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The First Book
LOST AMONG THE TREETOPS

Chapter 1
Many Partings

Joy held sway over theidand kingdom of Komar, but over my heart there hovered a bitter cloud of
black despair.

My friendsand |, with the aid of Luck and Chance and the whim of Fate, had at |ast succeeded in
breaking forever the iron grip of the Blue Barbarians upon the throne of Komar. The savage warrior
horde, broken and decimated by along and bloody night of invasion, battle, and sege, had fled by ship
to seaand from there to shore. The scattered remnants of the once-mighty horde of Barbarians had sunk
into the shadows of the sky-towering forest of gigantic treeslike whipped curs. Never again would they
menace the peace and security of the treetop kingdoms of the Green Star World.

Their day had passed, and anew day had dawned.

The gallant and courageous Prince Andar had been raised to the throne of his ancestors. Komar had its
freedom, and a prince of the ancient blood to reign over that freedom. A day of celebration and festiva
had begun, such asthe proud and age-old idand realm had never known before.

In the bestowd of honors and the giving of gratitude, my friends and | were far from forgotten. Indeed,
we stood foremost in the ranks of those who had helped to free the idand city from its oppressors.

Zargathe Kaood, Janchan of Phaolon, the Goddess Arjda, Parimus the science wizard, the immortal.
sage, Nimbdim of Y oth (aye, even dy, grinning, ugly Klygon, the thief who had become a hero), each of
usin our turn were cheered and honored.



Nor was |, Karn, the savage jungle boy whose body held cupped within it the star-wandering spirit of an
Earthling, overlooked in the bestowal of honors. Long and loud rang out the cheers when Prince Andar
from the throne of hisfathers called meforth to stand benegath the golden banner for the recital of my few
poor deeds.

It should have been ahappy day; for meit wasaday of immeasurable gloom.
Y ou who have followed thusfar the journal of my exploits, adventures, and wanderings under the Green
Ster (if indeed any eye but my own will ever peruse this narrative of marvels) will understand the reason

for the pal of sadnessthat froze my heart within me.

For there, at the very last, on the rooftop of the palace-citadel, with our arch-foe, Delgan of the Ides, at
bay, my eyes, which had been blinded but now with sight renewed, gazed upon a sight of wondrous and
pitiful enigma.

Niamh the Fair, Niamh my beloved, so long sought, so long lost, was restored to me at last, in aflashing
ingtant of time. In the next breath she was torn from me again, and plunged into a desperate and unequa
struggle againg the very personification of doom.

The sky craft which the mad immortal, Ralidux, had stolen from the vault of treasures on the Ide of Ruins
drifted low over the rooftop of the palace.

From the crest of the stone colossus wherein he had concedled himself, our dread enemy, Delgan,
gorang into the craft and fought with my beloved princess for the controls.

Only Zorak, theloyd and stawart bowman of Tharkoon, of usal had the presence of mind, in that
terrible, flashing instant, to ascend the stone limbs of the giant idol and seize afingertip hold on the tail of
the floating craft asit drifted idly away, borne on the winds of dawn.

We stood helpless, watching it float out of sight.

Zargaand Parimus, in the air yacht of the science wizard, had flown after the weightless craft, only to
observe from agreat distance asit floated from sight between the sky-tdl trees of the mainland.

Their last glimpse had been one fraught with hideous possibilities.

Asit drifted from view between the prodigious boles of the forest, one body had falen from the craft to
certain desth below.

But-whose?

Delgan, our azure-skinned arch-enemy, who had earned his death athousand times over for his
treacheries and betrayals?

Or Zorak, the strong and faithful bowman who had come to the defense of Andar’ sredm?

Or—-most horrible possibility of al—had it been the frail and dender body of my beloved princess,
overcome by the grim strength of thetraitor, Delgan?

Had he mastered her, and crudly thrust her from the cockpit of the craft, to hurtle down to aterrible
death in the black, worm-haunted abyss that was the floor of the sky-tall forest of gigantic trees?



Search asthey did, my friends returned to Komar with that question unanswered, that mystery unsolved.

And that was the reason for the black cloud of despair that hung over my heart on that joyous day of
fedtival and thanksgiving . . .

Thetime had comefor usto part, my friendsand I. Prince Parimus of Tharkoon, having asssted in the
conquest of the Blue Barbarians and the freeing of their Komarian subjects, gathered his bowmen, bade
usfarewell, and entered hisair yacht for the voyage back to his own far reaim.

With him as an honored guest went the thousand-year-old sage and philosopher, Nimbalim of Y oth,
whom Janchan and Zarga had rescued from the dave pens of Cadlidar, the Flying City of the Black
Immortas.

They had much in common, the science wizard and the old philosopher. Together they would delveinto
the lost sciences of the Kaloodha, the Winged Men, whose world-old race was now extinct save for
Zargadone.

After many farewells, they departed for Tharkoon.

They had lingered only to witness the marriage of Prince Janchan of the Ptolnim and the Divine Arjda It
was Andar of the Komarians himself who wed these comrades of mine, there on the steps below his
throne, inthe great hall of hisancestral palace, ringed about by the lords and nobles of hisidand realm.

There we watched, solemn and yet joyful, as Baryllus, the High Priest of Karoga, god of Komar,
celebrated the holy nuptials. We stood smiling as Janchan clasped his bride to his chest and sedled her
lipswith their firgt kiss. Oh, it was awondrous moment for dl . . . but wondrous beyond beyond belief
for Janchan of Phaolon and his mate.

She had been aliving goddessin Ardha; now she was only awoman, and abride.
| believe she had never been happier.
Then camethetime of partings.

Prince Andar bade farewd |l to Parimus of Tharkoon and his gallant bowmen, then turned to offer
Janchan and Arjaathe hospitdity of hispaacefor their honeymoon (for strange asit seems, the custom
familiar to us on Earth isaso known to the Laonese). Aswell, his hospitaity was extended to Klygon,
Zarga, and mysdlf, to remain in Komar as long as we wished, as his honored guests. Weary and worn as
we were from the perils and privations through which we had al but recently passed, hisinvitation was
gratefully accepted. Indeed, there wasllittle e se that we could do, in dl actudity, for in this strange and
beautiful and terrible world of treesastdl as Everest, where the very cities of men cling to the upper
branches like mere hornets nests, we had long since lost our bearings. Our ultimate goa was Phaolon
the Jewel City, but no manin al of the Komarian kingdom, least of al ourselves, knew in which direction
nor a what distanceit lay.

