hol stered his zapper with two shaki ng hands as the
Devourer ordered the rest of the fiends back to their
vaul ts. Haaa-aa-aas! Haaa-aa-ass! The For bi dden
City sounded like a steamroomas the frazzled Y sss
overlords sighed their collective relief. Blorg bathed in
the vapors of their gratitude as he wal ked stiffiy in the
direction of Ylang's lair.

| was nerely anusing nyself in your absence, ny
son, the Great Devourer told himw th a chuckle that
coul d have bl ackened a field of lilies. | have taken to
little games as a source of distraction. The sight of the
Mordling clones rem nded nme of the thousand years of
nmy chil dhood.

Bl org shuddered involuntarily as he approached the
doors to the lair. Ylang- Ylang' s sense of hunor, like the
rest of it, was unusual, to say the |east.

Cone inside, sweet Blorg. | have one nore little
surprise for you, ny darling.

As the doors groaned open and the m nd-raped herald
roared out his name, Blorg tensed his nuscles at the
prospect of nore of what the Dark Enperor considered
fun-and-games. He | oosened the zapper in its hol ster
and shaded his eyes fromthe vile efful g~nce of his
master as he entered, senses alert and prepared for
anyt hi ng.

Anyt hing, that is, but what he saw next. There before
him in the center of the throne-room stood a group of
humanoi ds. He squinted as he peered through his one-
way yisor, trying to make out their features in the gl oom
that came from Ylang' s energi es bei ng banked | ow

Haaass! The reptil oid gasped as he recogni zed t he
figures who stood in the center of the group. He
couldn't believe his eyes. Shaking his head and bli nking
rapi dly, he |l ooked again. . . and saw Nila, Dann Ovy-
zon, Purpur, the crew of the Hazard and. . . none ot her
than Red Ri an!

Ri an! he thought, paralyzed by astoni shnment as the
burly, red-bearded skipper of the Hazard screaned his
nane in rage and charged across the floor at him Howis
this poss . . . ?

Before Blorg could conplete the thought Rian hit him
with a flying tackle that brought himto the ground, his
bl ack body-arnor cl acking on the stone floor like the
castanets of a denmented gypsy.

Blorg's hands flexed into claws and descended on
Ri an's back as the lair shook with Ylang's evil |aughter

Chapter?7
Yl ang' s Creations

"Hey--1 know you guys!" Red Ri an exclained, as the



rising sun of Azitlin suffused the sky with broad bands
of purple and violet. The Hazard stood surrounded by
several hundred tall, broad-shoul dered nen and wonen
in hel mets and breastpl ates of bari krome and cl oaks of
synthi-fur. The nmen all wore |ong, untrimred beards
and the wonen's hair hung down to the small of their
backs. The new arrivals were arnmed to the teeth and

| ooked as if they neant business, what with all the
zappers and laser-rifles in evidence, and the doubl e-
bl aded axes of duralliumthat hung fromtheir broad
bel ts.

"You' re Val sings-from Havanal ," the skipper of
t he Hazard continued, nodding at the burly man who
was obviously the | eader of the armed band. "I had a
few brushes with you people before the Dark Enpire
occupi ed your gal axy."

The man smiled back at Rian with a smle as cold and
sharp as the axe that hung at his side. "Yes, | re-
menber ," he said. "You' re Rian, the Taylianpirate we
drove out of the sector that contained our honeworld,

V ornergoord. "

"I prefer to think of it as a strategic retreat,"
replied i mediately. "After all, your ships outnum
bered mine ten to one." The burly man's snil e turned
into a smrk. "Five or six to one, and | woul d' ve stuck
around," the star-pirate added insolently.

R an

"Careful, Red-beard,"” said the tall brunette who
stood by the chiefs side. "Another lie such -as that
could stick in your throat and cl og your w ndpipe."

"Now, hold on, lady," the pirate retorted. "The
starship hasn't been |aunched yet that can down the
Hazard in a fair fight."

"You dare to say that," she countered, "after a
singl e Dark Enpire vessel blows you out of the void!"

The burly man raised his hand. "That's enough
leif." He turned back to Rian. "W 'caught the
encounter on our |ong-range scanners from our ships
here on the ground. | was amazed to see a |lone inperial
craft dare to engage an enemy. W were sure that nore
starshi ps were on the way."

Ri an nade a sour face. "l guess you didn't pick up
what really happened at that range. They' ve cone up
with some kind of force-field that's inpossible to pene-
trate with lasers or torpedos."

"That is not good news," the man said, shaking his
head.

" And that's not all. | thought 1'd killed that old snake,
Blorg, during the Battle of Aurea Solis back in Primula
but then he . . ."

"Blorg!" the man exclained, interrupting R an. He
exchanged dark | ooks with the woman beside him "If
we had known that was Blorg out there, we would have
cone to your aid, no natter what."

"I couldn't touch him" R an said, in a wi stful voice.

"Coul dn't even put a dent in his shielding." He studied
the couple. "So Blorg's no friend of yours either, hah?"

"W owe hima bl ood-debt,"” the Val sing-chief re-
plied grimy. "W |ed the defense of our gal axy, and
when it fell. . . Blorg ordered our honeworld de-



stroyed. "

Rian's eyes nmet the man's. "Was your homeworl d
i rradiated?"

The Val sing took a deep breath before he replied.
"Exactly. Nothing lives on the surface of Vorner-
goord. How do you know t his?"

VWhen he answered, R an's eyes were as cold as deep
space. "They did the sane thing to Urgel-ny
hormewor | d. "

"Then we have nuch in common.'
Ri an hi s hand.

"W share a bl ood-debt," the star-pirate replied,
shaki ng the proffered hand.

"I amOrdlar," the man told R an and his conpan-
ions. "And this bold woman is Zeif, my bride." He
broke out into a wide grin. "Zeif is a travel agent. She
has sent many soldiers of the Dark Enpire on a one-way
trip to hell.’

"Then Zeif is a lady worthy of the greatest respect,"”
Rian replied. "My conplinments. Do Val sing wonen ",
al ways fight beside their nen?"

"Always. And sonetimes in front of them" Zeiftold
him w nking broadly at Odlar.

"You have nuch to tell us, R an,"the Val sing-chief
said. "Three of our ships escaped when Havanal fell
and we canme to X-8-or Azitlin, as the aborigines cal
it. W pick off enpire ships in the vicinity fromtime to
time, but are out of touch with intergalactic events. W
were sure that Prinula had fallen."

"Have | got a surprise for you," R an replied. He
proceeded to tell the Valsings of the arnada's defeat
and the subsequent |iberation of Tayl os.

"Now tell us how you managed to escape from
Blorg," Ordlar said when the pirate had finished.

As the sun came up over the rain forest, R an ex-
pl ai ned about the torpedo-interlock and his use of
Ween' s scranbl er.

"This scranbler, could it get us onto Flaigon?" the
Val si ng asked.

Ri an shot hima quizzical |ook. "Well, yeah," he
replied. "But why d'you want to go to that black hol e?"

"To kill the Dark Emperor," Odlar replied matter-
of -factly. "After all, Blorg is nerely his agent. The
bl ood-debt ultimately falls to him"

"Zel's bells!"™ the star-pirate exclained. "You' ve
never met Yl ang- Yl ang, have you, Ordlar?" The Vals-

The man of f ered,

i ng shook his head. "Well, | have," Ri an conti nued.
"First of all, Ylang's not a him but an it. Second, it
seens to be imortal. I"'mnot at all sure you can kill it.

"My peopl e have a saying, R an: Watever.tives can
die. "
"Ch, wow " Ri an heard Ween excl ai m behi nd him

"Your chief tech-head will build scranblers for us in
his fine workshop,” Odlar said, pointing to Wen

"Then we will be able to touch down on Fl ai gon. Once
there, we will stormYlang's palace. . . and destroy it."

Ri an sighed. "That's a one-way trip, ny friend."
"We are prepared for that," Zeif told him "Ever
since our hone was destroyed, we have been ready to



dwell in the halls of our ancestors."
O dlar | ooked up at Purpur. "This gentleman is from
Yahwoo, is he not?" Purpur nodded. "You are the one
the native prisoners call Tenoxatli .'i
"Just who is Tenoxatli? Ri an asked.
"You shall find out in a noment," Zeiftold himjust
as the sound of flutes and druns and rattles could be
heard in the distance. Rian turned to | ook across the
clearing. Wth a start, he realized that last night's
di mM y-seen heaps of stone were actually pyram ds,
| abori ously hand-carved and assenbl ed from nassive
bl ocks of stone. And at that nonment, thousands of the
natives of Azitlin-male and femal e, young and
ol d-were gat hering around the bases of the pyramds,
speaking to each other in hushed whi spers and gl anci ng
around nervously fromtime to time at the far end of the
cl eari ng where the Hazard had | anded.
"What's going on over there?" the buccaneer asked.
"Alittle celebration in honor of our friend
Tenoxatli ," Odlar replied. "They saw and heard his
ranpage in the jungle last night, and are convinced he is,
the incarnation of their jaguar-god. Now they are hol d-
ing a great cerenony to propitiate him™"
"Why are they draggi ng those people up the steps of
that pyram d?" Ri an asked. "Wy are they struggl -
i ng?"
"Because," cane the reply, "the cerenony entails
human sacrifice.”

Ah- hah- hah- hah- hahahahaha- aaaaa! As Blorg's
fingers wapped around his arch-enemnmy's w ndpi pe,
Yl ang- Ylang' s laughter sent trenmors rolling through the
floor of the lair. Enough, sweet Blorg! the Dark Em
peror conmanded, as Rian' s eyes began to roll up in his
head. Blorg felt the pirate's body go linp in his arns.

Surprise! Surprise! Ylang's thought-voi ce booned,
the tones of its merrinent darker and nore awful than
the sound of the war-trunpets of the Death Legion
Cast it aside, ny son. It is not your eneny, but nerely a
si mul acrum of my own creation

Blorg did as he was ordered and got to his feet,
trenbling allover fromthe shock i nduced by the tyr-
ant's little ganes. He | ooked down at the formon the
floor. It | ooks exactly like Red Rian, he thought. To the
| ast detail. But | have destroyed Red Ri an

Then he | ooked Over to the group of humanoi ds cl us-
tered in the center of the lair. Nila, Dann Oryzon. The
felinoid, Purpur. The boy, Wen Leever. The Taylian
pirates. Wio el se could they be? But it was inpossible!

No, my darling, the enperor reassured him they are
not what they seemto be. They are nerely replicas of
their originals. . . duplicate copies fromthe great press
of life.

But how. . . ?

The tine they were here in Kordor, as | was about to
devour them | went deep inside their mnds and bodies

and took unto nyself all their thoughts and

feelings, the patterns of their mnds and instincts -the
very inprint of their genes. And, to pass the tinme while
you were away, | used the workshops of my ancestors to



clone their |ikenesses.

They are indeed the sane, Father Ylang -to all out-
ward appearances, Blorg replied, after a long scrutiny
of the group

Inwardly as well, my son, the Devourer purred. The
simul acra you see before you actually believe they are
the originals.

Wiy has ny naster done this thing?

At first, merely as an anusenent -a little jest to
enliven your return. But then, when | entered your nind
and di scovered that Rian and the others were destroyed
wi t hout either Garthane or the League of Free Wirlds
knowi ng about it, | conceived of an opportunity to nake
a bold nove in the great gal actic gane.

| propose to send the clones back to Yahwoo. Then
when the League attenpts to penetrate Havanal, ny
creations will do two little things to aid our forces. First,
they will sabotage and r:eveal the League's battle-
plans; | will put themin touch with your Taylian agents,
- Lord Blorg. Second, they will assassinate an ol dfriend
of ours. . . Garthane.

Since the clones, for all practical purposes, are Rian
and his friends.. they will act exactly as the originals
woul d have acted. The lair grew dark as' Ylang's
energies flickered and banked |l ow. The only difference
is that | have programmed themto serve ny purposes.
have even thought of a way to make their rescue in
space seem pl ausi bl e.

How wi Il Yl ang send them back to Yahwoo?

In the Hazard, ny son.

But the Hazard no | onger exists!

Its replica does. | have reconstituted itfromthe data
gat heredfromthe probe | made when it touched-down
here. My Mordling beauties have done a remarkabl e
pi ece of work.

Bl org shivered as the black tendrils that prom sed the
gift of Ylang's ecstasy coiled around his ankles. M
master has worked mracl es.

It is no nore than one has a right to expect froma
god, the Devourer replied nodestly.

Wien the sun of Azitlin was at its zenith, the natives
all gathered around the base of the central pyram d and
stared up at the scene that was taking place by the stone
altar on its levelled sumrit. Every time the chanting
priests there would intone the word, Tenoxatli, the
on-| ookers bel ow would turn their heads in the direction
of the Hazard and repeat the nane of the jaguar-god in
awed whi spers.

Al'l morning, since the sun had first come up over the
hori zon, the Azitlini had gone frompyramd to pyranid
(there were nine of them in the course of the great
cerenony. Dressed in white robes whose collars,
sl eeves and hens were enbroidered in bright colors,
and wearing ritual -masks of animals and birds, topped
by' headdresses conposed of sweepi ng white plunes,
the priests ascended to the top of each pyram d and
made offerings to their gods of food, flowers, incense
and bl ood-cupfuls of it, poured into small basins that
stood at the foot of each of the statues representing the



gods of Azitlin.

VWile the offerings were made and the priests intoned
their chants, the natives bel ow watched in silence. But
as the procession noved to each succeedi ng pyram d
they broke into shouts and cries. The procession was
led by a large group of nasked dancers clad only in
feathers, loincloths, and bracelets of small, jingling
bells they wore on their wists and ankles. Behind the
dancers cane a small er nunmber of nusicians who
pl ayed on druns and long, vertical flutes as well as the
rattl es made from gourds and the cl acki ng noi sermakers
t hey shook in their hands.

The Val sings herded the Hazard's crew over to the
edge of the great clearing directly opposite the centra
pyram d, which sat several hundred yards away. Ri an
and his conpanions had all protested strongly when
O dlar nentioned human sacrifice, but the Val sing-
chi ef disregarded their words. And the Val sings, -~able
as they seened t~ be, still surrounded themw th drawn
weapons.

"It is not our business to nmeddle with his culture,”
Odlar told them "W are here as fugitives, not as
m ssionaries.”

VWhen it was apparent that their hosts would not be
per suaded ot herwi se, Nila asked to be excused in order
to nurse Dann Oryzon, who was still in a deep conm.

"I's the lady from Aurea Solis so squeani sh, then?"
Zeif asked in a voice tinged with contenpt.

Nila turned and | ooked her right in the eye. "Not
squeam sh, Zeif," she replied coolly. "It's just that I
don't share the Val sing passion for blood-letting."

Ordlar | aughed at this, and gave Nila perm ssion to
return to the starship. Zeif gave her husband a | ook that
could have stripped the scales off a Ysss. Odlar caught
his wife in an affectionate bearhug. "No, ny little
space- nmai den," he crooned. "W nust allow for tastes
that are different fromour own. She is a Prinulan, and
unaccustonmed to bl oodshed. The Taylians are differ-
ent."

"Now, hold on there, Ordlar!" Red Ri an snapped.

"My nen and I don't mnd knocki ng anybody's brains
out in open conbat, but we draw the line at butchery
and human sacrifice!"

"It is none of our business, Captain R an," the Val s-
ing told him with a grin. "W just watch. These
people,” he gestured in the direction of the pyram ds,
"consider your friend to be a .god-as they do the
Val sings -and that is how the Azitlini honor their gods.
It is their way."

Ri an gl ared at the Val sing. "But you just happen to
get a kick out of watching' it, don't you, Odlar?"
Odlar and Zeif smled at each other. "That is neither
here nor there, Rian," the chief replied, with a shrug of
hi s shoul ders.

The pipes shrilled like a cutting wind and the druns
beat |ike thunder as the priests clinbed the steps of the
central pyramd. Hi s face dark with anger and di sgust,
Rian turned to Ween Leever. "G ve nme a run-down on
the Hazard's condition, Wen," he said. "Wtnessing a



bunch of murders is not ny idea of how to pass the
time." Odlar shrugged again. Then he and Zei fturned

to stare at the scene on the central pyramd, watching
with intense expectation. The other Val sings turned as
wel I, although they constantly gl anced back at the crew
of the Hazard, and kept their fingers on the triggers of
t hei r weapons.

Ween's eyes were as w de as saucers, and he didn't
seem able to take them off the priests who had reached
the altar atop the pyramid and were now gathering
around two nmen and a crippled little girl who were tied
there to wooden pol es.

"WWell, s-skipper,"” the boy-genius stammered,
nmesmneri zed by the proceedi ngs across the clearing.

"The ship took a beating, a-and lots of shorts in the
circuitry. But there's nothing | can't repair in a f-few
d-day or a week.. ."

The priests had untied one of the nen, and were
pul I'ing hi mdown on his back, stretching out his linbs as
t hey did.

"CGo on!" barked R an.

"Except for the c-comunicator, all the comcircuits
are sh-shot,"” Wen continued, his eyes never noving
fromthe top of the stone pyramid. "Even the auxiliaries

One of the priests raised his arnms and chanted to the
skies in a loud voice, ending with the word, Tenoxat/i,
" are h-hopel essly fused. W'll never be able to
communi cate with. "

The priest reached inside his robe and pulled out a
knife with a | ong obsidi an bl ade. He | eaned over the
victimand nade a diagonal cut in the nan's chest. The
victimscreanmed for a | ong nonment; then his body re-
| axed. The priest reached into the nan's chest, nade
another cut with the knife, and then renoved his hand.
He rai sed his hand to the sky. Then he turned and held it
out in the direction of the Hazard.

And there in the priest's open hand, its bl ood stream
ing down over his arm was a human heart. "Tenoxat |
ala anatuatil!" the priest cried out in a |oud voice. Then
all the natives began to chant, "Tenoxatli! Tenoxatli!"
As Ri an watched Wen Leever puke his guts out on
t he hardpacked earth, he heard Tenoxatli's |atest incar-
nation enmit a |l oud and angry growl behind him

"That was wel | -done," Zeif the Val sing remarked
casually to her husband.

"Yes," agreed Ordlar. "All except the scream" He
turned to face Rian, Purpur and Ween. "That one nust
have been a 'prisoner fromone of the other tribes," he
i nfornmed them "Their own people don't scream as a
rule. It is considered a great dishonor to scream"”

Ri an shook his head and frowned with disgust as he
| ooked at the Val sing couple. "You people have about
as much respect for life as a pair of gar-sharks,"” he said.

"You're as col d-bl ooded as the Ysss."

Ordlar and Zeifsneered at him "Wat really matters
is not the way you live," the Valsing-chief told Ri an
"but the way you die. That is the path to glory."

"The Val sings have about as nuch conpassion for



their fellow beings as an executioner. Probably Iess,"
Ri an funed.

"Conpassi on breeds weakness," Zeif told himas
O dl ar swaggered up to Purpur.

"And you, ny friend," he said, standing with his
hands on his hips and staring up into the felinoid s face
as the priest cut out the h~art of the second man. "Does
this pl ease you?"

Purpur's upper lip rose above his sharp incisors as he
sharl ed at the Val sing.

"I had hoped it would. Remenber, this is all being

done for you. . . Tenoxatli." Odlar gestured toward
the pyram d, where the screanming crippled girl was
being untied. "If this isn't enough," the Valsing said

with a smrk, "you can always order a few nore."

VWhap! Quick as a cat, Purpur raised his right armand
delivered a hard back-hand slap to the side of Ordlar's
head. The Val sing sail ed backwards and | anded on the
packed earth with a thud.

Zei f whi pped out her zapper and swept her armin
Purpur's direction. She was just about to pull the trigger
when Ri an knocked the weapon out of her hand. The
Val si ng guards trained their weapons on Purpur and
Ri an. Zeifshouted, "Kill them"

"Hold it !'" Wen Leever roared, junping in front of
his two conpani ons. "L-Listen, you," he stanmered
angrily, "if you wwant those scranblers, you' d better
not harma hair on Purpur's mane. O t-touch him
either," he said, jerking his thunb in his skipper's
direction. "Or else, you' d better sh-shoot me, too.

"Hold your firel" Ordlar bellowed, as he got to his
feet. "W will do.as you say," he told Wen, pausing to
wi pe the blood fromhis mouth. "But | reserve the right
to settle with the felinoid before we |leave this place.

"On a one-to-one basis?" the star-pirate asked shar-
ply.

"Of course, Captain Rian," the Valsing replied.
"Ordlar needs no one to kill his enemies for him" He
glared at Purpur. The felinoid bared his fangs and re-
turned the Valsing' s stare.

As Purpur threw a protective arm over \Wen's
shoul der, Rian walked up to his friends. "You're al
right, lad," he told Ween. "That was a brave thing to
do. I"'mreal proud of you."