So we made ourselves comfortable in Komar, for atime. My comrades were grateful for achanceto
rest awhile and enjoy the comforts of civilization, after the terribletrias of davery, storm, shipwreck, and
marooning we had undergone.

Not so, I.



Stll the unknown fate of my beloved princess weighed upon my heart. Still the unanswered question of
which of the three had fallen from the sky-ship echoed within my weary brain, repesting itself over and
over.

Unable to deep, despite the exertions of the day just past, | rose from my silken bed, donned my
buskins, wrapped the scarlet 1oincloth about me, and belted on my glassy sword.

Restless, | went out upon the bal cony of my tower room to gaze forth upon the night, thinking of Niamh.

The World of the Green Star has no moon to illuminate its skies by night, as does my native Earth. It
revolves closeto its sun of emerad flame, so closethat, wereit not for its eterna barrier of cloudswhich
interpose themseal ves between the planet and its parent star, the burning heat of those green rays would
scorch the last vestiges of life from the surface of the planet.

Alas, that same eternal and unbroken wall of clouds hide forever from view the innumerable stars of
heaven, and the dender and dfin folk of thisworld-the Laonese, asthey cal themsdves—are denied the
splendors of the star-strewn firmament. Hence the nights of Lao are black as doom, in which no man

may see his path.

| stared upon the city of Komar, where it crouched upon high dliffs, girdied about with its mighty wall.
Guardsmen in the colors of Prince Andar strode the watch about the circuit of that frowning battlement,
and they boretorchesin their hand to light their path.

By thelight of those glimmering torches, | saw astrange and lovely thing. Fashioned al of gleaming meta
it was, but it floated upon the breeze aslightly as would asogp bubble. Slim and tapering it was, graceful
asthe Flying Carpet of Arabic legend, its prow curled back to shelter itsriders.

Thiswas the sky-ded we had carried off long ago from the Pylon of Sarchimus the Wise. The extinct
Kaoodha had fashioned the flying thing amillion years ago.

The moment my eyesfdl uponit, | knew that | could delay no longer the satisfaction of the urge that
gnawed within me, to search for my lost beloved, though al the wide world lay between us.

With Kam of the Red Dragon, to think wasto act. Thistrait had precipitated me into peril many times
before now, and doubtless would do so again. A wiser man, or aman less driven by his need, would
have paused, thought things out, consulted with hisfriends. But | sorang over the paragpet and clambered
down thethick vines asif they had been aladder.

Lightly asagreat cat, | dropped to the top of the citaddl wall. The guards had passed thisway but a
moment before; dtill the light of their torches gleamed in the glistening gold meta of the ky-ded, whereit
drifted idly to and fro on the breeze, tethered by its anchor-cable to a stone bench.

It was the work of amoment to glide to where the weird craft floated, to heave myself aboard. | lay flat
in one of the shallow depressions made for that purpose, sudying the controls. Often | had watched as
Zagathe

Kaood had flown the craft. The controls were few and admirably smple. There was no doubt in my
mind that | could fly the craft.

Then, swiftly and unobtrusively, making certain that | was not observed, | returned to my quartersin the



palace and took up my wegpons and awarm cloak. In the great hall where the wedding-feast had
recently concluded | selected provisions of meat and pastry, and a supply of the deliciousif oddly
colored foodstuff the Komarians prize, which resembles excellent cheese. There being no other beverage
to hand, | scooped up as many bottles of the effervescent, gold-colored wine of the idands as remained
unopened, and, returning to where my craft was moored, stored these provisons away in the
tail-compartment, which was locked by aclever catch whose secrets | had learned from Zarga.

Then, buckling mysdlf in the safety harness, | detached and drew aboard the anchor-cable and stored it
away in its place while the aerid vehicle floated out over the crooked streets and peaked roofs of
Komar.

A moment later, my touch at the sengitive controls sent the silent and weightless craft winging itsway out
over the dark surface of the seain the direction in which the sky craft had flown, bearing my beloved
princess to a nameless and unknown doom.

Living or deed, | would find her, or perish mysdlf in the attempt.

Chapter 2
Battle Amid the Clouds

Asthe sky craft which Ralidux had stolen from the treasure-vaults of the Ancient Ones drifted
weightlessy across the roof of Prince Andar’ s besieged palace-citadel, Niamh-the Phaol onese princess
whom | had come to love under the name of Shann of Kamadhong during my blindness, when we were
castaway's together on the desert ide of Narjix in the Komarian Sea—had no sooner freed hersalf from
one atacker than a second thrust himsalf upon her.

The black superman from the Flying City, Ralidux, driven mad by his uncontrollablelust for Arjdathe
Living Goddess, had carried off Niamh from our desert ide under the mistaken assumption that shewas
none other than the superb young woman whom he desired above al ese. Discovering his error, he had
planned to hurl her dim body over the Side of the flying vessel. But Niamh, tearing free of her bonds, and
plucking from its secret sheath amid the tattered remnants of her garments, that dender, sacred knife
whichis, to every woman of the Laonese race, thefind defense of her chagtity, turned upon her

kidnapper. .

They fought together, therein the cockpit of the sky craft, asit drifted idly over the rooftops of Komar.
At length my beloved princess succeeded in gtriking home: like the fang of astriking cobra, the dim bright
blade sunk to its hilt in the heart of the Black Immortal and he toppled from the cockpit to fal to the
rooftop far below.

Wrenching her blade from the heart of Raidux in theingtant of hisfall, Niamh turned to seize control of
thefloating air vessd. But in the same moment of time a strange man with azure skin and subtle, crafty
eyes sprang into the cockpit from the stony limbs of the colossa statue which loomed atop the palace
roof.