Ween bl ushed and shuffled his feet. Purpur drew the
boy closer to him Just then, the Val sings all turned
back in the direction of the central pyram d. The high-
priests obsidian knife gleamed in the sunlight.

Inside the Hazard, N la sat by Dann Oryzon's side,
staring intently at his face. .The news she' djust received
from Doctor Vana, the ship's chief-surgeon, was any-
thing but reassuring. "If we don't get himout of here
soon," the man had told her, "we may never be able to
bring himout of the coma he's in. That stone axe Dann
got hit with mght have caused sever.e brain-damage.

don't know. . . There's always the chance that, when
he cones out of it, he'll spend the rest of his |life as a.
veget abl e.” Doctor Vana wi nced when he saw Nila's

reaction to this. "I'"'msorry, Nila," he said, patting her



arm "But even that depends on whether or not we get
out of this place in tinme."

Ni | a | ooked down at the young nman in the bio-
respirator. Slowy, a tear trickled down her cheek. You
can't die, Dann-you can't, she thought. If you do, a
part of ne dies with you

Gart hane was troubl ed. The strange sequence of
events that had occurred in the past few days had | eft
himfeeling dissatisfied and uneasy. First, there was the
di sturbi ng dream about Dann' s being in danger. Sec-
ond, there was the mysterious di sappearance of the
Hazard. And third, the | atest happening involving his
son, the recent report that the starship had been spotted
by a Taylian scout, drifting in space outside the atnos-
phere of Yahwoo. The H gh Master i mediately gave
the order to postpone the mass-initiation cerenony on
Pal os and then boarded the Fell owship's fastest craft, in
order to be by his son's side. And when he had
t ouched-down on Yahwoo, the details he received con-
cerning the Hazard's misfortunes were "even stranger
than the things that had previously occurred.

Apparently, the Hazard had encountered an unusua
phenonenon before it had tinme to make the leap into
hyper space. A vast, cloud-like mass of unknown prop-
erties, sone strange and nysterious entity, had
envel oped the vessel and left its mark on all aboard her
The thing was ofaviral nature, the doctors on Yahwoo
told him and it had i nfected Dann and hi s conpani ons
on contact, sickening themand practically obliterating
their short-term nenories. But they were not seriously
har med, al though none of themcould recall nuch of
what they had been through since the time they escaped
from Fl ai gon. They were al nost conpletely restored to
health by the tinme the High Master got to see them The
League's doctors were all in the dark as to what the
strange entity had been; all they had to go on were the
ver bal descriptions given themby the crew of the
Hazard

Anot her bizarre detail of the encounter, and one that
puzzl ed Garthane very much, was the strange physical
property of the phenonenon: the thing appeared to
generate its own very potent magnetic field. Al the
Hazard's recordi ng devi ces had been nagneti zed, and
t hereby erased; even the starship's |og had been oblit-
erated. Not a single electronic detail of the encounter
remai ned; the only avail able description was in the form
of the crew s vague and confused recoll ections.

As he entered the hospital, Garthane felt there was
sone connection between the crew s unusual |oss of
menory and the erasure of all the starship' s electronic
recordi ng devices; but he had no idea what it could
possi bly be. Something about the entire incident dis-
turbed himon a deep, instinctual level. And then there
was the necessity of re-briefing Dann and his conpan-
ions all over again concerning the top-secret details of
t he com ng i nvasi on of Havanal .

But that is a small matter, he thought, conpared to
having ny son and his friends alive and well and safely
back in the heart of the allied canp.



Gart hane turned a corner, and cane to Dann' s room
He paused for a nonment, and then knocked on the door
"Come in," said the famliar voice, warm ng the High
Master's heart.

Only one thing remains to be done, Garthane
t hought, as he opened the door. | nust return to that
dreamand try to make sense of it.

Back on Azitlin, Wen Leever worked |ike a denon.
The Val si ngs possessed three starships of the destroyer
class, and Ordlarhad instructed the boy-genius to equip
each of themw th scranbl ers before he began work on
the Hazard. But Wen stood up to the Val sing-chi ef
again, and held out for a fifty-fifty split in his work-day.
Odlar, realizing that Wen held the highest cards in the
present hand, grudgingly consented and all owed the
tech-head to divide his time equally between the con-
struction of the scranblers and the repair-work on the
Hazard

Red Rian glowed with pride every tine he | ooked at
Wen. As hard as he was on the young G eeban, the
star-pirate had unconsciously conme to regard himas his
son, a s_urrogate child who replaced in his affections the
young ones he had | ost when his homeworl d was de-
stroyed. In fact, nhce that psychol ogi cal clue was un-
c;overed, the careful observer becane aware that the
sel f-sufficient and enotional |l y-guarded R an had act u-
ally adopted the entire crew of the starship as his famly.
To nention this to the pirate, however, entailed the risk
of losing one's front teeth, for Red Rian was far from
ready to admit this fact, even to hinself. But if anyone
dared to study the man's behavior for a while, one could
not help but notice that, beneath the outer plating of
t oughness and profanity, the buccaneer related to his
friends as warmy as the father of a |l arge and | oving
fam ly. And Wen's courageous stand had made Ri an
as proud as any father could ever be of his son's
achi evenents and qualities.
"Y' know, | can't get over the way 01" Weeni e-boy
faced down that shark, Odlar ," the skipper of the
Hazard whi spered to Purpur, as they inspected the
starship's hull under heavy guard by the gun-toting
Val sings. "The kid showed nore nerve than a Rodi an
kni f e-dancer. Wasn't he great, hah?"

H s second-in-conmand purred t~udly, rem nding
the pirate of a sound ship's reactors humm ng at the
outset of a voyage.

"That gakk, Ordlar," Rian continued, pointing up at
a laser-scorched hole in the ship's bright plating. "1'd
| ove to bury ny boot in his beard-that bloodthirsty
sado- mas! "

Purpur bared his white fangs at this.

Ri an patted himon the shoulder. "Well, you'll get
your chance to settle his hash soon enough." The

felinoid nodded contentedly. Still pointing at the hold
above, Ri an whispered to Purpur out of the side of his
mout h. "Don't | ook downright away. . . but when you

do, check out the stabilizer."
The object of Rian' s attention was a thin golden disc,
half an inch wide and three inches in dianeter, that had



been nmagnetically attached to the plating of the
stabilizer fin. He lurched suddenly, pretending to,trip,
and fell against the ship's hull. Wen the pirate

strai ghtened up again, Purpur noticed that the disc had
di sappeared. The Val sing guards all |aughed at Rian' s
apparent clunsiness, but not a single one of them had
seen the pirate detach and pal mthe disc.

They continued on their way around the ship, stop-
pi ng every now and then to inspect the work in prog-
ress, the guards keeping about ten feet behind them
"It's a tracer, Purr," R an whispered. "That expl ains
why ol d bonehead was waiting for us when we |eft
Yahwoo." He stopped and pointed to the repair-crew
on the scaffold above them Purpur |ooked up. So did
the guards. "But it's not a Dark Enpire tracer," the
star-pirate continued. "They don't make 'emthat com
pact. Matter of fact, there's only one place | know that
makes 'em|ike that. "

Still looking up at the repair-crew, Purpur nodded
sol emml y.

"Right," the skipper of the Hazard muttered through
clenched teeth, the nuscles of his jaw tw tching be-
neath the full red beard. "The planet G eeb. Blorg s got
agents in Taylos, all right. . . and guess who they are?"

"Move al ong, Red-beard," one of the guards called
out. " W& 'renot here to spend all day admiring the hol es
in that creaky old tub of yours."

Ri an | ooked over his shoul der and shot the man a
wi t hering gl ance. "Buster, you woul dn't know a good
ship if it touched down on top of your big fat head!"

The guard sneered at him It seenmed to Rian that the
Val si ngs nust have all taken courses in sneering. It was
their primary facial expression; and he had to admt that
they did it better than any other people he'd ever net.

"You keep nmaki ngj okes," the guard replied, gestur-
ing in the direction of the stone pyranids across the
clearing, "and naybe we'll find you a spot on top of that
altar. Those priests would really like to get their hands
on a heart as big as yours." This broke the other Valsing
guards up; they howl ed and bellowed at their conrade's
remark.

"What creeps these guys are," R an told Purpur
after they had resunmed their inspection. "They'd be the
life of the party on Flaigon. They could swap jokes wth
the Yss for hours on end, and probably have the tine of
their mserable lives."

The star-pirate grew serious. "The only
G eebans-out si de of Ween-we've been in contact
with these days are old Vax and company; Ven Fenben
and the rest of them Those boys may have funny
nanes, but they certainly play for keeps."

Purpur grow ed in response.

"Quiet there, TenoxatLi," the guard jeered, "or
you'll have the natives slicing each other up again."
Once nore, the Val sings howl ed with |aughter

"If these goons weren't going to do us a favor by
harrassing Ylang- Ylang," Rian nmuttered, "I'd fee
pretty much inclinded to slit their gizzards." Purpur
nodded. "But," the buccaneer continued, "business
bef ore pl easure.”



Then he sighed. "Wen's gonna be awfully upset
when we get back to Yahwoo, and he finds out that |'ve
bl own that big bag of nuts away. 'Cause |I'm gonna settle

wi th Vax Waxnax as soon as we touch down. | never
could stand that dirty old man, and now | know why.
But howw Il | ever make it up to Wen?"

"Red-beard," the guard behind theminterrupted,
"move along. You talk nore than two ol d. "

Ri an spun around the interrupted his interrupter
"One nmore crack out of you, fat-head, and |I'm gonna
bl ast your teeth so far down your throat that your den-
tist will have to launch an expedition to find 'em" O
course, that broke the Valsings up conpletely. Rian
turned away, his face a study in exasperation

Bowi ng sarcastically to the guards, he grabbed Pur-
pur and took himinto the starship. As soon as they were
i nside, two new Val sings began to shadow them R an
shook his head and pointed in the direction of the sick-
bay.

They met Doctor Vanajust as he was coning out of
the intensive-care section. R an noticed the grim ex-
pression on his face as they approached each ot her

"What's the good word, doc?"

Doct or Vana shook his head. "Not so good, |'m
afraid. Every day we spend on this place boosts the
odds agai nst Dann. |If we don't get him proper care
soon, it mght be too late. There's not much tine, skip-
per."

"I know," Rian replied. "Wen's finishing the
scranbl ers tonight, and the Hazard'll be ship-shape
tomorrow. Then we can get out of here.”

"I hope so," the ship's surgeon told him "lI'mreally
worried about that boy."

As he went to the final briefing session on Yahwoo,
Supreme Conmander QOzain was optonistic. Captain
Ri an and his people were back in action, fully recovered
fromthe strange virus they had contracted. And they
woul d be going out in the Hazard tonmorrow, when the
i nvasi on of Havanal would finally be | aunched. And
Gart hane hinself would be going with them to lead a
hundred of the Fell owship's original nenmbers into bat-
tle.

Ylang's still sitting tight in Flaigon, Ozain thought,
so we'll take advantage of his inactivity and liberate
anot her gal axy. Garthane's postponed the initiation of
all the new nenbers of the Fell owship on account of the
Hazard's accident, but if our luck holds a little |onger
| ooks as though we won't need themthis time out. And a
few nonths of nore training on Palos won't hurt them
any, either.

Hs face lit up as he recalled the norning' s | aunching
of the | atest wave of probes. The scramblers on those
things are working like a dream he noted with satisfac-
tion. Not only have we saturated Havanal, but we've
even managed to infiltrate ten gal axi es beyond it. As he
entered the conference room the guards at the door
snapped to attention and presented am S. |fwe canj ust
stir up the captive populations in half those-star-seas,
t he Dark Enperor had better hang on to his throne for

it



dear life.

"Centl enen. Ladies," the Supreme Comrander of
t he League of Free Wrlds said, as he sat down at the
head of the long table, "Havanal awaits us. "

Quaarg saluted smartly, did an about-face, and
mar ched out of the conference room followed by the
rest of the Yss on the general staff. Blorg remained in
his seat, watching his brother-reptiloids file out of the
chanmber. Deep in thought, he toyed with the reptiloid
skull that sat on the black, micalite surface of the con-
ference table. The thing represented the Devastator's
one concession to sentinentality: it was the skull of the
first higher life-formhe had ever killed. Blorg kept it as a
souvenir, a grisly memento of his initiation into the dark
nmysteries of death. It was the skull of the Y ssswho had
fathered him

There will be a warm wel come in storefor the League
when we swoop down on them after they come out of
hyper space in Havanal, he solil oquized tel epathically.

My Greeban agents have done their work well. This is
the first time | have ever had the precise exit co-
ordi nates of an eneny starfleet.

The lord of the Ysss rose fromhis chair and, tossing
the skull in the air and catching it in his |ower right hand,
strolled out of the conference room He turned and
wal ked down the corridor that led to the Geat De-
vourer's lair.

My flotilla will contain only five thousand shi ps when
we engage the enenmy. . . but a thousand of themw Il be
invincible. W will burn the ships of the League to

ashes, and then scatter those ashes across the void.
Yl ang's force-field consol es, expensive and difficult to
produce as they are, are certainly worth waiting for

The unshi el ded ships | shall use as decoys, in order to
whet the enemy's appetite for conbat. Later in the
engagerment, we will interlock our force-fields and go
streaking toward them butchering the scumuntil the
stars glow red with the color of blood.

Haaass- aaass- aaassss! The Blorg spluttered into the
ghastly laughter of the Ysss, rocking fromside to side as
he wal ked. Tonorrow will be such a glorious day, he
gl oated, as he entered the lair. Not only will the League
of Free Wrlds be dealt a terrible blow, but the Fell ow
ship of Light will suddenly find itself |eaderless at the
sanme time. The doubl es aboard the counterfeit Hazard
have been progranmed to assassinate that old fool
Gart hane, before the battle is joined. Then ny revenge
will be conplete. Al that will remain to be done after
that is to await the production of nore consoles, so we
can go into Taylos and Prinula and put an end to these
upstarts once andfor all.

Bl org was as happy as a humanoid child on its birth-
day. He prostrated hinself before his |ord and master
and gave the Dark Enmperor the latest details of his
battl e-pl an. When he arose, the lord of the Ysss was in
such high spirits that he nmentally (and unconsci ously)
humred t he great deat h-anthem of Sserp, the one re-
served for the rarest and nost dreadful of occasions.

My son's joy fills the throne-room the Devourer



boormed. What fine horrors has he planned for the sur-
vivors of tonorrow s battle?

There shoul d be thousands of prisoners, O Lord of
the Universe, Blorg replied cheerfully, hissing his
snaky chuckl e as he did. | propose to bring them al
bef ore you at once and conduct afestival of torment in
your honor. The energies |liberated thereby should pro-
vide great Ylang with the finest banquet it has had in
aeons.

The gluttonous Ylang flashed and burbled with ex-
citenent as it anticipated the feast. My lord is so unself-
i sh and sharing that he warns my heart. | consider
nmysel f fortunate above all creatures to have a son so
dedicated to the pleasure and well-being of his old
father. The tyrant was in a sentinental mpod. Ask any-
thing of ne, sweet Blorg -anything at all in the whole
of the starry firmanment -and it shall be yours.

| need nothing el se, Father Ylang, the lord of the
Y sss replied, since all good things comefrom your dark
enbrace. . . and | have been blessed with that already.
Bl org groped for a further conplinent, but it eluded
him Flowery speech was never one of his strong
poi nts. Suddenly he grew serious, as he thought of a
request. Mghty Ylang, | would ask one small thing of
you: the answer to a question that has been troubling
me for a long tine, now

And what is that, nmy son?

The tinme when the late Captain Rian . . . (here Blorg
paused to enit a series of hissing chuckles) and the
ot her humanoi d garbage had the tenerity to cone here
after the late lady Nila . . . how were they able to pass
t hrough At nmospheric Security undetected when they
fled? . . . | know that the old ape, Garthane, used the
Fel | owship of Light's powers of mind to slip his vessle in
and out of our air-space unheeded. . . But how was it
possi bl e for the Hazard to escape from here?

Yl ang- Ylang' s plusating mass dinmmed slightly while
the star-tyrant thought for a nonment, searching the
near-infinite associative nexuses of its vast nenory-
banks. The young humanoid, it answered, named Wen
Leever invented an ingeni ous device known as a
scranbl er, which allowed the Hazard to escape detec-
tion.

How did this device work, great Ylang?

To put it in the sinplest ternms, dear Blorg, the device
literally scranmbled the input of all scanning equi pnent
on our vessels and then lost itself, transferring the
Hazard's signals to a range well beyond those picked
up on existing mechani sns.

Haaass! Blorg recoiled as he renmenbered the erratic
behavi or of the Scourge's readout screens the day he
shot down the Hazard.

That is howit works in principle, Y ang continued.

For sonme unknown reason, the young humanoid's m nd
blurred the technical details, and] did not have tine to
pry themout. . . Sweet Blorg, you are distrubed. What
troubl es you?

Father Ylang, the lord of the Ysss replied,] think that
| must return to Tayl os i medi ately, and nake a brief
visit to the waste world known as X-8, Because] am not



VWhat? Ylang interrupted, glowing |ike the heart of a
vol cano. And miss the great battle?
This is even nore inmportant to ne, Father Yl ang.

Chapter 8
A Day O Deadly Surprises

Cries of On to Havana!! and Free Havana!! went up in
the air of a dozen worlds, as the liberation forces based
in the Tayl os gal axy nade their way to the spaceports,
where the silver starships waited. The next stage of the
| ong, hardjouney to Flaigon had begun. Flags waved in
the breeze, helnets gleanmed in the sunlight; armes
mar ched and crowds cheered; and the great host drawn
fromthe star-fields of two galaxies held its hopes as high
as its proud banners.

I nsectoid crowds cheered: hunm ng, buzzing, and
droning as the sound of marching bands rose above the
wi de boul evards and dinned to the skies. Aninmaloid
crowds cheered: yow ing, howing, and bellow ng as
t he machi nes of the ground forces |unbered and rum
bled on their way to the startransports. Hunmanoid
crowds cheered: roaring, hollering, and whistling as the
bright armies riled into the starships.

The League of Free Wrlds had never been in better
shape. Volunteers from Taylos swelled it ranks, and the
production of war-materials in Primula surpassed al
forecast and expectations. In addition to this, an enor-
nmous amount of Dark Enpire atnmospheric craft
weapons, and equi prent had fallen to the rebellious
Tayl i ans, and nost of it had been converted to serve the
ends of the liberators.

Mor al e was never higher. The nyth of inperial invin-
cibility had been shattered, blunting the psychol ogi ca
edge of the eneny's sword. The Prinulans, w th many
successful encounters and two gal actic victories under
their belts, had becone seasoned veterans; and the
Tayl i ans (never a bunch to be call ed peaceful, even in
the best of tines) were up in arnms and spoiling for a fight
wi th anything that wore Yl ang-Yl ang's col ors.

So of f they went: bold, assured, and prepared; arned
with the mght of two powerful gal axies, and arnored in
t he know edge of the tactics and weaknesses of the
enemny. Confidence hung in the air of those worlds with
a density equal to that of their atnmpspheres. They were
off and rolling; and the word was out that the slave
| egi ons and the hissing brood who served Yl ang had
better run for cover, because the free people of the
allied worlds were on their way to |iberate another
gal axy!

Needl ess to say, Garthane's words of caution had
about as nuch effect in the mdst of all this tumult as
harp notes in a crescendo at the finale of a synphony.
The Hi gh Master had persistently warned the allies that
Yl ang was due to make its next nove; but, since no one
except Garthane really understood the true nature of
the Dark Enmperor, no one took his warnings to heart.
Garthane was still disturbed about the strange incident



concerning the H azard and all aboard her; and he was
far fromcertain that Ylang- Yl ang could be di scounted
so easily.

The brazen war-trunpets of the Death Legi on brayed -
their savage nusic of death and destruction in tones as
cold and hard as Blorg the Devastator's heart. Jack-
boots pounded on the stones of Kordor, as the grim
force garrisoned there nmade its way to the spaceport
that had risen to the surface of the black planet. Oficers
roared their orders throughout the basalt corridors; and
the MordJing clones, |ocked securely away in their
vaults, shrieked back at themw th the stupefying voices
of a chorus of fiends. H sses shot through the artificial
at nosphere like arrows fromthe bow of the god of
vengeance, as the Ysss overlords double-timed their
way through the Forbidden City; and when the nute
reptiloids issued their tel epathic commands, the air
rang with the cries of mnds as well as voices.

Alone inits lair, the Geat Devourer snoul dered
fitfully, pondering the course of future events like an
i ndeci sive god in a | ong-abandoned tenple. Immortality
is no guarantee of sound judgnent, and the Dark Em
peror had its doubts. The |l atest nmove in the great gal ac-
tic gane had been a long time com ng by the standards
of nortal creatures, but to-an entity that stares out over
the seas of eternity, it was hardly nore than the tine it
takes to blink an eye. Ylang trafficked in ages and
aeons: mllennia were days, centuries hours, and years
nmere seconds. Althought the Devourer lived in the
here-and-now, part of it dwelt in the realmof eternity as
well. And if on-the-spot decision concerning inportant
matters are rarely easy for nortals, imagine the discom
fort such things are capable of inflicting upon the
super hunman.