Niamh stared at him dazedly. They had never so much aslaid eyes on each other before, had Delgan of
the Ides and the Princess of Phaolon, but this mattered little. The former Warlord of the Blue Barbarians
had sei zed upon thistrick of fortune to make his escape, and would permit no adolescent girl to deter him
inhisflight.

In one hand he bore that deadly crystal rod in which captive lightnings flickered-the zoukar, or
death-flash—which Zarga and Janchan and | had borne off long ago in our escape from the doomed and



dying Pylon of the science magician, Sarchimusthe Wise,

Leveling ,the powerful weapon at the wide-eyed girl-who crouched the length of the cockpit avay, a
dim, now gory, blade clenched in one small but capable fist—the traitorous Delgan was about to direct the
furiousray of the crystal weapon againg this unknown girl who stood in the way of his escape.

But then the bidding of caution made him stay his hand. The terrific power of the zoukar was a subject
with which he was not completely familiar. To looseitsfrightful energieswithin the narrow confines of the
cabin might be to damage the sky craft beyond al hopes of repair.

Therefore, with aswift motion, he thrust the crystal wegpon into hisgirdle, and, with atigerlike bound,
flung himself upon the young girl who opposed him.

So swiftly did the mysterious blue man legp into the cabin—and so unexpectedly did he hurl himsalf upon
her—that Niamh was taken by surprise. Suddenly, ahand like an iron vise clamped itself about her wrigt,
while the blue man flung his other arm about her wai g, lifting her from the floor of the cabin. While she
sought to plunge her dim blade into his heart, he strove to drag her to the edge of the cockpit and fling
the hapless girl over theside.

Inthefury of their combat, neither Niamh nor her assailant noticed Zorak the Bowman as he scaled the
stony limbs of the colossus. He flung himself across space in an effort to reach the sky-ship before it
floated away from the palace roof. for arescue attempt to succeed.

The outstretched fingers of the stalwart Tharkoonian brushed the tail-assembly of theflying craft . . .
dipped, then clung. A moment later, the flying craft bore him away, out over the streets of the city. Then
his dangling booted hedls swung giddily above the tranquil immengty of theinland sea. And thiswasthe
last of theflying craft which I, Darn, saw asthe Green Star rose up over the horizon to flood the world of
the great treeswith itsemerad light.

Delgan had not dreamed that he would encounter any difficulty in overcoming the dight figure of the
adolescent girl. For, although by no means as robust or as burly aswere most of the Blue Barbarians, he
was afull-grown man in his prime and possessed of aman’s sirength.

But the supple girl twisted lithely in his crushing grip, as agile asawrithing serpent. The girl fought
furioudy againgt the blue man as he struggled to thrust her over the side. Delgan soon discovered he had
taken on ayoung wildcat.

She raked the sharp nails of one hand down the side of hisface, dashing his cheek from eye-corner to
chin. Blood spurted from historn flesh; with a curse, he jerked his head back, fearing that with the next
swipeof her vicious nallsshemight blind him.

Then asmdl but firm knee thudded into the pit of his somach with staggering force. With awhoosh the
ar wasdriven out of hislungs as Niamh drove one sharp elbow into hisribs. Bent double, clutching at his
belly, face streaming with blood, Delgan ssumbled in retreat until he was backed againgt the control panel
itself. Blinking open his eyes, which had been squeezed shut with pain, he saw the sunlight of the Green
Star flash dazzlingly from the smdll; glittering blade of the girl’ sknife.

The gleam of the naked metal was no less deadly than the wrathful firesthat. burned fiercely inthegirl’s
narrowed eyes.

Pampered child of the jewelbox cities though she was, Niamh of Phaolon fought like atigresswhen she



had to.

Facing her glittering blade, Delgan’ s bravery ebbed. Cunning and unscrupulous, it was ever hisway to
winwith words or guile rather than to resort to physica action, which, in hiswarped view, wasthe way
of the brute. The wily and devious Delgan had long ago discovered that he would trick and entangle
those he sought to use in aweb of words. So hetried it now, rather than trust his precious hide to the
gtinging kiss of that small, chaste blade.

“Would you day me, then, witch-girl?’ he panted. “I am no enemy of yours! Think: have ever we met,
child?If not, then how could we be foes?’

“It was no friend who tried to thrust me over the Side, stranger!” spat Niamh, the keen knife unswerving
inher lip.

Degan forced a bewildered laugh.

“But you have taken everything wrong, child! | sorang aboard thisflying craft to aid you in piloting it to
the palace roof, for | done know thetrick of the controls. And | legped forward to steady you, for fear
that the impact of my leap might toss you from your feet and over the side. Then, and, I’ m afraid, without
even giving me amoment to speak and to identify mysdlf, you brought that wicked small knifeinto action.
Even then, dthough attacked without warning, | was not provoked, but kindly thought to remove the
weapon from you, lest in your hysteriayou do yoursdf aninjury .. .”

The blue man’ swords were smoothly plausible, and the bewildered, amost hurt tones with which he
uttered them came very close to disarming Niamh's suspicions. But the girl was no fool and remembered
her own precise reactions, despite the dy-tongued villain' s attempt to befuddle her.

“If you are my friend, first tossthat curious crystal weapon over theside,” she said keenly. Then, with a
smadll, ironic smile, she added: “For, if we are friends, we need no weapons, now, do we?’

He nodded in afriendly fashion. “ Certainly | will do so, to reassure you, mistress. But the crystal rod is
no wegpon; it isan instrument of the Ancients which shedslight in darkness. At any rate, | will surely do
asyouwish. .. butfirg, I think it not too much for meto ask of you asimilar token in gesture of our
friendship. Throw away that knife of yours, and | will do asyou bid.”

Niamh looked at him strangely.

“Do you not know that every woman of my race bears ever on her person the sacred knife that is caled
the ‘ Defender of Chadtity’?” she murmured, puzzledly. “Or are you some savage outlander, unfamiliar
with the code of civilization?’

Dedgan, who wasindeed just such asavage, dbeit one who had rigoroudy schooled himself in the ways
of the more civilized races of hisworld, bit hislipin slent fury at the dip. But not so much asamuscle
twitched in hisfaceto reved hisinward fedings.