The reek of brinmstone perneated the lair as the Lord
of Life and Death sputtered and belched Iike the belly of
a dying volcano, its nervous system w acked by the
flatul ence of indecision. On one hand, the tyrant | ooked
forward to the Havanal encounter with high anticipa-
tion, anxious to pluck the fruits of its |labors and savor
the sweet juices of its confirmed wisdony on the other
it felt a constant gnawi ng inside, as the thousand sharp
teeth of anxiety nibbled away at the magi ¢ nmushroom of
confidence. Al though Ylang regard,ed its inperial de-
signs as a gane, the gane was far fromchild s play even
for a being as awesone as itself-and the stakes were
hi gh.

If the Devourer overplayed its hand, so to speak, al
resi stance woul d crunbl e i medi ately; and the spectre
of cosm c boredomthat haunted the Dark Enperor's
dreanms and whistled behind its throne Iike a draft
through a crack in the window of eternity would be free
to descend on its brilliance with all the squal or of sunset
over a strip-mne. But if the hand were underpl ayed,
and the current nmove proved insufficient to retard the
progress of the eneny, the result would be still another
insult to the inperial presence and an open incitenent
to further rebellion,



The nmen and starships of the League of Free Wirlds
were as nothing to Yl ang-nere cannon-fodder and
beasts to be led to the slaughter, but the star-tyrant was
genui nely di strubed when it appraised the role of the
Fel | owship of Light. After all, the wee, inmpudent man-
nikin who |l ed the order had actually violated the sanc-
tity of the lair, and lived to tell the tale-as jabbering
humanoi d primates will, the filthy , boastful little beasts!
Gart hane's nove had been bold and incredibly coura.
geous, the Great Devourer was forced to admt that.
But, on the other hand, his action was al so the equiva-
| ent of a nonkey enptying its bowels on the high altar of
a god. . . and Ylang could not permt such a flagrant act
of disrespect to go unpuni shed.

The enperor, by virtue of information received from
Blorg's Taylian agents, knew what the Fell owship of
Li ght was up to on the surface of things. It knew that
Garthane had recruited furiously, in an attenpt to mnul -
tiply the effect of the order's powers of mnd. It knew
that the great initiation-cerenony had been postponed
when Garthane went back to Yahwoo. And it knew t hat
the substitution of the doubles and the replicated
Hazard would throw the H gh Master's tinetable even
farther off schedule. . . Knowing all that, Ylang stil
worri ed about Garthane and his fellows.

Those two hundred ol d Prinulans may have shat -
tered the armada to smithereens, the tyrant thought,
but they'll have to shake down the very walls of the
Infinite before they can penetrate the interl ocked
force-fields of nmy starships! And yet.

BWOA- A- A- A- AAARP! The Devourer belched its
distress, filling the i nmense stone chanber with swirl -
i ng clouds of black and sul phurous snoke. Acid
shock-waves broke over the walls, flaking the living
rock and showering a hail of sparks and ashes on the
floor. Ylang suffered fromatom c indigestion as well as
cosm ¢ boredom

If a mere two hundred of those old nonkeys coul d
summon up a tidal wave fromthe dark heart of the
Infinite itself, the ruler of the Dark Empire thought
nervously, what would ten or twenty tines their nunber
be capabl e of doi ng?

Thunder reverberated throughout the vast chanber
and the air crackled and flashed |ike a thousand hi gh-
tensi on cabl es shorting-out, as the tyrant felt the first
twi nge of fear it had known in untold ages, an enotion
as rare anmong immortals as teeth in the nouth of birds.
Mortal s believe that gods make their own | uck; but
Yl ang, devoted ganbl er and student of the strange and
nmysteri ous ways of the Infinite, knew better. The old
Mordling proverb sunmed up his feeling on the matter:
He who pins his hopes on luck often winds up with the
poi nt through his heart.

Yl ang- Ylang was afraid. . . and it enjoyed the feeling
t horoughly. And as fear ate its way into the Devourer's
soul , Ylang expl oded into a nushroom cl oud of ec-
st asy.

BAR- R- R- ROOOO- 000 OCC0OM Yl ang' s gr eat
anxi et y- expl osi on bl ew down the bronze doors of the
lair and halted all preparation for war in the Forbidden



City. Every living thing in Kordor was knocked to the
ground by the blast. And not a soul rose after it had
passed, so sure were the inhabitants that Doonsday

had corne. Even the dreadful Mrdlings stopped how -
ing mlli-seconds before they fell flat on their faces,
t hunpi ng and bunpi ng on the stone floors, smacking

the ground with the sound of a barrel of dropped

whal es. Humanoi ds st opped breat hi ng. Ani el oi ds

st opped breat hing. |nsectoids stopped breathing. Even

t he Yss stopped hissing.

Finally, boiling with annoyance |ike a crucible of
radi oactive isotopes, the Dark Enperor itself had to
order the frightened souls of Kordor back to work.
Silence fell like a shroud over the dead face of the
Forbi dden City as the trenbling | egions resuned their
activities. The Ysss hissed as softly as new born
snakel ets; and for once the horrendous Mrdlings
choked back their interm nable nightmare screanms. The
center of the Dark Enpire grew as quiet as the con
science of a robot.

Even the star-tyrant was quiet, startled into silence
by the ferocious conbustion of its ecstasies. It was
several mnutes before the Devourer dared to resune
the flow of its thoughts.

How delightful! How horrible! How incredibly satis-
fying! Ylang thought. Such a cosmic sensation! . . . |
know of nothing to conpare with it-nurder, torture,
dom nation, conquest. Ylang how ed with rapture.

When the after-effects of Its ecstasy had evaporated,
Yl ang returned to the problemat hand. What if the
Fel | owship of Light is not crushed this tinme? Wuat if
those overweening little |unps of excrenent actually
manage to conme to Fl ai gon once again? As far as

know -as far as | can tell-1 aminmmortal. | ndestruc-
tible . . . But what if -just what if-those new ing,
puking little gobs of corruption could. . . hurt nme?

What if they could? . . . | forget what pain is like, but

remenber that | never cared for it at all

Quaarg! Quaarg! Cone here-inmedi ately! the De-
vourer called frantically, regretting that Bl org had just
departed on his anxious mssion to X-8. But Quaarg
woul d do. The young reptiloid had recently caught the
enperor's attention, and inpressed it with a glinpse of
his potential. Quaarg represented the new breed. He
was taller (the young ones all seened taller to the em
peror these days), bolder, stronger, faster, and sharper
of mind than the older Ysss. He was a new twig on the
branch of the reptil oids' accel erated evol ution. Quaarg
was worth wat ching, worth devel oping. O course, if
Bl org ever got wind of the youngling' s potential, that
twig woul d be snapped in two abruptly. But Blorg
woul dn't | ast forever. And when he began to show signs
of slowing down. . . Well, there is no such thing as an
old Ysss. So .

Shuddering like gelatin on a vibrator-belt, all four
hands covering his visored face, Quaarg stunbl ed has-
tily into the lair and fell prostrate before his lord and
mast er. Absent-m ndedly, Ylang realized why the
young reptiloid had cone into the throneroom unan-
nounced; all of the mnd-raped heral ds who stood



directly outside in the antechanber were buried be-
neath the great bronze doors, blown down in the throes
of Ylang's ecstasy. But that was not inportant; there
were nore where they cane from

My master sumons and his servant attends, Quaarg
tel epathed tinmdly, his brai nwaves wobbling |ike a hal-'
l uci nation on an oscill oscope.

Yes, ny boy, the Devourer answered gently, by-
passing the pleasures of intimdation for the reassur-
ance of clarity. | desire you to performa little errandfor
ne.

Mast er, ask the inpossible-ask the unthinkabl e-
and I will do it gladly! For mighty Ylang, | would enter
into the jaws of Death himself. . . and return with his
grinding teeth.

That's another thing, the Devourer thought pri-
vately. This youngling has the gift of el oquence. Had
Blorg attenpted lines |ike those, he would have strang-
led to death on his own tongue. And Quaarg has a wit as
sharp and sure as an executioner's blade. That is sone-
thing that Blorg never possessed.

Yes, sweet Quaarg, the Devourer purred nellowy,
flicking out a dark tendril fromthe | ower part of its nass
and tickling the soles of the prostrate reptiloid s feet
with a teaser of unholy ecstasy. Quaarg shivered uncon-
trollably, his body-arnmor rapping on the stones |like the
drumroll that acconpanies a march to the gall ows.

Yl ang knew how to notivate its enpl oyees when it
chose to.
Here is what | wish you to do, ny little night-craw er

A star-burst exploded in Quaarg's mnd and nelted
over the corridors of his consciousness with the sticky
and cl oyi ng sweetness of a bonb made of candy. Im
ages flashed onto the screen of his setience, and Yl ang
was the projector.

He saw the vast realns of the Dark Empire-starting
with the central point of Flaigon and the Mrde gal axy
tel escope out and dissolve into different gal actic seg-
nments, as the nmental star-chart shifted its co-ordinates
before his mnd s eye. Each real mwas marked by an
overl ay of shadow and the spi ked-star insignia, both
designati ons of inperial ownership. Al the star-seas
Quaarg viewed were marked in this fashion but one.
and that was the one that suddenly zoomed into sharp
focus in his mnd.

See this place, sweet Quaarg? That is where you shal
go . . . to deliver a little nmessage for your father

Holy Yl ang, Quaarg blurted out telepathically, wth
t he inmpul siveness of youth, this galaxy sits like a |one
island in the otherw se unbroken sea of your pos-
sessions. It does not bear your stanp. Wy does it
remain free, ny |lord?

You are quick in your perceptions, youngling, Ylang
replied admringly, and your talents do not pass un-
noticed. But that is nore rhan you need to know at
present. It is not relevant to your mssion, so |ct your
attention be directed el sewhere.

| amthe incarnation of Ylang's will, Quaarg replied
hunbly, inpressing the tyrant with his attention to



court etiquette.

That is good, ny child. Very good. You will go to the
pl ace you have just seen and address the beings to
whom | send the nessage | am about to inprint upon
your consci ousness.

The Hazard, or rather the replica of that good ship
counterfeited by Ylang- Ylang's arts, was the first craft
to lift off from Yahwoo as Operati on Havanal began
Conmander Orzain had granted this signal honor to the
heroes of Prinmula in the interests of norale and |iaison
as the expedition lifted-off froma dozen worlds in
Tayl os. After all, R an and his crew were all Tayli ans,
and to represent the galaxy of Prinmula, Garthane, Dann

Oryzon, and the lady Nila of Aurea Solis were present
as well. The joint-strategy of the League and the Fel -
| owshi p was about to be inplenented for the third tine,
as the bright ships took to the air. Watching the Hazard
streak off, Suprene Commander Ozain and Brother
Canenar po, Garthane's second-in-command, nodded
to each other and smil ed.

"Two mnutes to hyperspace entry," a computer-
voi ce intoned nonotonously throughout the Hazard.

Gart hane sat beside Dann, his features conposed in
their accustonmed expression of serenity. Red Rian

| eaned back in the pilot's seat and | ooked over his
shoul der at the Hi gh Master.

"No trance this tinme, Garthane?" he asked. "Think
we' re gonna take Havanal that easily?"

Garthane stared at Rian, ahalf-snile on his lips. "The
trance will cone later, Captain Rian." He noticed that
Purpur darted a surprise look at him N la swvelled
around in her seat to fact him and Dann turned as well.

Rian left the controls to the felinoid, and spun his
chair around in Garthane's direction. "That's too bad,"
he said, a strange, faraway | ook conming into his eyes.

"Somewhat unexpected,"” N la added. Garthane
turned to | ook at her, and saw the same cold | ook in her
eyes. He looked into his son's eyes.

"W hadn't planned on that," Dann told him his
eyes now as enpty as those of his conpanions.

"I don't understand," Garthanereplied. "Wat does
my entering into a mnd-lock have to do with your.
pl ans?" As he said this, Dann smiled a smle as cold and
cruel as a shipweck in an arctic sea.

"Because, CGarthane,” Red Rian answered, "It
woul d have been nuch sinpler to ice you in that state.”
The High Master saw the pirate's hand nove at his side,
and when he | ooked down he was staring into the black
nmout h of a zapper.

He gl anced at the others, and saw the sane grim
si ght.

"What are you going to do?" he asked, in |evel
nmeasur ed tones.

Hi s eyes as cold as the grave, Red Rian grinned the
nmost evil grin that Garthane had ever seen. "W're
going to kill you. . . ""Commander QOrzain," the co-
pil ot shouted in the League's flagship, "Look at the
screens! W're losing contact with Captain R an' s ship!



BOO- WVHOOO- O- OOOSH!  The Scourge's outer-
plating flared |like an incendi ary-rocket as the starship
burst into the atnosphere of X-8 at maxi numentry
speed. Scramber! Scramber! The word rang out and
repeated over and over in Blorg's mind like a shout in an
echo-chanber. Damm the |ight, damn the day! Blorg
swore, hissing with anxiety as he activated the |ong-
range scanners. Rian was space-scum and a hairy,
humanoi d ape, but he was no fool. What if he did
activate the device that had once enabled himto slip
t hrough the nmassive security force that guarded
Fl ai gon? What if he had been able to simulate that great
expl osion and crash-land on X-8? What if he and Nila
and Dann Oryzon and all the others were still alive?

Worp! Bl org smashed his bl ack-gl oved fist down on
the control console, causing the reptiloid who sat beside
himto straighten up like a shot. The Devastator had just
given the order to activate the netal -detectors when his
co-pil ot spoke up.

Two starships approaching, nmy lord. They just
lifted-offfrom X-8, and are headed right for us.

Haaass! Coul d one of them be the Hazard? Blorg
doubted it. It had been days since he shot the starship
down, and if Rian had been at all able, he would have
I ong since linped back to League Headquarters on
Yahwoo. But Blorg's Taylian spies had reported no-
thing of the sort. Only the cl oned doubl es were there,
havi ng been "rescued" when the counterfeit Hazard
was spotted.

And they shoul d have conpleted their m ssion afew
m nutes ago, the lord of the Ysss thought, shortly after
the invasion force left for Havanal. That old fool
Gart hane, should be dead by now.

Bl org watched the two blips enter the grid of the
navi scren. Activate |.D. scanner, he ordered, and give
me the details on those two shi ps.

The co-pilot nodded and depressed a series of keys on
the console. An anber flash lit up one of the screens
before himas the identity read-outs appeared on the
lines of its grid.

Bl org | eaned over and depressed the keys that activ-
ated the Scourge's force-field. He | ooked out the front
wi ndow panel and watched as the silver ninbus, faint
now in the harsh light of X-8 s glaring sun, began to
spread over the bow of his starship. He didn't know
who the intruders were, but he intended to waste little
time disposing of them

The lord of the Yss felt the cold thoughts of his
co-pilot slither into his mnd. Two ships-of-the-line, ny
lord. O old Taylian nmake, from sector nine of that
gal axy. Well-arned and wel | -shi el ded. Probably of
Val si ng manuf act ure.

Wormp! Blorg's fist slanmed down on the consol e
agai n. Val sings! he thought, in a fit of annoyance. How
in the name of the pit can those be Val sing ships? he

barked nentally. | destroyed themall when | irradiated
their homeworld. This made himthink of the order he
gave to irradiate Ugel . . . Red R an's homeworl d.

That is positive identification, Lord Blorg, the co-
pilot informed him The two blips had al nost reached



the center of the screen.

Decel erate to Mach one-point-five, Blorg ordered.
He switched on the Scourge's intercomand transmitted
his thoughts. Stand by, all hands. Eneny approaching

of f the starboard bow. |I don't have time to play with
these fools, so hit themw th everything you' ve got.
Once they have been destroyed, we will go down to X-8

Fromthe edge pf the clearing, Red R an watched the
Scourge blow the first Valsing ship out of the sky. He
scow ed as he turned to face Odlar. "Damm it! | told
you not to engage that ship. That's Blorg, all right, and
he's come back | ooking for the Hazard."

The burly Val sing tugged at his beard, deep in
t hought. "Zeif!" he called out, suddenly raising his
head. H's wife energed fromthe Hazard and ran to his
side. "Here is what we nust do, Zeif Ysss-killer
Ordlarsaid. "This is a rare chance to avenge our people
and settle the blood-debt in full. Blorg is up there. He
has come to pay Red-beard a little visit. He shall find
him" The Val sing grinned wi ckedly. "And you shal
find him my love. . . and send himon a one-way trip to
t he depths."

Zeifs pale blue eyes glittered Iike ice floes in the
sunlight; she nodded and smiled the bloodthirsty snile
of the Val sings.

"You will take a quarter of the crew," Ordlar told
her, and prepare a fitting wel cone for the scaly beast."
Ri an noticed that Zeif was breathing heavily; it |ooked
as if she were becom ng physically aroused by the

t hought of blood. "I will take the others,” Odlar went
on, "and, using the boy's scranbl er-device, escape
fromAzitlin." Zeifnodded again, still smling that crue
smile.

"And then I will make ny last voyage. . . to

Fl ai gon," Ordlar told her. "Wiere | will bring the Dark
Emperor's walls down on his head."

Oh, brother, Rian thought, shaking his head. Are you
in for a surprisel

Odlar turned away from Zeif and pointed a finger up
at Purpur. "And you-Tenoxatli ," he grow ed, sneer-

i ng the Val sings' highly-devel oped sneer of contenpt.
"You must excuse me if | beg off from our schedul e
engagenent, but | have nore pressing business.
Perhaps in another life. "

Tenoxatli snarled at him But he, too, had other fish
to fry. Rian sighed with relief. Facing Blorg is bad
enough, he thought, without having to waste precious
ti me disposing of this death-oriented goon

Ordlar turned to his wife and hugged her. Then they
ki ssed as tenderly as young | overs. And when they had
parted fromtheir enbrace, Odlar said, "W wll neet,
on the other side of the stars.”

Humanoi d nature is the damedest thing, Rian
phi | osophi zed. It even allows butchers to get ronantic
every now and t hen.

Odlar turned to Rian and held out his hand. The two
men cl asped forearns, Valsing-style. "You' re on your
own, Red-beard. Go back and |iberate Havanal after
Zei fpresents you with a snake-skin."



Not if | see Blorg first, Rian thought, grinning at the
couple. "Good luck, kids," he said, as they hurried off.
"And good hunting!"

"Death will work overtine this day," Zeif yelled
back over her shoul der. just before she and Odl ar
ducked into the Val sing ship. Overhead, the Scourge
sent the second ship down in flanes.

Ri an grabbed Purpur's armand pulled himin the
direction of the Hazard. "Ww, " he said. "You' dthink
those two were getting set to go to a birthday banquet."
Purpur grow ed at the thought of Ordlar, and shook his
| eonine mane. "Save it for old bonehead, "R an told
himas they entered the Hazard.

"Ween! Ween Leever!" Rian bellowed, as soon as he
was inside the ship. Wen's frizzy bl ond head popped-
up from behind the control -consol e. "Wenie-boy,"
the pirate said, "how soon can you ~et us shi pshape?”

Bl org watched the blip that represented Ordlar's ship
enter the screen. His four fists thundered down on the
console with the sound of a denmented stormgod's
drum Damm it! How many of them nmust | blast out of
the skies before I can land this stinking ship? They mnust
be using theftlthy place as a hide-out. The delay had put
the Devastator in a foul nood.

That's the |l ast scanner reading | get, Lord Blorg, the
co-pilot replied.

What about the detectors?

Two possibles, but I'mnot even sure they're s.tar-
ships. Could be ore-formations or slag-heaps. It's hard
to say.

One of themmay be an ore formation, the lord of the
Ysss replied. But the other one' has to be the Hazard-
|"msure of that! He studied the blip on the screen
before him Prepare to engage! He | eaned over and
squinted into the master-gunsight for the bow section
and lined up the eneny in its cross-hairs.

Haaa- aa- aaass! Suddenly the el ectronic inmage dis-
appeared. The read-outs are going haywire! the co-pil ot
excl ai med, his thought-voice strident in Blorg's mind

Scrambl ers! Scranbl ers! The lord of the Ysss hissed
like a three-G cooker. There's only one ship they could
have got a scranbler fromthe Hazard' s got to be
down t here!

Maybe the Val sings killed Rian, the co-pilot ven-
tured, and all that's left down there are his bones.

Vell, | want themfor ny walls! Blorg shouted tele-
pat hically, slapping the co-pilot on the side of his hel-
met. And I'Il drink my wine out of his skull tonight, if

that's the case. Take us down- now
"The Hazard's gone, sir," Ozain's co-pilot told him

"Captain Rianjust scranbled and took off. 1've |ost al

trace of the ship."

Ozain bent over and cupped his head in his hands.
Here we are, he thought, on our way to |liberate an
occupi ed gal axy and all of a sudden the Hazard di sap-
pears taking Rian and Garthane with it, at the time we
need t hem nost.

He tumedto the man with the face of a serene hawk.



"Canenarpo,"” he grow ed, in a deep voice that rasped
i ke sandpaper on the bottom of a barrel, "Wat the hel
i s going on here?"

Flying | ow over the stone pyranids, the Scourge
opened fire with its laser-cannon, blasting the priests off
the high alters and scattering the crowds on the ground
bel ow. Blorg stared at the forward vidscreen and
wat ched the panic-stricken inhabitants of Azitlin bolt
for the cover of the rain forest.

|'"ve spotted a ship, the co-pilot told him and it |ooks
like the Hazard, nmy lord. Over there, off to the side of
t he pyram ds.

Haaass! Blorg sat up in his seat. Take her down now,
he ordered. Touch down at the opposite end of that row
of pyram ds. We're going hunting. "

Quaarg paced the quarter-deck on his starship, the
Mal i ce, driven by a metabolism accelerated by the el ec-
tricty of anbition. He ducked through the hatch on his
left, and turned to enter his cabin. Once inside, he,
wal ked over to the far wall and stood before a |arge,
bl ack | ocker. Its door swung open when Quaarg inter-
rupted its photo-beam|ock with a wave of his hand. A
large luni-mrror on the inside of the door activiated
and Quaarg stepped back to admire hinself in it, all four
arns aki mbo as he struck a haughty pose.

Tall er than Blorg, he thought. Handsomer than
Blorg. Trimer than Bl org. Younger-nuch
younger-than Blorg. He studied his reflection for a
nmonent, then saluted smartly and bowed. When he
strai ghtened up, Quaarg was hissing with satisfaction.
He was much inpressed with hinself, and fully aware
as his ship sped toward the nysterious gal axy of the
si gnal honor accorded himby the Dark Enperor. It
meant that Yl ang was grooming himto be Blorg's even-
tual successor. . . the newlord of all the Y sss.

Quaarg shivered as he recalled the dark whisper of
ecstasy Ylang had touched himw th back in the lair. He
| ooked forward eagerly to the murderous deliriumthat
woul d one day be his by right. It would take some tine
before it was his, but he could wait. Reptiloids were
very good at waiting.

However, if Blorg realized what Yl ang had in m nd
he woul d never rest until his rival was out of the way.
But | amunder the Devourer's protection, Quaarg
t hought confidently, and Blorg will not find out.
until it is too late.

The future | ooked bright. Quaarg was so happy at that
nonment he coul d have drunk cold bl ood instead of
warmng it in the proper Y sss fashion

But one thing puzzled the young reptiloid: Wy was
Yl ang- Yl ang so secretive concerning the unknown be-

i ngs who ruled the strange gal axy? How did they ever
remain free-a lone island in the vast sea of inperial
domi nation? And what was the Geat Devourer's rela-
tionship to these nysterious entities?

No sense worrying about that, now, Quaarg thought.
"1l have nore input soon enough. He raised his |ower
left armand | ooked at the intergal actic metrochronomne-
ter on his wist, the pressure of his attention illum nat-



ing the read-outs on its face. Hmm It won't be | ong
before our star fleet engages the ships of the League on
the rimof Havanal

After the first wave of Death Legi on comrandos had
debarked and formed a defense perineter around the
ship, Blorg thundered down the Scourge's flexil adder
In his upper hands he held a high-gamma | aser-rifle of
magnum cal i ber; hol stered at his sides were two huge
zappers, safeties off and set at maxi-blast. He paced
back and forth inpatiently as the rest of his party filed
out of the ship and forned into ranks on the edge of the
clearing. His eyes travelled over the | ong row of stone
pyram ds that stretched out before him There was no
sign of activity whatsoever. He turned around and
peered into the thick underbrush of the rain forest.
Froma reptiloid s point of view, it was a good place to
go hunti ng.

Al'l present and accountedfor, ny lord, the Y sss who
was his second-in-command told him Blorg turned and
surveyed the ranks. Five hundred Death Legi on com
mandos, nostly animal oid and insectoid, and five Ysss
officers: nmore than sufficient to hunt down R an and hi s-
conpani ons. He anticipated no difficulty whatever in
dealing with the runty humanoi d savages who i nhabited
the straw huts and primtive masonry buil di ngs that
stood behind the far end of the row of pyram ds.

The ones we niss on the ground, he thought, | will
order wiped out fromthe air. Two lowyield mssiles-
the dirty ones with theftfty-year half-Life-should do
the job nicely.

He sniffed the air |ike someone inhaling the perfune
of a famliar and well-loved flower. Blorg identified the
scent that had caught his attention as the reek of
bl ood- humanoi d bl ood. He was beginning to feel at
hone on X-So Perhaps | won't destroy this crude cul -
ture. Then | could return, and do sone hunting. The
pl ace might turn out to be a veritabl e paradise

Blorg turned away fromthe troops and activated the
i nfrared scanner he held in his lower right hand, sweep-
ing the green wall of foliage at the edge of the clearing.
As the scanner swept an area to the right, the device
crackl ed excitedly, indicating the presence of a concen-
trated nunber of life-forns.

Bl org handed the device to the scanner-tech at his
side as the other Ysss activated their scanners. Scouts
out! he commanded. We'I| start in there.

Chapter 9
A Geat Battle Lost

"Greetings to all the races of this galaxy, fromthe
League of Free Wirlds and the Fell owship of Light. W
bring glad tidings to the subject peoples of the Dark
Enpire. The great armada that entered Prinula has
been utterly destroyed; and the gal axy of Tayl os has
al ready been liberated. Ri se up andjoin us! R se up and
throw of f the chains of your slavery!



"The oppressor can be overthrown! Stand together
and your nunbers are great " the occupation forces are
smal |l in conparison to the popul ati ons they control
The Dark Empire can be dl feated-we have al ready
proved that. Rise up and join us . . . freedom await
you!"

The pre-recorded nessage pl ayed over and over as
t he probe streaked through the atnosphere of its
target-world. Undetectable by virtue of its scranbler
the silver dart sped on, overlaying its signal on the
frequencies of all active conmuni cati ons systens.

On the surface below, inperial technicians sweated
and cursed as they vainly attenpted to jamthe trans-

m ssion of the phantom message. Squadrons of bl ack
fighters buzzed through the air |ike angry hornets, their
pilots shaking their heads in frustration each tinme they
gl anced at the enpty screens on the instrunent panel

Crui sers and destroyers swung in orbit outside the at-
nosphere, the batlled technicians wthin them having

no nmore success in locating the origin of the seditious
nmessage than their fellows on the ground.

In the captive cities, black-uniformed troops hefted
their rifles nervously and darted anxi ous gl ances at the
startled, listening crowds. Comunications officers
tore their hair and baw ed out their subordinates, un-
able to filter out the inflammatory incitenent and un-
willing to suspend comuni cations with the other sta-
tions in the intraplanetary network.

Pani ¢ and confusion settled like a cloud of poison gas
on the bases of the Dark Enpire in ten great gal axies

"The readi ngs indicate that subjects are scattering
and retreating, my Lord," the scanner-tech inforned
the lord of the Y sss as the Death Legi on conmandos
advanced t hrough the underbrush of the rain forest,
using de-vitalizer beams to wither the choked and tang-
| ed vegetation that inpeded their progress.

Quadrant formation! the Dark Enperor's favorite
ordered. Maintain pursuit of the fugitives in your re-
spective sectors. Fire on sight, and shoot to kill. If any
of you sight Red Rian and his conpanions, | want to be
notified i mediately.

Bl org wat ched the troops in front of himfan out like a
cl oud of black |ocusts. The deeper they went into the
jungle, the darker it becane, as the trees that towered
above them grew t oget her ever nore densely, bl ocking
out the light of the sun. This posed no problemfor a
reptiloid like Blorg, who could see equally well In bright
sunlight or dimcaves, but the other soldiers were find-
ing it increasingly difficult to distinguish the objects that
| ay ahead of them

Yaaa- a- a- aaah! Screans rang out on the Devas-
tator's left, and were answered by a tunult of shrieks,
roars, and chatters, as the aninmals of the rainforest set
up a chorus of fright and defiance. Blorg made his way
up to the source of the disturbance, slithering between
trees and |lianas as noisel essly as a snake.

Haaass! He was unprepared for what he saw. A score
of the commandos had blundered into a huge pit that
had been canoufl aged after it was dug in the ground;



they all lay withing and screaning at its bottom im
pal ed on wooden stakes whose sharpened points were
covered with their blood. Blorg hissed his annoyance at
t he t hought of having to contend with the savages who
inhabited the rain forest.

Thoop: Thoop: A shower of arrows rai ned down on
the expedition. Cawi ng at the shafts that protruded
fromtheir necks and bodies, uttering shrill, gurgling
cries, nore than forty of the commandos fell to the
ground. The others milled around in confusion, squint-
ing into the darkness, hoping for a glinpse of the hidden
eneny.

"They're up in the trees !'" the scanner-tech shout ed,
just as the unseen bows thrumed again in the upper
regi ster of death. Blong ! A flint arrowhead bounced off
the Devastator's breastplate, its inmpact sending him
back agai nst the bole of a huge tree.

Open fire! he bellowed tel epathically. Waang!
Whaang! Whang! Laser-beans lit up the gloom as the
conmandos sprayed their fire overhead. Aaaaah
Hurmanoi d screans resounded throughout the area, and
the men of Azitlin dropped fromthe trees like fruit
scorched by a lightning bolt.

The scanner-techs called out directions and the |asers
flared and whined again, igniting the trees with their
fiery touch. Sheets of flame |eaped to the sky, and the
dar k surroundi ngs grew as bright as noon on the ocean
Kill themall-every one of them ~ Blorg ordered. And
the I asers whined their death-song until all traces 'O
activity disappeared fromthe scanner screens.

The lord of the Y sss surveyed the area, his one-way
visor reflecting the light of the bright, flickering fire.
After reckoning his dead, he studied the scorched re-
mains of the Azitlini. Dam little pests! he swore. Over
a hundred of ny troops dead, and not a trace of Rian
yet.

"Al'l clear, Lord Blorg," the scanner-tech advised
him "Eneny presence in the vicinity is nil."

The Devast ator nodded. Those tree-climnbing runts
will pay dearly for this, he vowed. I'll cone back here
and irradi ate the whol e, stinking planet.

Back to the clearing, he ordered.

"They' re comi ng out of hyperspace, Adm ral-and
right on target!"

In the control-center of the inperial flagship, Car-
nage, Adniral Venaam hissed with satisfaction and
turned to the navi-screen, where he saw the blip-
clusters that represented the star-fleet of the League of
Free Wrl ds appear and head toward the center of the
grid overlay. He | eaned over the console and sw tched
on the intrafl eet conmunicator

Attention all ships of the first wave. Prepare to en-
gage the eneny. Qpen fire at a range of one-two-five-
repeat: one-two-fiver telemkrons. Hold your fire unti
then. That is all.

Stand by, Venaam ordered the Ysss at the controls of
the force-field consol e;

Al t hough he knew that Ylang's new force-field would
nrotect his shin and the others that constituted the



rear-guard of the flotilla, the H gh Admral of the Ha-
vanal space navy was nervous. The eneny out num
bered himby a ratio of three to one, and this fact nade
the reptiloid uneasy on an instinctive |evel. Dark Em
pire tactics in space were relatively sinple, those of the
juggernaut: swanp and destroy. It was the first time in
his entire career as a star-fighter that the Admral had
ever been on the short end of the odds, and it rmade him
unconfortabl e, But he was not afraid; the Ysss fear
onlv one thing in life. . . Ylanp- Ylanp

"Effective range four-seven-five tel em krons,"
i ntoned the conputer voice.

Venaam gl anced at the navi-screen again. This will be
a great victory, he thought. The League's liberation
force will be devastated. and half the existing nmenbers
of the Fellowship of Light will be w ped-out.

"Effective range four-seven-five tel em krons," into-
ned the computer voice.

It is well that Blorg is not with the fleet as we enter the
engagenent, the admiral thought, screening his
t houghts fromthe other Y sss in the control-center. This

way, the full credit for the victory will go to ne. | shal
be the hero of the day. And soneday | shall be trans-
ferred to the enmperor's court as Kordor. Blorg will not
live forever. | shall see to that.

"Effective range four-five-oh tel em krons."
One day | shall beconme lord of all the Ysss, gnd share
Yl ang' s unspeakabl e ecst asi es.

"Eneny force approaching at three-seven five tele-
m krons," a computor-voi ce droned over the speakers
of Supreme Conmander Orzain's flagship, the Aurea
Solis.

Ozain | eaned over the control-console and activated
t he communi cator. "Attention all starships. Prepare to
engage the eneny. Al forward ships into wedge fornma-
tion. Fire at will when optinumrange is achieved. Al
flanking and rear-guard ships to stand by. That is all."

Stroking his bald head, he | eaned back and studi ed
t he navi -screen. \Wat the hell could have happened to
Ri an and Garthane? he wondered to hinself. How
could they disappear like that, right at the outset of the
i nvasi on of Havanal ? He brought his hand up to his
mout h and started gnawi ng on his thunbnail a sure sign
that he was di sturbed.

A monment |ater, he renoved his hand fromhis nouth
and turned to the gaunt, hawk-faced man who sat beside
him "Canenarpo,"” he said gently. "Wy did R an and
Gart hane di sappear just before we went intp
hyper space?"

"Eneny force at three-oh-oh telenmi krons," the
conput er-voi ce interrupted.

"I don't know yet, Conmander," Brother
Canenarpo replied softly. "Garthane must have had an
i dea at the |ast nonent."

"I certainly hope so," Ozain said, w ping away the
droplets of sweat the had begun to formon his upper I|ip.
"Something's going on. . . and it worries ne."

"Lord Blorg, |'ve picked up sonmething big on the



netal detector!" the technician informed the Devas-
tator, as the commandos energed fromthe rain forest.
"Over there-behind that pyranmd."

Haaass! Blorg smiled behind his visor as he studied
the screen of the detector. A mass of metal that |arge
could only be a starship.

Split up into two colum ¢ equal size, he ordered.

Go between these two pyramids, and then spread out
and encircle the object at a distance of one hundred
yar ds.

As the commandos split up ipto two detachnents,

Blorg held his rifle to one side and | oosened the Zappers
in their holsters. In his mnd s eye, the lord of the Ysss
saw hinsel f nmounting a new batch of skulls on the walls

of his apartments in Kordor.

He wat ched the bl ack-uniformed soldiers file around
the sides of the pyram d and head toward the clearing
beyond. Qut of the corner of his eye, he could see the
jungl e blazing where the |asers had sprayed their be-
ans. Roaring tongues of flame hissed and spat at the
skies, licking the topnost branches of the trees, crunbl-
ing green foliage into black ash. Al around the clearing,
Bl org heard the creatures of the rain forest raise their
voi ces in a cacophany of panic as the fire, fal)ned by a
ri sing wind, consuned everything that stood in its path.

The lord of the Ysss was so intent on spotting his prey
that he barely noticed the stepped walls of the pyram ds
that towered above himon both sides. In fact, every
soul in the expedition was so intent on spotting the
fugitives that'not a single one of themrealized that they
wer e being observed fromthe pyram ds.

Suddenly, Blorg heard a voice-a wonan's
voi ce-cry out above him And then, fifty voices re-
sponded with the same cry. Blorg gasped as the inmage
of an irradiated world flashed onto the screen of his
m nd, and he realized that the ferocious cry was the
war - whoop of the Val sings!

VWhaang! Whaang! Whaang! The area |it up as |aser-
bolts | anced down fromthe sides of the flanking
pyram ds like a concentration of Iightning, scorching
t he hard-packed earth and the sol diers who stood upon
it. Trapped in the withering cross-fire, Blorg threw him
self to the ground and crawl ed for the safety of a |edge
that jutted out fromthe wall nearest to him As the
searing beanms rained J,own all around him Blorg rolled
under the | edge and slamed into the base of the stone
wal | that stood three feet within its shadow, knocki ng
the breath out of his body for an instant. )

VWen he got his breath back, the lord of the Y sss
craw ed to the edge of the shadow and | ooked up at the
pyram d across the way: A group of Val sings hung over
its stepped sides, blasting away |i ke maniacs at the
trapped commandos who crouched on the open ground
and frantically returned their fire.

Bl org cursed the Valsings in his thoughts as he |ined
one of themup in his gunsight. Waang! The rifle
whi ned and the bolt darted upward; a noment later, a
snoki ng body dropped to the earth with a thud that
could barely be heard above the sounds of conbat.

Whaang! Whaang! Blorg fired again, and bl ew anot her



Val sing off the ledge in the hail of flying stone.

VWhaang! Whaang! Whaang! The Val sings spotted
himand returned his fire. A blast of sweltering energy
bl ew hi m back into the shadows and sl anmed him
agai nst the wall, the varnish on his snoki ng body-ar nor
flaki ng i nto ashes.

Casting his nelted rifle aside and beating out the
flames that blazed on his gloves, Blorg reached for his
zappers. His troops were falling on all sides, littering
the ground with their charred bodies, half of them al-
ready out of action. A few nonents nore, and they'd
be totally deci mated. He craw ed back to his forner
position and started to bl aze away at the Val sings.

BOOM BOOM Two great expl osi ons shook the
ground. Blorg | ooked up and saw, to his surprise-that
there were no nore Val zings on the side of the oposite
pyram d. Great sections of the walls had been bl own
away. Blorg rejoiced in his fierce heart as he realized
what had happened: someone had brought the hom ng-
robots up fromthe Scourge!

A series of explosions shook the area, and Blorg saw
chunks of stone sail through the air as the pyrand
above himtrenbled violently. Cautiously, he stuck his
head out of the shadows and | ooked in the direction of
t he Scourge, where he could see the squat robots ad-
vancing slowly on their rollers, bending forward peri od-
ically to launch another volley of mssiles.

Then Blorg heard the braczen war-trunpets sound the
all-clear. He scranbl ed out of his hiding-place and got
to his feet. After that, the reptiloid | ooked around and
surveyed the scene.

Smoke covered the area, issuing fromthe ground at
the pitted sides of the pyram ds. The dead |lay spraw ed
al I over the packed earth, frozen in ghastly poses,
snoki ng and crackling fromthe small fires that stil
snmoul dered on their bodies. Helnets had been nelted
to slag; arnmor ran to the ground in steamng rivulets;
burnt flesh sizzled on bl ackened bones. The hand of
death had the place inits grip, and its touch was as hot
as a thermal - poker.

Have the Val sings been totally anni hilated? Blorg
asked.

"I picked up traces in that direction, ny lord," the
ani mal oid tech replied, nodding to the right as he
brushed the ashes off the face of his scanner. "Two or
three of them nust have escaped. No nore than that.

They nmust have headed for the jungle."

O the Hazard, Blorg thought, as he gave the signal to
advance.

Once out of the snoking alley between the pyram ds,
Blorg turned in the direction of the object on the netal -
detector. He saw two nore pyram ds before him on a
l[ine with the one he had just left. Beyond them he saw a
starship, the plating on its hull gleaming with the flush of
the setting sun, glowing like a snouldering fire on the
hard brown earth. It was the Hazard!

Blorg turned to the non-comon his left, and took the
insectoid s laser-rifle. He checked its setting,and then
gave the signal to advance.



Al'l hell broke | oose on the rimof the Havana! gal axy
as the starships of the Dark Enpire and the League of
Free Wrlds | asers bl azing, torpedos streaking, reac-
tors roaring, net head-on in a life-and-death collision.

In the control-center of the Aurea Solis, Conmander
Orain wat ched the screens on the console with grim
satisfaction. Thanks to Rian's hit-and-run tactics,
Ween' s beefing-up of the weaponry, and the dare-devil
brilliance of their pilots, the bri~ht ships were slicin~
through the first wave of enemy ships like a mcrowave
bl ade entering a piece of soft, Milian cheese.

Smal | er than their adversaries, but heavily-
weaponed and shielded for their size, the League's
starships darted in and out of the line of black be-
henot hs, inflicting heavy damage and sustaining |ight
| osses. The void was ablaze with the light of |asers,
torpedo trails and multi-negation expl osions; the spec-
tacle | ooked |ike Death's own |ight-show Beans
shook, decks heaved and defense-screens buckl ed, as
the two spacefl eets contended for the title to Havana!

This is going to be easier than | ever imagi ned, Ozain
t hought, as he watched the deci mati on of the inperial
forces. Looks |ike we've caught Yl ang- Ylang off-guard
again. There's just one thing that doesn't jibe: Wat-
ever gave themthe nerve to engage us when we out -
nunbered themthree-to-one? He was shortly to dis-
cover the answer to that question

Admiral Venaam stared with |lidless eyes at the
screens on the Carnage's control -sonsol e, and cursed
his star-pilots and their |unbering vessels. The eneny
was out-fighting and out-nmaneuvering his starships.