“Of course, of course! | had forgotten!” he said, with an apologetic laugh. “Wdll, then, my girl, sheathe
that holy knife of yours, or put it away . . . anaked blade is not drawn between comrades, you know!”

So cleverly devised wasthe verba trap he had woven about her, that Niamh—although her every impulse
screamed to retain the blade for instant usg, if threatened—could not conjure up agood reason for not
putting away the little knife. Kegping awary eye on the smiling, seemingly friendly man, she reinserted the



bladein its secret sheath, which was sewn in the lining of the garment wound about her breasts. When
she had done so, she haf expected the strange blue-skinned man to hurl himsalf upon her. But he did not.

“There we are, then; atruce between us?’ he suggested genidly.
“Perhaps,” she said tentatively. “ But you have not yet tossed overside the crystal rod you wear.”

“This?’ hesaid, smiling, drawing the desth-flash from hisgirdle. “But it istoo rare and precious to throw
away, thisartifact of the Ancients.” Then the deadly crystal rod. was pointed unswervingly at her heart.

“Do not move or reach for that wicked little knife of yours,” he said softly. “But do exactly as| say. The
deathly fires of lightning deep in thisrod, easy to awake, and it would be a pity to snuff out so young a
life, to sear and shrivel so ddlectable a soft young body.”

Niamh crimsoned and bit her lip at the mockery in his eyes, but she offered no resistance.
Then he reached for her.

Chapter 3
Over the Side

Delgan suddenly snatched back hishand with aghrill, unbelieving cry. For, out of nowhere, a
green-feathered arrow had transfixed his hand. Paling to amuddy, unhedthy hue, his thin-upped mouth
pinched with pain, Delgan stared down at hisright hand. The arrow had pierced completely through the
bones of hiswrigt. Its gory-bladed point protruded from the other side of hisarm. Red blood trickled
down his hand to drip upon the cabin floor from numb fingertips.

In the next instant adeep, quiet voice spoke from somewhere behind Niamh:

“Do not give credence to hislying words, lady, for heisafaithlesstraitor, and the direst foe of your
friends Janchan and Zargaand Karn.”

Niamh turned about to see the speaker of these words, and saw atall, bronzed bowman in the
forest-green and slver of Tharkoon. His powerful scarlet bow was at the ready, an arrow nocked in
place to be loosed upon the ingtant, should the blue man try to fire the zoukar he fill grippedin his
uninjured hand.

While Delgan had sought to trap her in hiswily web of words, the bronzed bowman had drawn himsalf
up with asurge of hismighty arms until he straddled the tail-assembly of the sky craft. Then he had
inched hisway dong the smooth, deek fuselage of the streamlined flying vessdl, until he crouched just
behind the spacious cockpit. From that vantage point he had observed al which had transpired between
thelissome girl and the smooth-tongued ex-Warlord of the Barbarian horde. His intervention had been a
timely one. So intent had Delgan been upon the dim girl he sought to ensnare with hislies and haf-truths
and clever digtortions of fact, his keen and watchful eyes fixed upon her dfin face, that he had not so
much as glimpsed the burly bowman crouched atop the cowling. Had he so much aslifted hisfixed gaze
from Niamh’'sface for an ingtant, the encounter might have had a very different outcome.

Now holding hisbow hocked and ready in one hand, the archer from Tharkoon swung his booted legs
over the cowling and dropped like agreat cat into the cockpit to stand protectively beside the
bewildered Princess of Phaolon.



“Helies, lady, | swear it!” panted Delgan, hiseyeswild, his cam controlled demeanor shaken for once.
His mouth worked loosdly and spittle foamed at the corners of hislips, to dribble down hischin. “Heisa
renegade—an outlaw!-who seeks to seize you and ddliver you into the hands of your enemies. I, | done,
amyour friend!”

Hiswordswere shrill and, for once, rang falsely on the ear. His very expression, wide-eyed, mouth
working loosely, swesat beading hisfeatures, reeked of fear. Niamh did not believe him and shrank
againg the sde of the towering bowman asthe hysterical blue man gesticulated wildly, the death-flash
forgotten in his hand.

The sky-ship borne on the swift wings of the morning breeze, had traveled avery great distance by this
time. Indeed, theidand city of Komar was by now lost from view somewhere behind them, cloaked from
sght behind a pearly veil of morning mist. The Komarian Seawas not of any greet breadth in these parts,
indeed, the shoreline of the mainland was clearly in view dead ahead of their floating prow. They could
see theimmense boles of the miles-tall trees soaring up out of the abyss of darkness which was the floor
of the world-encumbering forest.

The wind was carrying them directly into that mighty rampart of mountain-high trees. The eyesof Zorak
werefirst to spot their peril, and with agrunt of surprise, letting hisred bow fal, the bowman stepped
forward to seize the controls and turn the prow aside before the hurtling craft drove into the mighty
palisade of tree-trunks.

Eyesferd with desperation, goaded into viciousness like a cornered rat, the blue man, with the arrow
through hiswrig, fdll into a defensive crouch as the bowman stepped forward. Lipswrithing back from
his teeth, which were bared in afighting snarl, the blue man raised the death-flash in one shaking hand.

“Back, youidand dog, or I'll blast you where you stand!” he whimpered.

“But, man, thetrees!” grunted Zorak, pointing at the wall of mighty trunks which swept up toward them.
But Delgan, where he crouched near the low edge of the cockpit had his back turned againgt that
forward view, and had no notion of the danger that was upon them.

“Anoldtrick,” he snarled with a shaky laugh, “to trap a clever wolf. Do not move, on peril of your life,
you hulking brute—*

Zorak gestured helplessy as agreet branch thrust into their path, gold-foil leaves glittering in the light of
the Green Star. Then, ignoring the threet of the crystal rod, the bowman turned and swept Niamh into his
armsto protect the girl from injury with his own brawny body serving as her shield.

In the next ingtant the hurtling craft tore through the mass of foliage. Leaves huge as aschooner’ ssails
whipped past them. The pointed nose of the flying ship grated against rough bark and the fabric of the
craft shuddered under the rasping impact of the glancing blow.