The first wave X his attack-force was alnost totally
denol i shed.

How did they ever manage to rig-out craft as lilfht as
those with such heavy shiel ding and weaponry? he
soliloquized irritably. There nmust be a few geniuses in

the League's tech-dromes. | wish we had just one.!.,.
then we woul dn't have to | ose so damed many
st ar shi ps.

Venaam s stem expression bnghtened beneath hi S
one-way visor. Ah, but we do! Enperor Yl and has seen
fit to bless us with the bounty of Mordling superscience.
And it is time to activate the force-fields!

He turned away fromthe screens and activated the
conmuni cator. This is Adniral Venaam speaking to
all ships-of-the-line equipped with force-field consol es.
Stand by to activate.

"Car nenar po-d' you see that silver glow encircling
those ships to the rear?" Ozain asked. The hawk-faced
man besi de hi m nodded. "Ever see anything like it
bef ore?" Canmenarpo shook his head. "Wat in the
name of the infinite can it be?" the commander went on
rubbi ng his shining dome as he stared at the forward

screens. "l don't know, " Garthane's second-in-
conmand replied. "But | expect we shall find out soon
enough. "

Ozain watched with fascination as a silver ninbus
spread fromone ship to another, enfolding them al
within the widening circle of its |uni nescence. He
| eaned forward and t hrew open the key of the



conmmuni cat or - m ke

"Commandor Orzain to aU ships-of-the-line. Triangu-
| ate your squadrons according to plan Delta, and go in
to take out the remminder of the eneny force. | don't
know what that silver glow neans, but I'"'mwlling to bet
it's got something to do with an inproved type of shield-
ing. So gang-up on them go in paired and tripl ed-up~
and hit themw th everything you' ve got!"

Here they cone! Ani mated by expectation, Admral
Venaam s thoughts slithered through his mnd as ar-
dently as an aroused Y sss making his way down to the
mat i ng- caves of Sserp. Now they will be hunbl ed, he
gl oat ed.

According to the plan, his ships decel erated and set
up the eneny in their gunsights. Venaam his flagship
form ng the exact center of the silver circle, chuckled
happily as the bright ships canme forward in twos and
threes. Perfect! Perfect! he exclainmed. |'ve got them
right where I want them

He withheld the order to fire, even though the eneny
had come within effective range. Death make you wel -
cone, fools, Venaam gloated, intoning the ritual for-
mul a of his people.

The void grew brighter as the League's starcraft
opened fire, streaking at the circle of ships before them

Open fire, H gh Adm ral Venaam ordered, as
matter-of-factly as if he were selecting an itemfor his
br eakf ast nenu.

Ozain couldn't believe his eyes as he watched the
spectacl e of destruction on the vidscreen. Even
Canenarpo grunted and | eaned forward in his seat. The
eneny force was practically at a dead-halt now, disre-
gardi ng defensive nmaneuvers and firing away with ev-
erything on boards its huge vessels, blow ng the bright
ships to fragments of netal that hissed as they hurtled
t hr ough the void.

The bright ships came in again and agai n, naking pass
after pass, sustaining great |osses as the hovering ves-
sels poured out storns of |aser-bolts and hails of
pr ot on-t or pedos.

Baml Ozain slamred his fist down on the control -
console. "That's inpossible! They' re not breaking
formati on! They're not even taking a single hit-and
they're tearing our ships apart!”

"Order themout," said Brother Camenarpo, a sad
| ook on his face. "It is time for the Fellowship to use its
powers of mnd."

Venaam | aughed hysterically as he watched the
bright ships withdraw. A third of the force had al ready
been enfolded in the flam ng grip of death, and he hadn't
even given the order to advance. On the forward | ong-
range scanner he saw the hundred ships that held the
menbers of the Fellowship of Light begin to advance,
the rest of the spacefleet re-formng around themin a
def ensi ve pattern.

Now, he thought, it is the turn of the Fellowship. He
gave the order to advance.

Canenarpo cane out of his trance-state with a start.
He stared at the vidscreen in disbelief. The m nd-1ock
hadf ai | ed! He and the other brothers and sisters of the



Fel | owshi p had sunmoned the Infinite to churn up the
energies at the very heart of the matter and send them
breaking like a tidal wave over the backs of the Dark
Empire starships . . . but nothing had happened! The
eneny vessels just bobbed and danced on the seething
ocean of energy |like beach-balls swept up by an incom
ing tide.

"We've got to get out of here," Ozain said, as he saw
t he thousand invinci bl e ships streak toward his force on
the screens. "As it is, they'll blow half of us away
bef ore we get into hyperspace.”

Canencarpo took a deep breath before he spoke.

"There is one nore thing we can try." Then he sat back
in his seat, his eyes rolling up in his head as he entered
the m nd-1ock once nore.

Concentrate all your powers on the eneny fl agship,
he told the other menbers of his order, and on the
starships at the head of each of the approachi ng squad-
rons. W will attenpt to penetrate their shields with our
t houghts. H's body relaxed in his seat. H s face was
radiant with the bright ecstasy of those who enter into
conmuni on with the heart of the living universe. He
began to concentrate and focus his m nd

S-s-s-s-s-s . . . The Ysss who sat at the controls star-
tled the admral with his eerie, whistling hiss. Then, -
with the jerky novenents of a robot with faulty cir-
cuits, the Ysss | eaned over the controls and began to
press a series of keys, feeding a new programinto the
Carnage's conputer-system |f Venaam had seen the
bl ank stare behind the reptiloid s one-way visor, he
woul d have been al ar ned.

VWhat are you doi ng? he asked the pilot, after watch-

i ng his actions unconprehendingly for a nonment. The
pil ot said nothing, but nerely continued programm ng,
all the while hissing the eerie, msnerized hiss.

Stop that, youfool-stop that imediately! Venaam
screaned telepathically, as he realized what the pilot
was actually doing. Stop it! he screamed again, claw ng
at the pilot's rigid arns, unable to stop him You're
backi ng up our reactors!

It was the strangest explosion that Ozain had ever
seen. Once its reactors went into critical overload, the
starship went up |like a supernova, with all the furious
unl eashi ng of energy attendant upon such a transforna-
tion. But the whol e process was contained with the oval
of the silver halo that surrounded the vessel. Then
when the ship had been consunmed, the force-field dissi-
pated and dissolved into the bl ackness of deep space.

Orain had plenty of time to study the phenonenon
because it was repeated with each of the squadron
| eader' s starships.

One after the other, violent yet contai ned expl osions
flared, the silver hal os that encl osed them di sappeari ng
seconds after the starships were consuned.

I mredi ately following this, the on-rushing force of
huge bl ack vessels veered off-course, scattering to dis-
appear in the distance.

"It will take them sone tine to re-group,"

Canenarpo said through his serene snile
Ozai n nodded. The Dark Enpire force was | eaderl ess



now and flexibility and initiative in such situations was
never a strong point among the bl ack-uniforned |eg-
ions. "Time enough for us to nmake it into hyperspace
and return to Tayl os," he said.

The Suprene Commander didn't feel |ike stretching
his luck. If the eneny re-grouped and cane at them
again, he didn't know whet her the Fell owship could
handl e so many of themat the sane tine. |1'd better play
it safe, he thought, and get ny people out ofhere while
can.

After thanking Canenarpo, he gave the order to re-
treat with a heavy heart. The League has lost its first
battle, he thought bitterly, the Battle of Havanal

As Blorg's detachnent filed around toward the
Hazard's starboard side, the second colum of Death
Legi on commandos headed in the opposite direction to
conpl ete the encirclenent of the starship. Behind them
the rain forest blazed and back-1ighted the soldiers ee-
rily; birds and animals screeched and roared as the fire
spread in all directions, fanned by the shifting w nds.

The lords of the Ysss advanced, the green wall of
foliage on his right as he approached the Hazard's far
side. The sun was setting rapidly, dropping |like a stone
inthe west, it seened to Blorg, and darkness was al -
nost upon them He stepped up his pace.

When he had extended his sight-line past the end of
the Hazard, Blorg saw a | arge group of humanoi ds
standing in a group, all with their hands over their heads
in the posture of surrender. He halted and | ooked at
them squinting as he strained his eyes recognized the
fam liar faces. The lady Nila. Thefelinoid. The boy who
had invented the scranbler. And the man whose death
was a year-and-a-half overdue. . . Red Rian

They appeared to be waiting for himas they stood
there outside the bright ship. But Blorg renmenbered
what happened on Astyx, the last time Rian surren-
dered to the forces of the Dark Enpire. That little gane
had cost the lives of nearly half a brigade of Death
Legi on commandos. No, there would be no tricks this
tine...

Just as his troops came up beside him Blorg saw the
Taylians nove aside to let their | eader pass. R an
wal ked out of the human circle and headed toward the
reptiloid lord, hands still thrust high in the air, grinning
t hat nocking, insolent grin that Blorg hated above al
things in this life.

Not this time, you sweat-stinking, hairy ape, he
t hought, feeling acid waves of hatred break on the

shores. of his consciousness. This tine we'll play by ny
rul es!

The Devastator raised the rifle to his shoul der and
squinted into the gunsight, lining-up the burly, red-

bearded man in the turquoise junp-suit in its cross-
hairs. He took a deep breath and then began to exhal e
gently, steadying hinself as he did. The star-pirate was
now about fifty yards away from him

Haaa- aa- aaass-s-s-s! The cross-hairs of the gunsight
intersected at the center of Rian's barrel-chest.

Still approaching at a steady pace, the buccaneer



started to speak. "Now hold on a mnute, Blorg.
You' ve got . .

VWhaang! Whaang! Whaang! Bl org depressed the
firing-button, and kept his finger jamred against it. The
rifle flared in the dusk as its vivid beans shot forth.
Rian's body jerked with the inpact of the first shot, and
was thrown backward as the succeedi ng bl asts found
their mark. By the time it hit the ground, there was little
resenbl ance to the man who had been standi ng upright
a nonment before.

Kill themall! Blorg roared telepathically, in a frenzy
of bl oodlust, as he lined up the growing felinoid in his
cross-hairs. To a man, the Death Legi on conmandos
| evel | ed their weapons on the stunned hunanoi ds.

Blorg fired. The conmandos fired. MIling and scream
ing, the Taylians fell to the ground before the furious
barrage, landing in charred and snoki ng heaps.

Ht the ship -denolish it! Blorg ordered, |owering
his rifle. The troops behind himparted as three squat
hom es rolled up. As the covers on top of their housings
began to raise, Blorg could see the cache of mninissiles
i nside; and as the robots bent over in the direction of the
starship, he heard their internal conputers clack as they
processed the input of the robots' sensors and cal cu-
lated the firing range.

Phwoom Phwooml Phwoom! Trailing jets of flane
behind them the missiles shot up into the air, dipping
down a nonment later into the arc that would put themin
contact with the target. For an instant the area fel
silent, and all that could be heard was the whistling
descent of the mssiles.

WOOM BOOM BAROOM The ground shook to
t he expl osions and the area lit up as bright as m d-day.
Wien the snoke had cleared, all that renmi ned of the
Hazard was the bl ackened skeleton of its keel and ribs.

Bl org humred t he great deat h-ant hem of Sserp

Just as he turned back to his troops- Whaang !-a
| aser-bolt lanced out fromthe wall of foliage off to his
left! The commuando besi de hi m dropped to the ground
in smoke and flanes. Blorg and the other commandos
went into a crouch and ained their rifles. The answering
fire they sent into the rain forest burnt away a twenty
foot swath in the green wall.

Bl org rose and grabbed the nearest scanner-tech
jerking himroughly to his feet. How many |left? he
demanded.

The ani mal oi d gul ped and fiddled with the dials on the
face of his scanner. "I read two, Lord Blorg."

Blorg thrust the tech forward with one of his free
hands, and waved the troops on with the other. After
them he ordered.

Her breastplate still smoking fromthe near miss, Zeif
the Val sing tore off her flam ng cloak and plunged into
t he underbrush. Not far behind, she could hear Blorg
and his commandos enter the rain forest. Her hands
went to her sides as she checked her weapons. The rifle
had been nelted and the zappers were di scharged, but
she still had her doubl e-bl aded axe.

"There's one over there!l" the scanner-tech yell ed,
| ooking up fromhis screen and pointing ahead to the



left. No sooner had he said that than a | aser-beam
dropped himin his tracks. Blorg and the others fired
back. They were answered by a man's screani ng voi ce.

One to go! Blorg tel epathed as he set off again, the
four scouts ahead of himclearing a path in the jungle
with their de-vitalizer beans.

Suddenly the scouts disappeared before his eyes! The
onrushing reptiloid reached out frantically and nan-
aged to grab hold of an overhangi ng creeper, stopping
hi nsel f just short of the gaping pit that yawned before
him As Blorg | ooked down, he realized that it was
freshly-dug, and nust have been canoufl aged before
t he hapl ess scouts blundered into it. Nowit |ay open to
sight, revealing the bodies of the thrashing, screan ng
conmandos as they lay in the pit, covered fromhead to
toe by scores of poisonous snakes.

Those filthy little natives again! Blorg thought an-
grily, as he watched the scouts die. A rustling sound in
t he underbrush made himl ook up and turn to his right.
Whi -i-iish! Jeaming as it sped toward him a silver axe -
| oomed up before Blorg's eyes. He tried to turn away
and duck, but-dong!-the axe slanmed into his
pl umed hel net.

Haaa-a-a-aa . . . Blorg felt hinself drowning in a sea
of roaring bl ackness. He exerted all his will in an at-
tenmpt to steady hinself, but his knees had turned to
jelly. Wth a gasp, he pitched forward and pl unmet ed
head-first down into the pit.

"The bl ood-debt is paid, Odlar!" Zeif Ysss-killer
shouted exultantly to the skies of Azitlin. It was the | ast
thi ng she said before the conmandos gunned her down.

Chapter 10
Bringing It Al Back Homne

At the same tine that Zeif the Val sing knocked Bl org
t he Devastator into the snake-pit, another bright ship
soared into the skies of Azitlin. The Death Legi on
conmandos, all gathered around the spot where their
| eader had fallen, barely had tine to turn and |l ook in the
direction of the roaring sound before the craft shot out
fromits camoufl aged position at the edge of the clearing
opposite the great central pyram d. Across the huge
area of hard-packed earth, the technicians on board the
Scourge never even had time to get a fix on the starship
before it scranmbl ed and di sappeared.

The fugitive vessel was none other than the good ship
Hazard-the real Hazard, on its way back to Yahwoo.
The High Master of the Fell owship of Light stood in the
sick-bay's intensive care section and gazed down at the
formof the young man in the bio-respirator. Nila, Pur-
pur and Ween Leever stood by Garthane's side. A
nonment |ater, Red Rian-the real Red R an-wal ked
into the room

"Has the kid still got a chance?" he asked Doct or
Vana.

The doctor nodded. Purpur sighed with relief. Nla
wi ped her eyes. Wen sniffed loudly. "I think so,"



Doctor Vana replied. "W'll be back on Yahwoo in no
time. Then, once Dann gets checked out there, we'll
have to get himthe best care available."

"I know just where to send him" Garthane said.

Ri an turned away fromthe respirator. "Garthane,
you mean to tell me those things back there were actu-
ally our doubl es?" The Hi gh Master nodded. "And that
the other Hazard was exact in every detail?" Garthane
nodded a second tine. "Well then, how did you ever
figure out what Ylang was up to?"

"Dann's thoughts reached nme after you had crash-
| anded, " Garthane answered. "At first, | thought it was
a dream But | kept returning to the nenory of it until |
began to understand. That was the night before the
i nvasi on of Havanal was |aunched. And the whole
epi sode concerning the space-virus and the tota
erasure of all the Hazard's-the other Hazard' s-
recordi ng devices just seened too neat. . . and too
strange. | didn't know what the doubles were about to
do, but | was prepared for anything. So when they
scranbl ed, and were about to kill me, | overpowered
their mnds and took the ship to X-so Then | waited unti
t he Val si ngs took off, and. "

The squawk of the intercominterrupted him The
com spec relayed the transm ssion he'd just received:
the League had | ost the Battle of Havanal. Everyone on
the Hazard was shocked into silecne at the news. It was
several nonments before anyone spoke.

"Garthane, that force-field' sgonnagive our side a | ot
of trouble,” Wen said.

A sol emm | ook cane over the High Master's face. "I
know. And according to the information | got fromthe
m nds of the clones, Ylang- Ylang is mass-produci ng
them™

"That's a problem | can tell you," Ri an said, shaking
hi s head.

"It is," Garthane replied. "Unless we do sonet hi ng
about it."

Ri an spoke to Garthane again, but his eyes never left
Ween Leever's face. "There's sonething el se you
don't know, Garthane. Blorg has spies in Taylos." He
produced the gol den tracer-disc. "That's how ol d
snake-skul | happened to be laying for us outside of
Yahwoo. "

"Rian, that's a Geeban tracer!" Wen blurted.

"I know, Ween," the star-pirate replied softly.

"But the only Greebans on Yahwoo are Uncl e Vax
and. . . Ween's voice trailed off as a horrified expres-
sion spread over his face.

"I know, Wen," the star-pirate repeated.

Smal|l slithery thoughts. . . startled, curious and di m
that was the first thing that crossed Blorg' s mnd when
he regai ned consci ousness at the bottom of the pit.

Wien his vision cleared, the lord of the Ysss saw the
conmandos | eani ng over, gaping down in slack-jawed
astoni shment at the fact that he was still alive. And
i ndeed Bl org was a strange sight as he lay there in the
pit, with hundreds of poisonous snakes of all different
sizes and colors covering the length of his body like a



bright and | et hal bl anket.

But where the serpents had bl anketed the unfortu-
nate scouts with their fanged and venoned anger, they
lay as light as pleasant dreans on the reptiloid from
Sserp, slithering over himand snuggling up to him
gently, recognizing the Devastator as one of their own.
H ssing and witing coyly, the nest of vipers wel coned
Blorg Iike a long-1ost brother and undul ated in the cold
confort of his thoughts.

For a brief noment, the reptiloid was transported in
menory back to the desertworld of his birth, as he
recalled the slithery play of his nursery days. He
crooned telepathically to the snakes, singing themthe
deat h-rhynmes hi s brood-not her sang to hi mwhen he
was a new y-hat ched snakel et. Then, brushing the ser-
pents aside gently, the Devastator got to his feet and
| ooked up at the fl abbergasted comrandos.

Get ne out of here, you gawking idiots !'" his mind
roared, causing the snakes to scatter in every direction

As Garthane issued precise instructions to the
felinoid nmedical orderlies who net the Hazard at Mee's
spaceport, Red Ri an dashed off in search of Vax Wax-
nax Leever, a zapper in his hand and rmurder in his
heart.

"No, Rian, no!" Wen cried, lunging after him
Quick as a cat, Purpur reached out and grabbed hi m by
t he shoul ders. The boy struggl ed, but was unable to
break the cat-man's powerful grip. Purpur spun him
around and | ooked at him There were tears in Wen's
eyes. "Uncle Vax woul d never do a thing like that-
never! |'ve got to stop Rian!" Pu~ur just stared at
Ween, and shook his head slowy. "But, Purr,"” \Wen
protested, struggling to break free, "he'll kill him"
Pur pur nodded.

Bl am ! The door to Vax's apartnent burst open with a
| oud noi se, startling the great-bellied old man who was
eating his lunch at a table across the room causing him
to dip his bread-filled fist up to the wist in the bow of
soup that sat before him The star-pirate burst in and
| evel | ed his zapper at Wen's uncle, his face as dark as a
t hundercl oud. Vax went w de-eyed, and slowy rose
fromhis seat as the furious buccaneer stormed up to
hi m

"Why, Captain Rian," Vax said in a quavery draw ,

"what seens to be the trouble?"

"Recogni ze this, unk?" the pirate asked, holding the
gol den di sc under Vax's bul bous nose. H's hand trem
bl ed as he held the zapper agains the man's ponder ous
belly. Red Rian could barely contain his anger

Vax darted a quick look at the tracer. H s eyes net
Rian's for an instant. Then they travelled down to the
zapper. "Yas," he replied with a gulp. "It's one of
ours. So....?

"So that's how Blorg blew ne out of the void!" Rian
roared, the veins at his tenples pounding, his eyes
nearly popping out of his head. "Don't play games with
me, you big bag of star-gas, not when |'m about to sizzle
your guts like sausages in a pan!"

"There seens to be a slight msunderstanding here,"



Vax replied weakly, his knees begi nning to sag.

"Aaa-aa-a-aaah !" the star-pirate roared, his rage
mast eri ng himas he stepped back and ai med his zapper
at the heart of the old man whose great stomach gurgled
with the borborygnus of fear. "That's it, you bam
boozl i ng bag of kag-skrit!" he bellowed. "I don't know
whet her you Greebans pray or not, but you've got just
thirty seconds to do whatever it is you guys do before
you die!"