Delgan staggered before the buffet as one great leaf swept by him, knocking him from hisfeet. The
backs of hisknees struck against the edge of the low cockpit with stunning force. With a screech of
blood-chilling tear the blue man fell backward over the edge of the cockpit and disappeared from view,
gl clutching the zoukar in adeethlike grip.

Aningant later, like adeek projectile, the flying vessel whipped through the mesh of leaves and went
wobbling drunkenly into open air again, till regling from the glancing blow. Zorak threw himsdlf to the
edge of the cockpit and looked over. They were among the boles of the sky-tal forest by now, and only



an abyss of impenetrable gloom was visible below. He could not even glimpse the dwindling mote of
Ddgan’ swrithing form asthe unfortunate Warlord fell to his unquestioned degth half amile below, where
great pallid worms squirmed through the fetid darkness of the forest’sfloor . . .

And thiswas the terrible sight which Zarga and Prince Parimus glimpsed from afar asthey pursued the
flying shipintheair yacht of the science wizard: one minute body faling from the craft asit dipped
between the soaring tree-trunks and vanished from their view.

From that great distance, of course, they could not tell which of the threeriders had falen to hisor her
death in ‘the black abyss beneath the lurching ked! . . .

The sky craft did between two towering boles and drifted into an uncanny world of more-than-earthly
beauty.

Only those who have visited the World of The Green Star can picture the incredible vistathat met the
eyesof Zorak and Niamh. In every direction trees of dark scarlet wood towered, their trunks thicker
than the mightiest of skyscrapers, soaring aoft mile upon mileto thrust their vastness of golden foliage
into the stratosphere. Between these | ofty boles, great shafts of pellucid jade-green sunlight fell, shining
through momentary rentsin the eternd cloud-veil whose silver migts shielded the planet from thefierce
emerad fires of its parent star. Here and there between the towering trees floated dragonflies ashuge as
Percherons, drifting on wings like sheeted opa There, stretched on mile-long cables between the mighty
branches, a spider web of colossa dimensions hung, its sticky strands thick enough and strong enough to
hold rampaging mammoths captive. Clinging by sucker-disks to the underside of branches whose breadth
was that of six-lane highways, golden and green and crimson lizards, fearsome and enormous as fabled
dragons, clung.

It was an awesome and mysterious scene of strange and terrible beauty, such as my native Earth can
nowhere digplay. But to Niamh the Fair it was known and familiar, for the gem-bright city of her birth
nestled somewhere in arboredl giants such asthese, and these incredible vistas were al that she had ever
known.

But to Zorak the Bowman it was aweird new world of unknown marvels, for home to the brawny
archer wasthe city of Tharkoon on itsisolated peninsulathrusting out into the cam waves of the
Komarian Sea, and the giant trees of Lao were an unexplored mystery to him. Thus he gaped with
amazement upon the Sghtsthat lay everywhere.

The winds that had propelled the deek and weightless projectile across the narrow Straits of sea
between theide of Komar and the mainland had died now. No matter how strong the morning breeze
might blow, it broke and died againgt the looming rampart of the arbored titans. Thusthe sky craft
floated more dowly now, drifted idly to and fro, eventualy coming to rest between the two segmentsof a
forked twig aslarge as a sege catapult. Waking from his entranced fascination, the bowman bent in
puzzlement over the controls, eventually finding the switch that killed the power-source which drovethe
enginesof theflying ship.

“Wéll, whereto now, my lady?’ he asked, once the danger of collision with one of the huge branches
was past. “ Delgan will trouble us no more, but we must be making our return to Komar, where your
friendswait.”

Niamh turned to him eagerly. “Isit true, brave bowman, what | glimpsed in that brief moment above the
paace roof ? Has the boy, Karn, recovered hisvision?Isit true that his eyes are heded?’



The Tharkoonian nodded. “ Aye, lady, but whether it was from the cures dow nature worksin her own
good time, or from the science magic of my master, Parimus the Wise, who treated the youth’ seyes, | do
not know. But Karn can truly see again.”

“I thank al Gods,” she bresthed, tears glittering on her thick lashes. “ And Prince Janchan, and the
Goddess Arjaa, and somber, unspeaking Zargathe Kaood, my friends who rescued me from the Flying
City . . . they too live and are well and unhurt?’

“Aye.” He nodded again. “ All have come safely through our recent adventuresin bettle againgt the Blue
Barbarianswho held theidand city of Komar and exiled her gdlant heir, Andar.”

“Then let us be about and back to this city of Komar of which you speak, so that we may rgoin our
comrades,” bade the girl breathlesdly.

But when the bowman, obedient to her wishes, bent to the controls again nothing he could do could
rouse the dormant enginesinto life. Some secret switch, it seemed, must first be engaged; but which it
was, he did not know.

Weightless as alog upon the bosom of astream, and as dead and lifeless, the sky craft hung moored
between two branches. . . and they were lost, marooned half amile above the world, in apart of the
giant forest which even Niamh the Fair, for dl her travels, had never visited before.

But not dlone.

A deep-throated, menacing hiss woke Niamh from her frowning reverie as she bent over the pand,
studying the multitude of dids, striving to remember which knobs and switches Ralidux bad touched to
pilot the craft.

Shelooked up into asnarling visage straight from the netherpits of somejungle hell . . . looked into the
naked fangs and yawning jaws and lambent yellow gaze of amongter lizard, which had dithered out upon
the nearer of the twin branches until it crouched now with twitching tail only an arm’ s reach from the open
cockpit.

Chapter 4
Dragon’sBlood

One single glance at the crouching monster, and Niamh knew it for adreaded ythid, the scarlet dragon
of the treetops. Twice aslong as afull-grown Bengdl tiger, and many timesits equd in sheer ferocity, the
ythid was the most formidable of opponents.

And Zorak had only his bow!

Without a moment wasted on hesitation, the mighty archer from Tharkoon snatched up hisbow and
quiver. Aningtant later he had nocked and loosed an arrow into the snarling face of the tree-dragon. The
hissing shaft glanced off the dragon’s scarlet mail, however, without causing it hurt.