Vax's knees gave way, and he sank back into his
chair with a whooshing exhalation. "Sir, |'minno-
cent," he protested feebly. "Wy, wh~n | got away
from Geeb, | "

"I know how you got away from G eeb-wth
Blorg's blessing!" the star-pirate interrupted. Hs
trigger-finger glided onto the firing-button of the zap-
per. "Say your prayers, buster!"

"That's not entirely correct, Captain R an," a voice
behi nd t he buccaneer said coldly. R an wheel ed around
and saw Ven Fenben, Vax's second-in-conmand,
standing in the doorway, flanked by two other
Greebans. Rian's gl ance dropped fromtheir narrowed
eyes down to the gapi ng mouths of the zappcrs they
held at their sides.

"Drop it, or you're dead," Ven told him "Now "
one of the other G eebans ordered when R an hesitated.
The star-pirate dropped his zapper and raised his hands
above his head.

"Ven, ny boy!" Vax exclainmed, struggling to his
feet. "You' ve come to save ne! Dear Ven Fenben
G ennel "

"Shut up, you fat old fool!" Ven snarled, as one of
t he other Greebans ainmed his weapon at Vax's trem
bling belly. "And sit down!"

Ri an's jaw dropped as he heard this exchange.

"What's going on here?" he asked.

Ven | ooked at himand sniled sadistically. You nmay
be a great star-pilot, R an, but as a detective you stink."

"I beg your pardon, Ven," Vax piped-up nervously.
"But. . . "

| told you to shut up!" Ven snarled again, his eyes
never |leaving Red Rian's. "You see, Rian, that old tub
actually did hoodwi nk the Y sss and escape from oc-
cupied Greeb." He smiled his nasty smle again. "But
he didn't know that he took three of Blorg's men with
him By the way, 1'Il take ny tracer now. " he said,
hol di ng out his hand. "You don't realize it, Rian, but
you're talking to the next governor of Taylos. I'mwll-
ing to give you ten to one that's what Blorg will make ne
when | present himw th your skull."

"Ven Fenben!" old Vax how ed, puffing as he
heaved hinsel f out of his seat. "You're a traitor to your
own people, a filthy, stinking traitor!"

The smile never left Ven's lips as he said, "Kill him"
The two Greebans with him noved forward and ai ned
their zappers at Vax. As Rian began to |ower his hands,
Ven stepped back and ained his zapper at the pirate's
head, his finger tensing on the firing-button

"None of you will ever kill again" The G eebans al
wheel ed around and saw a tall, purpled-cowed figure in



t he doorway.

"You' re unarned, Garthane,’
do you propose to stop us?"

Garthane stared into V en's eyes, his own pupils dilat-
i ngas he did so. Suddenly, the G eeban began to trenble
fromhead to toe and broke out into a violent fit of
coughi ng. Rian | ooked around, and saw that the sane
t hi ng was happening to the other gunnen. He could fee
t he waves of energy emanating fromthe H gh Master's
m nd.

Kaa- haaa- phwaah! Ven expl oded into a great, bark-
ing cough. As he did, a jet of blood shot out fromhis
nouth. Blood flowed fromhis nose Iike water fromtw n
faucets. Blood welled-up in the canals of his ears, and
overflowed onto his jaws and neck. Ven fell to the
carpet, dead as any man had ever been. Henorrhagi ng
in the sanme fashion, the two gunnen fell down, as dead
as their chief.

Just then, Ween burst into the roomand ran over to
his uncle, enbracing the big-bellied old rascal as best he
could. "Uncle Vax!" he sobbed. "Uncle Vax!"

"There, there, mboy," Vax said, hugging his
nephew and patting himon the head. "It's all right,
Ween Nerdeen. It's all right.”

"I knew you didn't betray us," \Wen said between
sobs. "l knew you coul d never do such a thing."

"Yas. That's true. | may have ny faults," Vax
draw ed, security restoring his former ponposity, "but
| love ny world. And ny fanmly," he added, belly-
huggi ng hi s nephew.

"Ch, Zel!" Rian exclainmed in a weak voice, as he
cane up to the pair. He-looked stricken. "Vax, Wen,"
he said. "I "

St eppi ng back fromhis uncle's enbrace, Ween spun
around and | aunched a hay-naker at the pirate's face.

Crack! The punch | anded right on the point of the
star-pirate' sjaw, and sent himreeling backwards to the
door. Purpur enteredjust in time to catch him Garthane
went over to Ween and put a cal mi ng hand on the boy's
shoul der. "He couldn't have known, \Wen. Besides,

Vax is all right, so forgive him"

Ween glared at Rian. "I'll never forgive him" he
snapped. "Never!"

"Let this be a great lesson to you, Captain Rian,"
Garthane said. "Always get the facts straight before
you act."

Ri an was pal e as the noon of Aquaea. "l al nost
killed an innocent man," he nmunbl ed. "Vax, can you
ever forgive ne?"

"I forgive you, Captain Rian," Vax Waxnax Leever
sai d magnani nously, throwing his arm around the
star-pirate's shoul der and | eadi ng hi mout of the room
"I do forgive you. How were you to know Ven was
behind it all, when even I-his |eader-didn't. Cone,
let's go to your quarters and drink to it."

Ni | a passed themin the hallmjust before she cane
into the room "Garthane," she said berathlessly, "the
menbers of the Fell owshi p-the ones who stayed on
Pal os- have just touched down at the spaceport. And
t he Havanal expeditionary force is in orbit outside the

Ven sneered. "How



at nosphere. "

"Good," Garthane replied, smling serenely as he
nodded. He | ooked up from Ven's corpse and turned to
the others. "Nila, | want you to stay with Dann until the
hospital -ship cones for him After you see himoff,
remai n here on Yahwooand direct the League's liaison
functions with Prinula.” N la nodded and |l eft the
room

Garthane sniled up at the cat-man. ."Purpur, let R an
and Vax have a drink or two before you break it up
That will give you a little tine to say goodbye to Maow .
Then bring the captain back to the Hazard." Purpur
nmeowed.

"Wen," Garthane said, sniling tenderly at the
Hazard's chief tech-head, "I want you to come with
nme. Let's have a little talk before we |eave."

Ween nodded. "Wat's up, Master Garthane?" he
asked. "Where are we gi ong?"

The High Master stared into Wen's eyes. "W're
going on a little visit. "

Bl owi ng Rian and the Hazard away, followed by the
slithery mingle with the pit full of snakes, had done
wonders for Blorg's disposition. Even when the com
mandos told himof the unidentified starship' s escape,
he dismissed it with a wave of his hand. Later, perhaps,
when Tayl os had been retaken, he would cone back to
this place and .irradiate it.

H s headache was even di sappeari ng. The gashed
hel mret was an enbarassment, of course, but he would
change it in a noment, when he got inside the Scourge.
What was that thing who hi! ne, and what did it hit ne
with? he asked the Ysss officer who marched beside
hi m

It was a Val singfermale, nmy lord. And it hit you with a
doubl e- bl aded dural | i um axe.

A femal e, eh? He raised his upper right hand and
fingered the long gash in his helmet. Hits hard for a
femal e. Was she anni hi |l at ed?

Scorched to cinders, the Ysss replied. Blorg sniled
as he went up the Scourge's tlexiladder

"Sir, I've just picked up a transm ssion," the
humanoi d com spec told himas he entered the ship.

"We trashed them at Havana!. But we | ost Adniral
Venaam "

No great |oss, Blorg thought privately. He hissed
with laughter as he imagined his rival's |ast expression
bef ore Death nade hi m wel cone. The only force-field
console to fail, and old Venaam had to get it. \Wat a
pity.

Has the enperor given the order for the star fleets to
assenbl e? he asked the man. The com spec nodded.

Good. Then gll is in order. Blorg sighed like a tea
kettle coming off the boil. W have done enoughfor one
day. Let us return to the conforts of Flaigon

He turned to the insectoid equerry who had entered
the ship behind him Cean and polish those skulls, and
then bring themto my cabin.

"Dam all machines!"™ Ordlar the Val sing grow ed,



as he left the engine roomof his starship in the conpany
of the chief-engineer. "Can you keep the blasted thing
toget her until we reach Fl aigon?" he asked.

The engi neer tugged at his beard. "Yes, | think so,"
he said slowy. "We'll get there later than you pl anned

but we'll get there, all right."

Odlar ran his finger over the blade of the axe that
hung by his side. He thought of Zeif. . . and snake-pits

and that scaly beast, Blorg.

" As long as the reactors hold," Odlar said, squinting
at the stocky engi neer

"They'll hold, Odlar Hondi ngsson. They're operat -

i ng bel ow standard, but they'll hold."

"They'd better, Hylar. ~e've got a lot of killing to
do." The engi neer nodded in agreenent, snmiling like an
ice-wolf in a cattle pen

"It's a hell of a way to travel," Odlargrunbl ed as he
wal ked of f, "on one's |ast voyage."

It took three stiff shots of nenegol to steady the skip-
per of the Hazard's trenbling hands. Rian fingered his
aching jaw and t hought of Wen Leever, a crushing
sadness in his heart as he did.

Then he thought about Dann Oryzon. He prayed the
Infinite that the kid would cone out of his coma with al
his faculties intact. Even though the young Aquaean
was his rival in love, the pirate had taken himinto his
heart with no reservations.

And he thought about Nila. The | ady from Aurea
Solis had conme to a decision, but she wouldn't make it
known until Dann had recovered. And Red Ri an didn't
have a clue as to which one of them she was going to
choose.

A huge, dark form appeared in his thoughts. Ri an had
hated to nmiss the chance to ice Blorg on Azitlin, but
Gart hane deened it nore inportant to get Dann away
fromthe place. . . and he was right. But the star pirate
knew he'd neet Bl org again.

Then he thought of Wen, and hung his head in
shanme. "Vax," he said, addressing the old guzzler
across the table, "Wen's gonna hate ne for the rest of
his life. . . "

Quaarg sat at the controls of the Malice in a state of
shock. His visit to the strange gal axy had been one of
constant surprises. The behavior of the creatures who
ruled the place ftlled the young reptiloid with wonder.

It was disconcerting enough when he considered the
way they treated him a Ysss, a nmenber of the fiercest
and nost dreadful race in all creation. But what nmanner
of creatures were they, those self-assured and arrogant
entities who felt not the slightest twi nge of awe when
the Dark Emperor's name was nentioned? He shook
his head in disbelief.

Wel |, Quaarg thought, as his ship raced through the

eerie real ns of hyperspace, at |east great Ylang will be
pl eased that they have responded positively to its re-
quest .

He didn't undc:r~tand what was goi ng on, but he knew
instinctively that it was inportant.



The nedical ship trenbled with the jolt of
hyper space entry, but Dann Oryzon wasn't even aware
of the transition. His respirator floated three feet off the
deck, suspended in air by four levitator beans. \Wite-
snocked attendants fl ocked around the machine,
nmoni toring the conplex of instrunents on its panels,
taki ng notes each tine a variation occurred in the read-
outs.

Al so in attendance were three brain specialists, two
from Yahwoo and one fromthe League's med-staff
based at its Taylian headquarters there. They conferred
i n hushed voi ces, noddi ng occasionally when one of
their number would begin to el aborate on one of the
finer points in the nedicai discussion. They were con-
sidering the need for brain-surgery, but had not yet
arrived at a decision

In her apartment in Mee, Nilalay spraw ed across her
bed, crying her heart out. The brave |lady fromthe
gol deri pl anet was frightened for Dann Oryzon's sake.
She didn't know if he was going to make it out of his
coma, and whether or not his faculties would be intact,
even if he did.

VWhat had really frightened Ni|awas Doctor Vana's
mentioning the possibility of Dann' s having incurred
brai n damage, the possibility of recovery with inpaired
function, the possibility of Dann's becom ng a veget a-
bl e.

Nila cried harder than she had since she was a little
girl.

Suddenly, a light touch on the back of her head
caused her to turn around and | ook up. Through her
tears, she saw Maow standi ng over her

The felinoid yow ed softly as she stroked her friend
hair, sharing her grief.

There was a firmset to Garthane' sjaw as he sat in the
control -center of the Hazard; his normally serene
count enance wore a | ook of fierce determination that
his son's conpani ons had never seen before.

Al'l around the starship, bright vessels streaked
t hrough the energic di nensions of hyperspace as the
survivors of the Havanal expedition -and an even
greater force as well-sped on their way to a grim
encount er:

Ri an wheeled around in the pilot's seat and faced the
H gh Master. He was burning with curiosity, and his
ears were alnost as red as the hair that surrounded
them "Garthane," he said, staring hard into the man's
eyes, "'you' ve nassed nost of the available fighting
ships of two gal axi es and assenbled all but ten of the
remai ning old-ti me nmenbers of the Fell owship of Light

what's goi ng on.

"I was about to announce ny plan to the entire
spacenavy in a few mnutes, Captain. Do you m nd
wai ti ng?" The star-pirate | owered his head and ground
his teeth in frustration. Purpur patted his skipper on the
back as the ghost of a smle haunted Garthane's li ps.
Ween just sat with his head down, wringing his hands.



Ri an sighed loudly, nelodramatically. "Yeah, sure,"
he said. "I can wait."

"No, I'll tell you now," the High Master replied.
"I"'mnot a man who feeds on the agonies of others.”

"Al'l right!" Red Rian exclainmed, his grin flashing
like a beacon in the void. "Were're we goin' then?"

Gart hane's expression grew soletm as he | ooked
around the control center. "W're going to Flaigon,"
he said gravely, as the others went w de-eyed and gaped
at him Even Wen | ooked up and his expression
mat ched those on the faces of his friends. "To destroy
the planet. . . and Ylang-Ylang along with it."

Yl ang- Yl ang gurgled and sputtered in its lair, lighting
up the place with an obscene display of pyrotechnics as
it gloated over the success of its latest nove in the great
gal acti c gane.

Perfect! Perfect! the Dark Enperor rhapsodized, the
acid waves of its joy singeing the nerve-ends of every
creature in Kordor, the Mrdling clones included. The
Battl e of Havanal was a great victory just as | had
predi cted. And even now, a space-force ten tinmes
greater than the armada i s assenbling, drawnfrom al
points in ny vast enpire. Once they have rendezvoused

in deep space, ny darlings will then speed on to
Prinmula-to the outworlds of the Nova Vega system
where they will descend on the planet Palos. . . and

obliterate the Fell owship of Light.

The Forbidden City rocked to the Dark Enperor's
mrth. Soon ny starships will all be outfitted with
force-field consoles, and ny fleets will then be invi-
ncible. Nothing in the universe will be able to wi thstand
me, and | shall be at liberty to devour every living thing
init, gorging nyself unto the end of eternity!

And dear little Quaarg must be on his way back now,
returning with his bel ovedfather's guarantee of safety
until the Fellowship of Light is totally eradicated.

"Looks like this is it,” Red Rian said, as the
spacenavy flared in the void as it left the currents of
hyper space. Purpur grow ed softly beside him Garth-
ane's eyes rolled up in his head as he entered the cosnic
trance-state of conmunion with the Infinite. "W'll be
approachi ng Fl aigon's security network in a few nin-
utes," the star-pirate informed his conpani ons. He
wi nced as he turned to face Ween Leever. "Kid, I'm
sorry as hell for what happened on Yahwoo," he said
haltingly. "Can you ever forgive ne?"

Ween stopped winging his hands abruptly, although
he did not | ook up for several nmonments. Wen he did, he
was blushing. . . and smling as well. "I already have,
ski pper,"” he said. "I already have."

The cat-man purred | ouder than the Hazard's reac-
tors as a relieved and smiling Red Rian turned back to
the consol e and threw open the intercomm ke's key.
"Attention all hands," he barked. "Look-sharp, you
bow | egged bunch of overfed ginks! W're going in to
take care of that bloated pile of radi oactive debris once
and for all. So shake your butts and |inber up your
trigger-fingers. . . . And the odds are high that we'll find



ol d bonehead sonewhere in the vicinity, too. C non
now, lads, let's give it all we've got, so we can send
themall to the hot racks of hell!"

Just as the Val sing ship touched down on the surface
of Fl aigon, the collective powers of nmind of the Fell ow
ship of Light tossed the huge bl ack starships that ringed
the planet's atnmosphere like small craft on the crest ofa
tidal wave, cracking the keels of the outernost vessels
and scattering the others in every direction, sending
them streaking off to all points of the conpass. Al
poi nts except one. . . the one that indicated the ap-
proach of the attack-force's bright ships.

By the time the air-1ock deconpressed, and the hatch
of Ordlar's starship whooshed open, the bonbardnent
of Fl aigon had al ready begun. The great docking facility
was rocked by expl osions, and ground-crews and pl a-
toons of bl ack-unifornmed soldiers scattered and ran for
their lives, as the allied space-fleets rai ned showers of
m ssiles and torpedos down on the black planet's sur-
face.

Armed to to the teeth, whooping like the devil's
cheerl eaders, the Val sings burst out of the starship,
fingers on the triggers of their weapons, expecting a hot
hail of |aser-beans for their wel cone. They stopped
dead in their tlacks when they found the i mense
spaceport nearly deserted, the last remants of the
force that guarded it scurrying off for the shelter of the
city bel ow

Ordlar surveyed the scene with grimsatisfaction.
"Someone had the sanme idea that we did, but only on a
| arger scale," he said, waving his nen on. "To the
levitators," he roared. "Let us find Yl ang- Yl ang, and
hunt the beast down!"

Wen t he Scourge cane out of hyperspace, Blorg
| ooked up at the vidscreen in his cabin and could not
bel i eve his eyes. The dark orb of Flaigon was ringed by
t housands of bright starships, each and everyone of
themfiring great, flamng fusillades down at its
surface-and the Atnospheric Security forces were
nowhere in sight!

It was unbelievable! The lord of the Ysss hissed his
surprise as he stared at the incredible spectacle on the
screen. The League of Free Wrlds only a short tine
after its defeat in Havanal was attacking the very heart
of the Dark Enpire!

Bl org burst out of his cabin and dashed down the
corridor that led to the Scourge's-control -center, shak-
ing his head in an attenpt to dispel the black fog that had
settled on his mnd.

Startled out of its dreanms of gluttonous anticipation
the Great Devourer flashed and booned as the onset of
t he League's massive bonbardnent shook the For bid-
den City of Kordor. Walls buckled and ceilings
cracked; the very stones beneath Yl ang- Ylang's pul sat -
i ng mass began to buck and heave.

VWat is going on here? the enperor asked, too as-
toni shed to be furious at the interruption. Something



had the planet in its grip and was shaki ng down the walls
of Kordor. Ylang felt the first energizing flush of anger
as it realized that Atnospheric Security was not re-
sponding to its inpatient queries. Pandenoni um

rei gned outside the brazen doors of the lair, and the
Devourer could taste the fear and confusion of its un-
derlings. The horrible shrieks of the Mrdlings rang out
in the distance, growi ng | ouder with each repetition

What ever was shuddering the walls of the Forbidden

City had freed the nonsters as well.

Yl ang sent its thoughts up to the surface of Flaigon
and then beyond it, up into the air and out into space.
The star-tyrant burbled and gasped as it realized what
was happeni ng. The League of Free Worlds is attackinl?
my court. the Devourer thought, a thrill of dread
rippling its great mass, causing it to fill the lair with dark
sul phurous clouds. Then Ylang grew afraid, as it
t hought of the Fell owship of Light. The one thing
feared has conme to pass. The ol d nonkeys are after ne!

Yl ang- Yl ang screaned, explosions detonating al
over its surface, as it felt the first stab of the powers of
m nd of the Fellowship of Light.

Conmander Ozain's voice blared over the speakers
of the Hazard: "All ships are to keep firing! Pour it on
Concentrate your firepower on the assigned sectors.

Ht themw th everything you' ve got!"

Red R an wat ched thevidscreens in awe as the great
silver flotilla rained its fire on Flaigon' s sul:face |like the
signature on the order for Armageddon. Milti-megaton
expl osions flared on the planet's surface, their coronas
lighting the dead face of Ylang's homeworld with the
brilliance of borning suns; huge mushroom cl ouds
spouted high into the thin atnosphere, mantling the
radi ance below in churning billows of thermal turbu-
| ence.

"Make '"emall count, lads!" the star-pirate roared
into the intercomm ke. "Each and everyone of 'en
Lets give that guzzling bag of unholy energies a neal to
remenber!”

Besi de' him Purpur yow ed with excitenent; behind
him Wen kept saying "Ww " over and over again,
each tine Flaigon shook inits orbit with the violence of
the barrage. Rian smled as he recalled the time when
dead- drunk, he had pai nted each of the torpedos' war-
heads with the Dark Enperor's nane. There's nothi ng
like a personalized nmessage to get your point across, he
t hought gl eeful ly.