Zorak' s second arrow caught the brute more effectively. The barbed shaft flew between the yawning
jaws of the mongter lizard and sank into the roof of its mouth.

Uttering ashrill screech like a steamboat’ s whistle, the dragon writhed about, snapping and champing its
jawsin avain effort to hurt the unseen adversary whose sting sent red pain lancing through its minuscule



brain. The feathered shaft shattered into fragments at one snap of those powerful jaws.

Zorak steadied himsdlf on the edge of the cockpit, and directed histhird shaft a the most vulnerable
spot on the entire body of the ythid: itsburning eye.

But nature has armed the scarlet tree-dragons of the World of the Green Star with atough and horny
integument whereit is not otherwise mailed in aheavy layer of serpent-scales. Thisintegument extends
even to the eyes of the ythid, for the transparent membrane that can be lowered to protect the dragon’s
visonisthick and durable as aleather shield. Usdess, Zorak’ s shaft went glancing away into the great
golden leaves which fluttered in the breeze from the end of this branch.

And then the dragon pounced.
Niamh shrank back against the bucket-segts of the flying ship, fingers pressed againgt lips pale with fear.

The sucker-armed foreclaws of the dragon closed crushingly about Zorak' s upper arm, dragged him
from his place in the cockpit, and drew him into the reach of thoseterrible jaws.

Hisright arm immobilized by the grip of the ythid, Zorak was unableto direct another shaft at his
pain-maddened adversary. He let the bow fall from his hand, and twisted about so that his booted feet
struck the snarling dragon in the mouth. Angrily hissng, the monster lizard snapped at the booted feet
which clouted it full in the snout. Daggerlike fangs clicked together on the loose, folded-back tops of the
bowman'’ s boots. Despite the toughness of the seasoned |eather, it was ripped to shreds between the

gashing fangs
In amoment, Zorak himsalf would meet the same fate, Niamh knew.

The princess had known a pampered and luxurious lifein her jeweled city. Danger, or hardship, or even
discomfort, had seldom been permitted to roil or trouble the calm serenity of her cushioned existence.
But the perilous adventures which had befalen the Princess of Phaolon in the last few months had tested
thefiber of her spirit. The girl had found strength and courage and keen, wary, quick-witted resources
within her, whose very presence she could never otherwise have expected.

Now, when her stdwart companion stood in imminent peril of destruction, it was not the way of Niamh
to cower, trembling in dread. Instead the brave girl snatched up the only weapon to hand-her small
blade. With this clenched in onefirm little fist, she sorang forward lithely over the deek nose of the craft,
and leaped upon the dragon’ s back.

Busly engaged in gtriving to mangle Zorak’ slegsinto ared pulp, it isdoubtful if the ythid was even
aware of Niamh'sdight weight asthe girl sprang upon its back. It continued sngpping and striking at
Zorak’ skicking feet, while the bowman, sill held in that crushing grip, fought and struggled to keep free
of the dragon’sjaws. For if once those jaws closed upon hislimb, the stawart bowman would be
maimed and crippled for life.

Niamh clambered up the dope of the ythid' s back and neck until she could reach its most vulnerable
point with the smdl knife she hdd.

Shedrove the knifeinto the monster’ sleft eye.

But her blade was small and the horny membrane protecting the orb of vision was tough and dick, and
the knife dealt the dragon only adight wound, amere scratch.



However, the ythid felt the dim knife go scraping down its outer eye and jerked back ingtinctively. In
order to holditsdlf in thisrecoiled postion, it was forced to relinquish its grip on the bowman. The
visdlike grip of the dragon’s hooked claws loosened and Zorak fell back against the deek metal prow of
thear ship.

His shredded boots swung out over the edge of the abyss as he did down the curved, glistening fusdlage
of the ship. In desperation, Zorak flung out one strong hand and seized the top edge of the crystal
windshield, hating his plunge over the edge.

Beow hisdangling legsthe world fell away into adim abyss miles deep. The nearest branch below him
was some two hundred feet farther down, where immense and gauzy waxen blossoms swayed in the
wind. Peering down, the bowman felt beads of cold sweat break out on his brow. Better by far the
quick, mercifully brief death between the dragon’ sjaws, than the long endless nightmare of that
miles-long fall to the gloom-thick bottom of theworld . . .

Asthe dragon reared and swerved its crudl jaws about to snap at the thing on its back, whose dight
weight it now noticed, the sudden shift of its stance didodged Niamh from her precarious perch between
itsshoulders.

She did down the dragon’ s back until her dide was halted by encountering the dorsal finsthat ranina
sawtoothed row down the monster’ s body to thetip of itslashing tail.

The ythid craned its head about, snapping vicioudy &t the intrepid girl who dared rideit like atame
steed. Againgt those formidable fangs, Niamh' slittle knife was aflimsy toy. The girl gasped, and shrank
back from the lunge of that snarling snout.

Zorak, dragging himself back to amore secure footing, caught up hisbow and quiver again from where
they had falen. With the unconscious ease born of long practice, he fitted an arrow to the bowstring and
drew it taut in lesstime than it takes to describe the action.

The dragon’ s head was turned away, so he aimed the barbed shaft at the comparatively soft throat of
the ythid, directly beneath the hinge of itsjaws, where the scales grew small and few.

The arrow hissed through space, and sank halfway to the feather in the lizard’ s unprotected throat.
Voicing astrangled squawk, the ythid reared up, flailing out with both hooked forepaws, gasping for air.
Blood gushed from its straining jaws, blood flowed in a scarlet river down itsthroat to choke off its
bresth.

“Jump clear!” Zorak boomed.

Niamh released her hold on the dragon’ s bladed spine and half legped, half fell to the rough surface of
the branch. And not amoment too soon!

Death numbed the smal brain of the tree-reptile even in the moment that it reared erect. Its sucker-like
feet lost their grip. It sagged . . . crumpled . . . struck its head againgt the edge of the branch, and fell
over.

It was gone.



Where Niamh crouched, breathless, her heart pounding violently, the curvature of the branch rounded
steeply. Only the rough indentations of the bark surface afforded her a handhold and foothold. Now that
the worst was over, the girl sagged wesrily, as nervous reaction drained the strength which desperation
hed lent her dim body.

It was Zorak who saw with athrill of alarm that she was paleto thelips and close to swooning. Even as
he looked he saw her hands go limp, relaxing their hold.

He sprang from the prow of the flying craft, throwing himself across empty space, to seize hold of the
nearer of the great gold-foil leaves.

Then he dropped down to where Niamh sprawled near a puddle of dragon-gore. With one strong hand
he caught her arm and haf-dragged her higher up on the top of the limb, where her footing would be
more secure.

Gasping, as redization of her peril suddenly flooded through her, the princess clutched the rough edges
of the bark and held on for deer life.

But Zorak’ slegp had dangeroudy off-baanced him, and he held only the edge of athin leaf. True, the
leaf was as enormous asaship’ssail, but il it wastissue-thin.

Andit tore.

Asfaewould haveit, hisfeet, kicking out for a purchase on the branch, skidded and dlipped in the
fresh-spilled blood his own barbed shaft had torn from the dragon’ sthroat.

He dipped, lost hisbaance, and fell.

Niamh uttered a choked cry and closed her eyes, willing the terrible moment not to have happened.. But
it had, and the brave and gallant Zorak of Tharkoon had falen from the branch of the greet treeto a
horrible death far, far below.

Theyoung girl was aone, hdpless, lost; lacking the strong arm, the fighting courage, and the comforting
companionship of acomradein peril.

She crept to the edge of the branch and peered over, to seeif the falling body of the bold, courageous
archer had dready dwindled into the depths below.

Chapter 5
The Opa Tower

Below the mighty branch by whose edge the Princess of Phaolon crouched, the world fell away into the
unbroken gloom of the abyssfar, far below. Branch upon branch thrust from the huge tree to which she
clung, their thickening vells of golden leaves obscuring her vison. Thus, Niamh could see nothing of the
fate which had befallen the gallant bowman, athough she feared the worst.

Alone now, and disconsolate, the girl wandered back to where the powerless sky craft was securely
wedged in the fork of the twiglet. Although she strove to reenergize the mystery engineswhich drove the
flying ship, its secret euded her asit had euded Zorak the Bowman. Eventualy, she gave up the attempt.

By this point the day had progressed toward the noon hour, and the Green Star stood at the zenith of the



mist-shrouded sky. Niamh became aware of agrowing hunger, and realized that she had eaten nothing in
more hours than she could number. She searched the cabin of the sky-ship, but if any supplies of liquids
or food had been stored aboard the craft by Ralidux, she could not find them.

Niamh was achild of this strange and savage world and knew that surviva among the enormoustrees
was a continuous struggle. One could only mourn afalen comrade for so long. Soon the practical matters
of finding food and drink and ahaven for the night which would afford some safety from prowling
predators must take precedence over one’ s sorrow.

She replaced her dim knife in its hidden sheath. Then she took up the great bow of Zorak and the quiver
of arrowsthat had fallen from his hand when he had sprung to her assistance. Armed with these, the
resourceful princess set about procuring amed for herslf.

Climbing to the upper rondure of the branch to which the ship was moored, she followed the curving
bough for atime, her keen eyes searching the leaves for game. Soon she came upon afalen leaf thesize
of acanoe. Drying, it had curled into along, dender, trough-shaped container, and shewas relieved and
heartened to find the leaf damp with a quantity of morning dew. Shaded from the rays of the Green Star
by the vast branch directly above, the dewdrops within the curled leaf had not as yet evaporated.
Therefore she stooped, cupped her hands, and drank her fill.

It may seem strange to my reeder that afull-grown girl could quench her thirst on afew drops of dew (if
any Earthling’ s eye but my own shall ever peruse these journasin which | have recorded the narrative of
my adventures on this distant world), but such was indeed possible on this planet of endless marvels. For
here, where trees grow taller than Everests, dragonflies grow to the size of horses, and spidersare
dangerous and man-killing predators, dewdrops are so huge asto each contain a pailful of water.

| have never been able to figure out the weird, disproportionate sizes on the World of the Green Star.
Onthat planet, either humans aoneretain their terrestria size, while every other thing has grown
tremendoudly larger, or dl other forms of life but the human are of natura size, while men and women are
minuscule. Theimmense size of dewdrops may indeed be a clue pointing to the latter theory, for on
Earth, the surface tension which holds a drop of water together istoo feeble to sustain awaterdrop to
any particular sze. Therefore, unlessthe laws of nature are radically different on the Green Star World,
the evidence suggests that people are very small.

| have no ideaiif this chain of reasoning is correct or false. The mysteries of Lao areinnumerable, and
during my days on this strange planet | have penetrated to the core of very few of them.

At any rate, having satisfied her thirst, and after laving her face and handsin the coal, purefluid, Niamh
rose refreshed and conscious now of an overpowering hunger.

She continued on down the branch, striding toward the place where it joined at last to the mighty trunk
of thetree. Born and bred to their life in the arbored heights, the Laonese are as surefooted as cats and
utterly fearless of heights, aswdll asracidly immuneto vertigo; had it not been so, the race would have
died out long ago. Therefore, Niamh traversed the length of the branch with careless ease, treading a
narrow and perilous rondure which would doubtless have unmanned the most intrepid of Terrene
Alpinigs, a aheight unthinkable.

And &t the end of the branch she found amystery.

There, where the branch joined with the soaring trunk of the giant tree, atower rose. It was unlike any
building which Niamh had ever seen before,



For onething, it was fashioned of some smooth, glassy substance like a ceramic, and it seemed astough
and durable as porcelain. The coloring of the peculiar sonewasthat of an opd, filled with bewildering
and changeful hues. peacock blue, iridescent bronze, fiery crimson, gold. It seemed to be built al in one
piece, like some enormous piece of cast metd, or astructure of organic crysta somehow grown to a
preconceived design.

Stranger even than these marvels was the manner in which it was built. It was adim, tapering spire
whose gliding curves and deek lines bore little or no resemblance to any style of architecture with which
Princess of Phaolon wasfamiliar. It wasweirdly dien.