Rian turned to | ook at Garthane. He could feel the
power emanating fromthe man. The Hi gh Master's face
was drained of all color, and his features were set in an
expression as hard and unyielding as the side of a -
nount ai n.

Pour out all your energies, and direct them at Yl ang,
Ri an heard the Hi gh Master order telep_athically. Pierce
its center-tear it apart!

"Calling the Hazard! Calling the Hazard!" a voice
squawked over the conmunicator. ., Attention Captain
Ri an. The Scourge has just been sighted. It's shiel ded
by a force-field, and is coning in at a headi ng of one-



three-fiver-repeat: one-three-fiver. Blorg' s here, and
he's coming in fast!"

Gart hane shook his head as he cane out of the trance.
He turned to Red Ri an, who was staring at hi mexpec-
tantly.

"He's covered by that force-field gizno,
sai d.

The Hi gh Master nodded. "Then we will have to
neutralize it. Turn your ship around, and go out after
him"

Rian grinned at him
for this," he said.

the pirate

ve been waiting a long tine

Chapter 11
A Wrld Destroyed

Yl ang' s mi nd-rendi ng screanms of pain fl ooded Kordon
ast heVal si ng-a' hundred-and-fifty strong-streaned
into the network of corridors that led to its lair. The
troops garrisoned in the Forbidden City were al npst
totally inmmbilized, and the bl ood-lusting intruders
mowed down any bl ack-uni forned bands that hap-
pened to cross their path. Between the frequent earth-
guakes and aval anches of falling basalt, and the dread-
ful, howing denons that ran anmok in Kordor, destroy-
ing every living thing they got their claws or jaws on, the
sol diers of the enperor's household guard had all they
could do to save their own skins.

As the Valsings entered the far end of the an-
techanber, they ran smack into a pack of the ferocious
Mordlings. Screaming like a chorus auditioning for the
Last Judgenent, the forty-foot horrors tore into O d-
lar's band. Bodies flew through the air and bl ood spat-
tered the walls, beasts roared and nen cursed, |asers
flared and whined as the terrible battle was joi ned.

Kill the hell-hounds! Blow their heads off!" Ordlar
roared, urging his nen on as he fired his laser-rifle
straight up into the gaping, dagger-toothed nouth that
descended on him dripping its green and venonobus
saliva. The giants were awesone in their power and
fury, but they were no match for the concentrated
firepower of the Val sings.

VWen the last of the Mrdling clones had crashed to
the gound in a great, snoking heap, Odlar |ooked
around the antechanber and realized he'd | ost over a
third of his force. But that meant nothing to himonce he
spotted the brazen doors that led to Ylang- Ylang's lair.
He waved the nen with the mni-nissile [aunchers for-
ward, and then signalled for his crewto check out their
weapons in the interval that el apsed before the things
were set up. And when all was in readi ness, Odlar
t hought of Zeif and smiled a smle as cold as an arctic
sunrise. He raised his hand in the air, |ooking around at
his crew for what he knew would be the last tine. The
chi ef engi neer wi nked and they all answered with the
wol f-sniles of the V al sings.

"Fire!" Odlar roared, bringing his hand down shar-
ply. The antechanber rocked w th expl osions, and



flared with a brightness foreign to the dark stones. The
great doors blewin and fell to the floor of the lair with a
resoundi ng crash. Before the snoke had even begun to

clear, the Val sings streamed in, whooping their war-

cry.

"Welia-la-lai-yaaa!" they bell owed as they charged
over the fallen doors, blasting away with laser-rifles and
zappers at the startled group of Y sss clustered in the
center of the lair. Surprised and stunned, the reptiloids
made an attenpt to return their fire, but were cut down
before they had tine to go into a crouch. Wen the | ast
of the Ysss had fallen, the Valsings turned and | ooked
upon Yl ang- Ylang for the first tinme.

Yaaa- aa- aa- aaah! the Dark Enperor screaned, the
concentrated powers of mnd of the Fellowship of Light
creating a huge and painful turbulence at its center
Stricken by the sight of Ylang's corrupt energies thun-
dering and lightening in an accurate reflection of its
torment, the Valsings clutched at their blinded eyes and
reel ed backwards, scream ng the screans of the
damed.

"Ch, no!" Ordlar wailed, unable to conprehend the
vision of horror he'd just seen. "Ch, no!"

YAAA- AA- AA- AAAHH HH As the Great De-
vourer screamed even |ouder, a burst of insane energy
expl oded out of the front of its mass and envel oped the
Val si ngs. Wen the sul phurous clouds had lifted, there
was not a single trace left of the intruders.

Suddenly, Ylang's nass began to contract as the
walls of the lair started to collapse. The Dark Enperor
called for the Ysss to conme in himimediately.

"The readi ngs are unbelievable, sir!" the tech
excl ai med, |ooking up fromthe screens with an in-
credul ous expression on his pale face. "The pl anet
can't take rmuch nmore of this. It's going to bl ow w de
open any second."

The Suprene Commander of the League of Free
Wrl ds nodded and smiled a grimlittle smle. He
reached out and activated the comuni cator-nike

"Attention all ships," he said. "This is Comrander
Ozai n speaking. Keep pouring it on. Don't let up for a
monent. | want you all to keep ruing until that filthy
rock i s blown into nothingness.

Eager hands carried the bio-respirator out of the star-
ship and placed it in the waiting vehicle. As the anbu-
| ance sped off, the two figures that sat on each sid~ of
Dann Oryzon | ooked up at each other, their eyes gl ow
ing in their beautiful countenances.

"I's everything ready at the center?" the fenmale
asked.

The mal e nodded his head slowy. "It should be.
told themto be ready to operate the nmonent we ar-
rive.

"I hope it's not too late," the fenmale said, as she
stared down at the unconscious young man in the re-
spirator.

"Pray the Infinite it isn't,’
"Pray that we can save him

the male replied gently.



Haaa- aa- aaass! Blorg the Devastator |ooked at the
vidscreen and al nost fell out of his seat as the shock of
recognition jolted himw th an overdose of adrenalin.
There on the screen, streaking directly toward his ship
with the swiftness and certainty of divine retribution,
was the good ship Hazard!

No! he thought, as confusion reasserted its dark
presence in the shadowy caves of his reptilian mnd
No, no, no-it can't be! It has to be the duplicate
Hazard! | just incinerated Rian and his.

"Greetings to the filthiest and nbst m sbegotten
nonstrosity ever spawned in the entire universe, that
vilest of insults to the life-force, that grazzy, overgrown
hal f-acre of space garbage that goes by the nane of
Bl org the Devastator," a bright baritone voice rang out
over the Scourge's com speakers. "Geetings to that
cl ammy, slinking slayer of wee ~hildren and the infirm
el derly, that hissing mass of corruption that hides its
ugly face under a visor and its scabby bone-head be-
neath a helmet. Greetings fromthe skipper and crew of
t he good ship Hazard to . "

Cick! Blorg switched off the speaker, and hissed
furiously. He sat there trenbling |like a patient undergo-
ing el ectroshock. It was Ri an! There was no m st aking
t hat voice and form of address. Wnp-bonp-a-bonp!

H's four fists thundered down onto the panel of the
console. | killed the doubles! he thought, seething with
rage. | risked ny life on that stinking wasteworld -only
to bl ow away those stupid cl ones!

He turned away fromthe screen and screaned a nute
scream of insane anger and sheer frustration as he
| ooked out at the bow of his starship and saw t he gl ow of
his force-field fade into nothingness.

Bl org spun around to face the Y sss at the controls of
the force-field console. What the hell do you think
you' re doing, you brainless nental deficient? Re-
activate that field before | tear your heart out with ny
own hands!

The technician's only reply was a gurgling hiss that
sounded like the | ast stages of air-lock deconpression
Suddenly, he pitched sidewise in his seat and fell to the
deck.

Keep her on course! Blorg ordered the co-pilot, as he
sprang up and bounded over to the force-field console,
stepping on the dead technician in his haste.

Frozen! The controls are frozen! he excl ai ned,
scrabbling frantically at the dials and |l evers on the face
of the console. Damm the suns, damm the stars! Wat is
happeni ng here?

He raced back to the control -console and t hrew open
the intercomswitch. Attention all hands. Stand by to
bl ast that ship out of the void! Gunners, make your
report.

Not hi ng. Silence. The only response the lord of the
Ysss received was the blast of white noise that cane
back over the open com speaker

Make your report, | said! the Devastator bell owed
mentally. But still no response was to be heard. Then
suddenly Bl org was slamed back into his seat as the



Scourge began to decel erate.
Accel erate, you scum -accel erate! he screanmed at
the co-pilot beside him Now He |ashed out with his
l ower right armand slamed the Y sss on the side of his
pl umed hel nent. Bl ong! The Ysss rocked in his seat,
pitched forward onto the console, and slid to the deck
Bl org | eaned over and funbled with the controls,
jamming his fingers down on the keyboard as he at-
tenpted to re-programthe ship's conmputer. Haaa-aa-
aaass! Not hi ng happened. The controls were frozen
He | ooked up, and saw the Hazard draw al ongsi de of
t he Scourge. Magneto-beans | anced out fromthe star-
board side of the bright ship and | ocked onto the hull of
t he dark vessel. The Hazard had grappl ed the Scourge,
and was draw ng cl oser as the beam | engths contracted.
The lord of the Ysss sat bolt-upright'in his seat,
transfixed by the spectacle outside, as he realized that
t he Scourge was now under the control of Garthane' s
powers of m nd.

"There she blows, sir! That's it-the end of Flaigon

and Yl ang- Yl ang!"

In the control -center of the Aurea Solis, Conmander
Orain gave the order to cease firing and settled back in
his seat to witness the beginning of the end of the black
pl anet .

The surface of Ylang's homeworl d was now so
bright, consuned as it was by a hol ocaust of therms,|
energies, that the crew had to turn away fromthe
porthol es and w~tch the rest of the incredible spectacle
on the vidscreens. A hush fell over the ship and al
hands stared 'at the screens with rapt and fascinated
attention, watching the heart of the Dark Enpire go up
like kindling wood in the fires of vengeance and
t echnol ogy.

Not a single soul in the great spaceforce that ringed
the planet with its silver ships uttered a word. No one
made a sound.

"Damm your scaly ass," Red R an roared as the
air-1ock hatched whooshed open and he burst into the
control -center of the Scourge, "I have you now "

The Devastator's only reply was a hot fusillade of
| aserbeans fromthe brace of zappers he held in his
upper hands. Blorg was now at the far end of the room
his back to the corridor that led to the after-decks of the
huge bl ack vessel

A split-second before the |aser-beans whaanged
t hrough the air and scorched the plating on both sides of
the hatch, Rian dove behind the control-console. He
rolled over twice and cane up at its far end, blazing
away at Blorg with his own two zappers.

As the wave of searing energy broke to one side of
him the Devastator turned in the opposite direction and
raced down the Scourge's central corridor

Ri an's next burst of fire blew the hatch-frame to
smthereens nilliseconds after Blorg had departed
through it. Just as the star-pirate was drgwi ng a bead on
the black formthat zig-zagged down the corridor at
br eakneck speed, Purpur, Ween, and a nunber of the
Taylian crew streamed into the control -center



"Hold it right there!"™ R an baw ed, freezing them al
in their tracks. "Nobody but ne sets a foot out of this
place. He's mine. |I'mgoing after old bonehead al one.
W're gonna settle this thing man to. . . nonster.”

Pur pur, Wen, and the others opened their nmouths to
protest; but before they could, the skipper of the
Hazard bolted out of the control-center and tore down
the corridor after Blorg.

The cat-man started after him but Wen and three of
the crew held himback. "Let himgo, Purr," Wen
said. "He's got an old score to settle. Renenber,
Garthane told us he'd put the crew of this ship out of
action."”

"Who' d have believed it?" old Kl egg rasped, his
voice thick with awe. "Rian's got Blorg trapped in his
own ship, while Ylang- Ylang is about to blow |like an
over - st oked reactor!

The i mage shuddered violently, smearing its photons
al l over the face of the vidscreen, vibrating with an
intensity that tore at the optic nerve. A second later, the
screen flared with an incredible brightness that
whited-out the image and |l eft the viewer cursing and
hol ding his hands to his eyes.

Every ship in the flotilla that swng in orbit outside
Fl ai gon' s at nosphere bucked and heaved suddenly,
pitching its occupants to the decks as the shock waves
arising fromthe black planet's destruction travelled out
into space in all directions.

Ri ven by the League's bonbardnent of incal cul able
nmegat onnage and the terrific surge of energies un-
| eashed by the Fell owship of Light, and bl ack planet
burst asunder, exploding fromits very core, sending a
billion whistling fragments stream ng out into the
bl ackness of the void. The dying world's |ast roar was
| ouder than a chorus of a mllion dinosaurs screamng in
uni son as they experienced their |ast painful nonents
of life in the prehistory of a thousand worl ds. The frag-
ments of Fl aigon zoonmed |ike mssiles past the star-
shi ps, a great nunber of them bouncing off the
spacenavy's defense-screens as well" as they went
whistling into eternity. Colums of snmoke and nush-
room cl ouds were transformed into pennants of fire as
they streamed into space, their intense heat funneled
into the cooling blackness that surrounded the stars.

"Sir, | got one |last reading on the scanners before the
turbul ence knocked the instrunments out of kilter," the
tech informed Ozain after the cyclonic wave of energy
had passed and the star-ship settled back into its forner
course. "One small group of stars hips appears to have
gotten off in time and nade it out, and one of themwas a
real big baby."

Conmander Ozai n shrugged his shoulders in re-
sponse to this news. "That's no big deal," he said.
"What's a couple of star-ships, nore or |ess, conpared
to the fact that we've just blown the thing that ran the
Dark Enpire to the other side of eternity?"

He turned to the comspec. "Try to contact the
Hazard," he ordered. "-1'm anxious to know how Red
Ri an's doing."



VWhaang! Buwoom Whaang! Phwaa! Bl azi ng away
at each other like maniacs, blow ng away housi ngs and
partitions, fusing netal and scorchi ng bul kheads, Ri an
and Blorg played their deadly ganme of hide-and-seek
t hroughout all the levels of the Scourge. And all around
them wherever they went-on the bridge or the
quarter-deck, in gun-conpartnments or torpedo roons,
at the bow or the stern ~ the Death Legi on crew sat
slunped in their seats or sprawl ed on the decks. . . all
dead~

Haaass! As the | aser-beans whined their death song
and flashed directly overhead, sending the three bl ood-
red plumes on his helnet up in crackling flanmes, Blorg
t he Devastator shot through a hatch and thundered onto
the cat-wal k of the huge vessel's engine room Forty
feet below him the massive reactors hl.Imred |ike
sl eeping beats and lit up the place |like the basenment of

hell with the flickering glow that emanated from behind
their shiel ding. Beans and bul kheads shuddered to the
great alternations of energy that coursed fromthe reac-
tors and pulsed with a dull thunder as regular as the beat
of some titan's great, hammering heart.

Hal fway al ong the cat-wal k, Blorg spun around and
went into a crouch, ainmng his zappers at the hatchway
as he waited for his archeneny to enter the engi ne
room Rian canme in a nonent |ater-but not in the
fashion the lord of the Ysss had anticipated. He dove
t hrough the hatchway and sonersaulted onto the cat-
wal k, throwi ng hinmself to one side as soon as he got
back on his feet. Had he cone through the hat chway
standi ng upright, Blorg's tremendous |aser-fusillade
woul d have cut himin half.

Hi s hand still on the firing-button of his weapon, the
Devastator sent a hail of red rays after the star-pirate,
|l eaving a trail of snmoke and running netal to cover the
tracks of his foe. As the deadly beans sprayed his way,
Ri an ducked and rolled over tw ce, came up on his
stomach, braced hinself with his el bows and tossed off
a withering volley of answering fire. Blorg threw him
self to one side millisecs before Rian:' s beans cut
through the railing behind him He screamed tel epathi-
cally as droplets of nolten metal burned through his
boot and seared his flesh to the bone. Dense cl ouds of
acrid snoke covered the area and obscured Ri an from
sight. Blorg nmashed his fingers against the firing-
buttons of his zappers and strafed the spot where his
eneny shoul d have been

But Red Rian was no longer there. Hurling hinself
agai nst the opposite side of the cat-wal k, he swung over
its railing and hung out in space, over the flaring reac-
tors bel ow, hooking an arm around the | owest netal bar
and firing back through the snoke for all he was worth.

"Fire and brinstone-hell and damation!" the
star-pirate swore in a strangled voice, as his index fin-
gers beat out a frantic tattoo on the firing-buttons of his
weapons. The zappers were burnt-out! He'd fired them
so often during the chase that they had di scharged

He scarcely had time to chuck them away and drop
down over the outside of the cat-walk, when the Devas-



tator sprayed a stream of screanming fire back at him
Rian gripped the netal grillwrk at the edge of the
cat-wal k and dangled in the air as the beans | anced
overhead, splattering as they sawed through the railing
above him Metal spluttered and hissed as it sailed past
himin fiery gobbets. Ri an screaned in anguish as a
nol t en nugget dropped down the back of his junp-suit,
searing his flesh as it went. Freeing one hand", he man-
aged to beat out the flames that blazed in the fabric at
the small of his back

VWhaang! Whaang! Whaang! Blorg's next volley
nearly bl ew the buccaneer off the cat-wal k. But Rian
was able to reach out to the grillwork with his free hand
and yank hinself sharply to one side, the nuscles in his
arm popping with the strain of supporting the drag of his
free-swi ngi ng body.

Just then the snoke began to clear, and Bl org was
able to locate Rian once nore. He jamed his fingers
against the firing-buttons of his zappers, and started to
direct his fire downward, the |laser-bolts descending in
twin verticals of fiery devastation

Haaass! Suddenly the weapons flared off, their
whi ne cut short with a strangul ated scream Tap-tap
Tap-tap. The Devastator's fingers drumred agai nst the
firing-buttons, tapping-out a hollow code of inpatience
and frustration. Wthout further delay, Blorg tossed the
di scharged zappers aside and rushed at the nman who
hung fromthe cat-wal k.

Wth a strength born of desperation, Red Ri an | unged
into the air and grasped the central pole of the guard-
rail, heaving hinself up with all the force he could
muster. He planted his feet on the outside of the walk-
way, and was alnost in a standing position as Blorg
approached him The nuscles in his arns cracked as he
strained to pull hinmself erect; his face was beet-red, and
sweat streanmed down his face in rivulets.

Deat h make you wel come! Blorg's mnd cried out, as
he janmed his boot into the star-pirate's chest. Wnp!

Ri an wheezed with pain as the jack-boot slamed

agai nst his pectorals. Die, R an-die! Blorg screaned
over and over, in an animal rage, as he bashed his bl ack
boot against the pirate's chest again and again.

Huuh! Uur gh! Bl ackness seeped into his field of vi-
sion and wel | ed-up before his eyes, as R an clung des-
perately to the guardrail, staring up at his own agoni zed
reflection in the one-way visor of the hissing giant in
bl ack who stonped his foot against his aching chest
with all the power at his conmand.

Wimp! Winp! Ri an coughed expl osively, spraying
fl ecks of blood over the gleam ng visor, as the Devas-
tator's boot thundered against his chest with the inpact
of a trip-hamrer. Blorg's nmind screamed at himin
paroxysnms of inarticul ate and bl ood-1usting fury.

Wimp! Winmp! And still the pirate clung to the rail
battered al nost beyond belief as the lord of the Y sss
continued to stonp away, totally possessed by the
denon of deat h.

Red Rian' s mind bobbed on the tossing waves of
bl ackness that threatened to overwhel m his consci ous-
ness as he groped desperately for a way to escape from



t he hamreri ng ki cks and save his life. Finally, through
t he bl ood and the thickening black haze, it came to him
the only thing he could possibly do.

As Blorg's boot shot between the poles of the railing
once nore, Rian heaved hinself to one side and re-
| eased his grip on the metal bar. But just before he began
to plumret down to the hard surface of the deck forty
feet bel ow, he wapped his right arm around the Devas-
tator's |l eg and grabbed onto the top of his boot with his
| eft hand. Then he tensed his body, and dropped down
past the cat-wal k.

Waaa- aa- aaah! Bl org screaned horribly and wap-
ped his four arms around the railing, as his | eg snapped
with the inpact of Rian' s full weight. Hi s bones cracked
with a sound that echoed throughout the engi ne room
and he nearly fainted fromthe shock. Struggling agai nst
the cataract of pain that flooded his mnd and broke
over the walls of his consciousness, Blorg saw Ri an
heave hinself up to the bottom of the cat-walk and rol
back onto its grill worked surface. The Devastator nar-
shalled all his strength and thrust himself backwards,
falling to the cat-walk with a clang of body-arnor.

Nei t her of the adversaries noved for severa
nmonents, so overpowering was their pain and fatigue.
Finally, Rian rolled over and struggled to his hands and
knees, grunting and sobbing with the effort that this
sinmple action required. Blorg shook his head, enitted a
series of high-pitched hisses, dragged hinself to the
railing, and attenpted to pull hinmself to his feet. Wen
he got up, his broken | eg gave way beneath him and it
was all he could do to brace his back against the rail and
" hold hinself up.

As soon as Rian was on his feet again, he |aunched
hi nsel f at the Devastator in a bone-cracking body-
bl ock. Thunp! Blorg's other |eg gave way; he whi pped
his four arnms around the railing to prevent hinself from
falling, and hung there in a cruciform position. Blong!

Ri an | eaned forward and spun around on one foot,
raising his other high in the air and using it to deliver a
smashi ng keedo kick to the side of his eneny's head.

The force of the kick sent Blorg' s head straight back
and thrust himupright against the guard-rail. Bl ong!

Bef ore the Devastator could sag again, the buccaneer

foll owed-up with another kick to the head this one even
harder than the first. Blorg's four anns left the rail and
flailed the air convulsively, '"as his great frane teetered
at the edge of the cat walk. His breath whistled out in a
gurgling hiss, and his head hung linply to one side,

borne down by the weight of the scorched hel net that
covered it.

"Now, youfacel ess, bone-headed, filthy bag of kag-
skrit ," Rian roared, as he kicked off fromthe far side of
the cat-wal k and hurtled toward Blorg with all the
strength left in his body, hiss your way into the bowels
of hell! He shot across the intervening space |like a hot
rocket, aimng hinself at the Devastator's chest.

Wimp! Ri an smacked into Blorg at high-speed, the
r.esoundi ng thump of his inpact followed by the sharp
snappi ng sound of reptiloid bones cracking. As he
bounced off the Devastator's breatplate, the star-pirate



saw Blorg's torso jerk sidew se atan inpossible angle
indicating to himthat the lord of the Ysss had a broken
spine. An instant later, all four arns clawing at the
enpty air, the bl ack-annored gi ant pitched backwards

and di sappeared fromsight with a whistling hiss.

AAA- A- A- A- A- AAAH Blorg's tel epathic scream
di m ni shed in volune as his body hurtled to the deck of
t he engi ne room KERBLONK! A thunderous clatter of
body- arnmor greeted the skipper of the Hazard's ears as
he tottered over to the guard-rail. He took a deep
breath, and | ooked over. And there below him forty
feet down on the deck, the lord of the Ysss lay flat on his
back, thrashing and flailing like a crippJed black crab

Ri an haul ed hinmself over the railing and stood on the
out side of the cat-walk, staring down at his fallen
enemny. Then, he nmoved three steps to his left, lining
hi nsel fup with the body bel ow. After hesitating a single
nmonent to squint down and cal cul ate the distance be-
tween hinmsel f and Blorg, he junped off the cat-wal k-
strai ght down at the Devastat or

WJMP! Feet first, R an |anded four-square on the
center of Blorg's chest! He catapulted off the body and
roll ed over on the deck, lying on his back for severa
nmonents before he was able to rise again. Only the
pul sing of the Scourge's huge reactors could be heard;
and the roomwas bathed in their bright, flickering |light
as the star-pirate dragged hinself to his f~et and
staggered over to the side of the lord of the Y sss.

Bl ood ran down the sides of the one-way visor, and
gushed from beneath the bottom of the dented bl ack
helnmet. As R an reached down to his belt and un-
sheat hed a | ong, gl eam ng knife, Blorg rai sed one hand
in feeble protest, hissing a strangul ated hiss that gurgled
up through the blood in his mnouth.

Thr ough the bl ood-spattered screen of his visor
Blorg saw the pirate towering above him death' s signa-
ture in his eyes. The blade of the thin, sharp knife
reflected the red glare of the reactors as Rian slowy
raised it in the air. Blorg's twenty fingers tw tched
spasnodi cally, but the rest of his great formwas still.
Suddenly, the star-pirate shook his head and sheat hed
the knife. Through the dark haze that began to obscure
his vision, Blorg saw that Ri an, beneath those eyes as
cold as the grave, was grinning his insolent grin.

"Cutting your guts out would be too easy, Blorg,"
the star-pirate said, in a soft, even voice "You haven't
got nuch longer to live. This way, you'll have some-
thing to think about before you slide down the |ong, hot
chute to perdition. Think about this: about Urgel, the

world you irradiated. . . and ny wife and children.

and all the other billions you wi ped out on that dark day.
"And finally, think about ne, your old pal, Red Rian
, , the man who paid for your ticket to hell." The

pirate straightened up, clicked his heels together
and-grinning wickedly all the while-tossed off a

smart salute at his dying enemy. After that, he |eaned
over and pried off the Devastator's helmet. R an w nced
as he saw the bony, reptilian face, covered with bl ood
and wi de-eyed with pain. It was the first time he'd ever
seen Blorg's features. The Ysss do not allow them



selves to be | ooked upon by any of the |esser races, as
they call all other higher life-fornms; only in death are
their faces ever seen.

"You're even uglier than 1 thought,” Ri an nuttered
as he straightened up. He tucked Blorg's hel met under

his armand patted it. "I think I'lIljust keep this tin pot,"
t he buccaneer said, ''as a remenbrance of our friend-
ship." He grinned wickedly at the lord of the Y sss once

nore, and wi nked at him "Have a nice trip, Blorg," he
said quietly, Then the skipper of the Hazard turned on
his heel, went up the cat-walk |adder, and | eft the engine
roomw t hout so nuch as a backward gl ance,

The crew of the Hazard broke out into wild cheering
as their skipper linmped back into the Scourge's

control-center. "He'll never bother anyone again,"
Red Rian said grinmy, when things had quieted down.
"Not inthislife." He smiled, "I sent himregards from

Urgel, and gave hima few things to think about before
he conks out," The crew cheered again, even | ouder
t han before,

"Skipper," old Klegg said, after the din had sub-
sided, "shall we back-up the reactors, and blow this tub
to smthereens?"

The star-pirate shook his head. "No. Let it be. Let it
drift in space. . . as Blorg's nausoleum 1 want them al
to see what happened to him C non, let's get out of
here!"

Quaarg gasped as he realized what the eneny had
done. Fl ai gon had been bl own into nothi ngness-into
infinitesimal particles that would drift ainmlessly in the
void for the rest of eternity.

Suddenly, his attention was diverted as he saw the
i mges of several starships on the vidscreen. There! he
i nfornmed the being at his side. Those ships -we' ve got
to pick them up!

The i nconprehensible entity nodded and spoke in a
voice that chilled himto the nmarrow of his bones. "Yes,
we will do that. . . and send those bright ships on their
way. "

Quaarg | ooked fromthe great spaceforce gathered in
the distance to the eerie creature in the seat beside him
But they greatly outnunber your fleet! he excl ai ned.
How wi I | you do such a thing?

"You shall see," came the reply.

Gart hane watched the Hazard's screens as a wave of
League shi ps detached thenselves fromthe main force
and streaked out to intercept the unidentified spacefl eet
that had just arrived on the scene. And a nonent |ater
he gaped with astoni shment as waves of energy rose up
fromthe dark heart of the Infinite and dashed those
ships to pieces.

Order your starships to pull back, Conmander
al ain, he tel epathed, as R an, Purpur and Wen gaped
beside him] don't know who or what those cr.eatures
are, but they appear to have powers of mnd at |east the
equal of the Fellowship's.

"l don't believe it," Red Riansaid in a thick voice, "I
don't believe it."

My peopl e are exhaustedfromthe attack on Fl ai gon



the Hi gh Master continued. W're in no shape to con-
tend with these intruders now Call your ships back
Ozain. Sound the retreat.

You are mghty indeed, ny lord, Quaarg tel epathed,
bowi ng low to the strange bei ng who stood before him
G eat above all nortals.

Pick up the survivors in the dark ships, the being
thought, smiling at the reptiloid s homage as he entered
into contact with his fellows in the starfleet behind the
Malice. The first priority is the huge vessel at their
head.

My lord, Quaarg told himas he came out of his bow,
that is the Scourge up ahead, and it contains the em
peror' sfavorite. It appears to be stalled. 1 request your
permi ssion to investigate.

As you w sh," the being replied.

At the same tine that the League's force streaked
i nto hyperspace, the enornous space-arnmada that
raced toward" Prinula received the news of the destruc-
tion of Plaigon and the Dark Enmperor's death.

By the serpent's tooth! the | eader of the great force
exclaimed in the control-center of his flagship. They
have destroyed inmmortal Ylang itself! Once the news of
this catastrophe spreads throughout the enpire. all the
captive worlds will be up in arns!

The Ysss overlords who were gathered around him
all shook their heads in agreenment and hissed their
concern. The unthi nkabl e had happened. The Dark
Enpire had just been shaken to its very foundation.

And the future was up for grabs.

G ve the order to turn these ships around, the High
Admral told his subordinates. The invasion of Primula
will not take place. W' re going back at once.

Chapter 12
Awakeni gs And Propheci es

In the engi ne roomof the Scourge, Quaarg squatted on
hi s haunches and gazed at the broken body of Blorg the
Devastator. May Death wel cone the great Blorg, he
i ntoned nentally, rocking back and forth on hi~ heels.
Al the people of the serpent in all the realms of the Dark
Empire will mourn his passing.

Bl org gurgled weakly in response to the young
reptiloid s sarcasm Let me tell you the news before you
go forth on the darkjourney, ny Lord, Quaarg conti nued
blithely. Flaigon exists no nore, but Ylang- Ylang |ives.
Morrent s before the bl ack planet was destroyed, the
enperor funneled its energies into a Mordling starship
and | aunched itself into space through a passage cut
out of the living rock, carved ages ago for just such a
pur pose. The beings fromthe unconquered gal axy have
rescued the Devourer and scattered the forces of the
League and the Fellowship like chaffin the wind. They
are about to return home,. there they will harbor the
enperor until the affairs of state have been stabilized.



Blorg's hisses were barely audi ble now, and his eyes
began to glaze as the life-force ebbed out of his body.
The enperor sent wordfor ne to bring you to him Lord
Blorg. | have no idea why. Quaarg shook his head
slowy. Unless it is to witness your |ast agonies and
savor the monent of your death. He | ooked up as the
footsteps of the ned-techs sounded on the cat-wal k
above.

Before | |eave you, My lord, Quaarg told Blorg

nocki ngly, | have one | ast piece of news fromthe real m
of the living. Ylang-Yl ang has al ready chosen your
successor, he lied. In a few nonents, there will be a

new steward of the Dark Empire, a new lord of all the
Ysss. Wuld you like to know who that shall be? he
asked archingly, making the nost of this last bit of

i nformati on.

SSS-S-S-SSsS . . . Blorg's only reply was a faint whisper
of a hiss.
He stands before you now, Blorg,filling your vision

as you die. Hi s nane is Quaarg.

Bl org reached out feebly with his upper right hand, in
an attenpt to grasp Quaarg by the throat, but ended up
clawing only the air between them A nonent later, his
arm dr opped back to the deck and his entire body
wracked by a series of convul sions.

CGoodbye forever, Blorg the Devastator, were
Quaarg's last thoughts as he left the engi ne room of the
Scour ge.

VWen the good ship Hazard touched down at Libera,
captial city of Aurea Solis, it met with a reception
unequal led in the long history of the Prinula gal axy.
And the celebration that foll owed | asted, day and night,
for a full week. The only thing capable of ending the
festivities, it seemed, was Garthane's sobering address
to the allies, sinmulcast to all the inhabited worlds of
Primul a and Tayl os.

The Hi gh Master spoke fromthe great hall in Libera,
w here the high command of the | eague had assenbled to
hear him The speaker's platformwas flooded with |ight
as Garthane approached it, and an Arnmy of broadcast
technici ans clustered around the dais, conpleting their
preparations for the speech. Wen he reached the plat-
form Garthane raised his arnms and cut short the thun-
der ous appl ause.

"Brothers and sisters of the Prinmula and Tayl os
gal axi es,"” he began, in a loud and authoritative voice,
his penetrating grey eyes staring directly into the vi-
dcans, "all things are one. Infinity is at the heart of al
t hi ngs."

Nila and Red Rian sat up in their seats when they
noticed the severe expression on the Hi gh Master's
face. Ween Leever gul ped, and Purpur |eaned forward
in his seat, cat's-ears cocked in the direction of the dais.

"It is not over yet," the | eader of the Fell owship of
Light told the billions who watched himin both
gal axies. "Granted that Flaigon no | onger exists, and
the Blorg the Devastator was broken at the hand of Red
Rian of Urgel; granted that rebellion is rising through-
out the Dark Enpire, and that the inperial forces are



pani cked beyond imagining. . . but the hardest battle is
still to cone."”

The great hall was now as silent as a graveyard in the
deep of night. "W have been nonitoring inperial
conmuni cati ons, and have received di squieting news.

Yl ang- Ylang lives." G oans of disbelief and cries of
wonder went up throughout the hall. Garthane held his
hands up for silence once again.

"The Dark Enperor was rescued by the strange and
unknown bei ngs our invasion force encountered after
t he bonbardment of Fl ai gon. \Watever these creatures
may be, they are i mensely powerful, and appear to be
t he possessors of powers of nmind that mght well be
greater than those of the Fellowship of Light. In ny
opi nion, they are incredibly dangerous. . . and they
seemto be allied to the Dark Enperor." As Garthane
paused, every soul in the place held his breath.

"W nust take these nysterious intruders into ac-
count in all our future plans,"” he went on. "And we
must al so do our utnost to support and encourage re-
bel i on throughout the Dark Enpire. | do not wish to
di scourage you," the Hi gh Master said gently, "but the
worst is yet to come. So keep faith with the forces of
life, and grow stronger as you prepare to strike another
bl ow for the freedom of the star-seas."

He smiled serenely at his vast audi ence. "W shal
win. . . we nmust win. May the Infinite bless you all."

As Garthane left the dais to the cheers and appl ause
that signalled the League's renewed determ nation to
oppose the Dark Emperor and all his works of evil, Red
Ri an | eaned over and whispered in Nila's ear, nuzzling
t he nape of her neck as he did. "Well, babe," he said,
"at | east we don't have to worry about ol d bone' head
any nore."

Nila turned to the star-pirate and patted himon his
bearded cheek. "My father would be glad to hear
that," she whi spered back, |eaning toward hi mand
putting her lips to his ear. "And Dann will be too, when
he gets back."

Then she smiled, and whispered in Red R an's ear
once more. "And if you don't stop smpoching me in
public," she said, still smling, "I'"mgoing to haul off
and punch you right in the nose.'.’

Rian's reply was inaudible, due to the vol une' ofthe
cheers in the great hall, but the expression of surprise
on his face could be made out for several hundred
yar ds.

Dreans and whi spering voi ces, soft, concerned
murmurs and the touch of gentle hands, blazing lights
and the inpersonal hum of surgical equipnment, flashes
of pain and the expl osive feed-back of tornmented
nerve-ends, rushing wi nds and muted roars, shudders
and jolts, the rustling of bedsheets and the crisp, clean
snel | of fresh linen.

These were the principal conmponents of the tinmneless,
drifting nmontage of inpressions that Dann Oryzon
brought back to waking reality as he regai ned con-
sciousness for the first tine in nore than three weeks.
They grey dream had di ssipated |ike nornings fog on



the heart of the Western Sea, and the sweet, clear |ight
of day greeted himwith all the tenderness a nother
di spl ays upon the return of a |long-lost son

He fluttered his eyes rapidly, and then squinted, nar-
rowing his eyelids to mere slits as he attenpted to
resol ve the blurred shapes before himinto sharp-focus.
When he finally did, he saw Altektu and D Anacom
standing at the foot of his bed, their eyes glowi ng |like
di amonds in the green perma-flesh setting of their beau-
tiful faces.

" A . . . DAna " he croaked, with the voice of
someone who had not spoken for a long time, "where
am | ?"

"At Astyx," D-Ana replied softly.

"\What happened. . . to ne?"He struggled to sit up
"Garthane . . . Nla. . . Ran ... "

The soft nachines cane to the side (if the bed, and
gently settled himback on his pillows. "They are al
right,"” Altektu told him "Everyone's all ri~ht. Wen

you're feeling a little stronger, we'll tell you the whole
story."

Dann cl osed his eyes and took a deep breath before
speaking again. "I remenber. . . something," he said

haltingly, as he struggled to salvage a cluster of inpres-
sions fromthe broad ocean of deliriumout of which

he had just energed. "Soft hands.~. ..soft, murmuring
voice. . . fragrance of flowers. . . someone calling to
ne

The android couple smled down at him noddi ng
their heads as they did.

"Who else. . . was here?" Dann asked.

D- Ana stroked his hair. He felt her cool fingers brush
hi s forehead.

"She'll be here in a nonent," Altektu replied.

It was the first tine in aeons that Ylang- Yl ang had
been anybody's guest, and the Devourer runbled and
flickered darkly in its disconfort. Qutside the great
structure that had been specially constructed to house
the pul sating field of corrupt energies that was the Dark
Enperor, Quaarg the Destroyer paced up and down
nervously in a state of high anxiety, awaiting the results
of Ylang- Ylang's interviewwith the nasters of the
strange and dreadful place that was its tenporary resi-
dence.

I nside the vast, gl oony chanber, the Devourer's
power ful hosts stood before it in a huge arc and stared

full into the center of its vile and int~nse energies with
uncovered eyes. And those white, fearsone eyes had

neither iris nor pupil, but nmerely presented a solid field
of milky white as their possessors gazed unharned at

Yl ang's searing and infernal brilliance.

"Why should we intervene to save the great toy you
call your enpire?" the | eader of these entities asked,
stepping forward fromthe center of the arc and boldly
addressing the imortal thing that had once been a
Mordling. "You have nothing we want. . . nor need."

There you are m staken, the Devourer boomed, the
musi ¢ of its thoughts orchestrating into a dark, sweep-
i ng synmphony of power and seduction. | have one thing



to offer you, ny lords. . . the one thing in all the
uni verse that you can never acquire by your own pow
ers,form dable as they are.

"And what night that one thing be, Ylang-Yl ang?"

The Lord of Life and Death banked its energies |ow,
throwi ng the vast space into murk and shadows as it
did, conpressing its mass into a cloud of | um nous
bl ackness as dark as the heart of mdnight or the secrets
of the grave.

The power to defy tine, Ylang purred, sending out a
stream of vaporous black tendrils to lap at the feet of its
hosts. The power to gaze out over the seas of eternity
and catch sight of the far shores of infinity. . . The gift
ofimmortality!

The Devourer's hosts exchanged startl ed | ooks and
whi spered anong thensel ves. Wen they fell silent,
their | eader addressed the star-tyrant again. "You have
of fered us the one thing we do not possess. The offer
interests us. We shall withdraw to discuss this matter
nmore fully, and then we will return and give you our
answer . "

Yes-s-sss, yes-s-sss, do that, ny gracious lords, the
Devourer replied, hissing like the great serpent that
guards the Tree of Life. Discuss-s-sss it. Think about it

Quaarg sprang to his feet as the lords of the strange
pl ace filed out of the great chanber. They ignored his
presence when they passed and, since he was beneath
their notice, spoke freely anong thensel ves as they
depart ed.

"But if we choose to becone inmmortal,"” Quaarg
overheard one of themsay with a note of revulsion in his
voi ce, "nust we be transforned into a thing such as
t hat ?"

"I think not," their leader replied, still wthin earshot
of the repitloid. "Should we decide to accept Ylang's
offer, | shall see to it that we introduce a few

nodi fications of our own into the process."”

Haaass! Quaarg shuddered when he cane out of his
bow, and hissed with awe. Strange and dreadful things
woul d soon conme to pass; he was convinced of that.

And in a short span of tinme, he was sure that he would
witness the birth of a new generation of gods.

Inits guest-room its makeshift lair, the Geat De-
vourer runbled and thundered with dark contentnment

as it dove into the lightless sea of ecstasy. | have them
Yl ang gl oated. | have these high and nmighty Lords fast

on the hook of desire and overweening anmbition. | have

O fered themthe one thin!'? the)! want above all other
things. | have nmade themthe offer they cannot

ref use.

The chanber was al nost totally dark. as the Uevourer
pl unmbed the depths of its foul extasis. Ylang was con-
tent. The great insult would soon be avenged in a tida
wave of bl ood and fire. The League of Free Wrlds
woul d be obliterated fromliving nenory.. . . and the
audaci ous manni ken, Garthane, along with the rest of
those purple-comed little lunps of excrenent, would
be punished with an attendant horror and tornent that
woul d shake the living universe to its heart.

Yl ang- Ylang burbled fearfully as it sank deeper into



t he devouring nouth of its self-created oblivion. Let
them di scuss, it thought contentedly. Let them ponder.

I am safe and secure in this place.. and | have the tine
and patience to wait. After all, what is time to the

i mortal ?