Now, Niamh had never beheld the Pylon of Sarchimusthe Wise, in which Prince Janchan, Zargathe
Kaood, and I, had been imprisoned during our stay in the Dead City of Sotaspra* The Dead City had
been composed of spires and domes similar to this Opal Tower in composition and design. Sotaspra had
been the handiwork of Zarga s own people, the Kaloodha, along-extinct race of Winged Men who had
flourished amillion years before.

The Princess of Phaolon did not guessthat the Opal Tower wasa surviva from that lost age.
Nonethel ess she was curious. She approached the base of the spire with trepidation, being careful that
she should not be seen—for there was no way of telling whether or not the Opal Tower was occupied,
and if 0, by what.

As she drew nearer to the enigma, she saw certain curious details that she had not noticed before. For
instance, the spire seemed to have no windows, athough there was something about hafway up the
soaring wall that resembled abal cony. For another, the way the opal escent colors swirled and crawled
with every change of the light lent the weird minaret theilluson of being dive.

The girl felt the pressure of unseen eyes upon her, and this sensation of being watched grew stronger the
closer she gpproached to the glimmering spire. But sheignored thisfedling consgning it to mere
imagination.

At the base of the building, atall, dender opening appeared. It was a doorway or portal of somekind,
athough in shape and proportion and design it resembled no such entryway that Niamh had ever seen.

The door—if it was adoor—was open.

Niamh crouched behind ahuge golden leaf, chewing her bottom lip in an agony of indecision. The tower
afforded her shelter and protection against the night, which would be upon her in afew more hours. And
it did not seem to be occupied; at least, there was no sign or token of present occupancy which met the
eye. The tower had obvioudy been abandoned by its mysterious builder long ago, and might have stood
thus, untenanted, for ages.

The girl hefted the bow of Zorak, which she carried nocked and ready. Even if the tower wasinhabited,
the tenant might not be unfriendly; and even if hewas, it was not asif she were unarmed or unable to
defend hersdlf.

Determinedly setting her small jaw, Niamh the Fair rose lithely to her feet and strode toward thetall,
pointed doorlike opening, the bow of Zorak held at the ready, her flowerlike face set in aresolute
expression.

She entered by the tall opening without hesitation . . . and vanished.



Then followed amost peculiar and frightening thing: The doorway closed, like amouth.

Where, but amoment before, there had been a peaked, pointed gap, the wall of the Opa Tower now
presented a smooth, unbroken surface: a surface, moreover, whose changeful colors, suddenly, flushed
crimson.

Crimson as human blood . . .

The Second Book
SLAVES OF THE SCARLET HORDE

Chapter 6
The Warrior Women

After afew moments| learned how to control the skyded and sent the diminutive craft speeding in a
direction which, on my home world, we would have called north.

Directions on the World of the Green Star are particularly difficult to ascertain to anicety. The Laonese
seem never to have invented the compass, either because they have little need for such an instrument, or
because ferrous metals such asiron and stedl are exceptionally rare upon their planet. On the world of
my birth, it isnot difficult to discern the cardind directions, at least, from mere observance of thesun's
position in the heavens. On the planet of the greeat trees, however, thisis seldom possible, dueto the
immense cloud-barrier which shidds the surface of Lao from the fierce emerad beams of its primary. The
slvery layer of impenetrable mists serve to scatter and diffuse the rays of the Green Star, spreading her
luminance acrossthe veiled heavens.

Komar soon dwindled behind me and waslost in theimmengty of the dark sea. Theidands of the
archipelago floated by benegath the ked of my craft. Before long the shores of the mainland hove on the
gloomy horizon, one colossa wal of monstrous trees whose mighty boleslifted up their leafy crest miles
above the surface of the planet.

Slowing the velocity of the sky-ded, | drifted between the soaring tree-trunks and entered the gloom of
the world-forest. Somewhere dong this coast the aerid vehicle bearing Delgan and Zorak and Niamh the
Fair had vanished from the knowledge of men. But where?

Their vessal could have entered the sky-tall woods at any point dong the coast. for scores or hundreds
of milesin either direction. For amoment the immensity of my task overwhelmed me and the heart of
Kam the Hunter sank within hisbreast. How, in al thisvast, uncharted wilderness, to find the dusive
mote that was the sky vessal? To seek the proverbia needlein the haystack seemed considerably smpler

After awhile, my spiritsrose within me. Difficult, even impossible, my task might consume months or
perhaps years. But | was determined to undertake the search, whether it prove fruitless or not. To hunt,
to search, to seek—whether or not with success-was preferable to doing nothing. Far rather would |
roam the worldwide forests of this strange world forever, than to search not at all.

It was not long before | was forced to aredlization that | must wait for dawn before attempting to begin
my search for Niamh the Fair. Darkness amid the giant trees was absolute and unbroken, and the ded
bore no running-lights. In this dense gloom | might float past the vessdl of my bel oved princess without
knowing it. Moreover, it was dangerous to go blundering about in the blackness like this.



Therefore | dowed the forward velocity of the sky-ded to amere crawl and watched for a safe place to
berth the vehicle for the night. Beforelong | felt huge leaves brush the underside of the ded and
discovered atwig which thrust up from the sde of one great branch. | cal it a“twig” for that iswhat it
was, nonetheless, it was as wide about and of such alength asto have made a schooner’ s mainmast
back on Earth.

Unlimbering my mooring grapnel, | soon secured the ded to the twig and settled down for dumber. The
confines of the ded were adequate for this purpose, and the nights on the Green Star planet were dmost
tropic in their warmth. But | could not find the rest | sought, nor did deep come easily to one so troubled
in histhoughts as | was. Fearsfor the safety of Niamh disturbed my mind, and unease for the future made
merestless.

After tossing and turning for what seemed like hours, | managed to fdl into adoze from which only the
green-gold radiance of dawn awvokeme. . . that, and the spearpoint whose cold blade touched the
smooth flesh just above my heart . . .

My captorswere, asit turned out, captresses. A band of young girls bad crept upon meinthedim
morning, and had clambered out upon the twig to which | had tethered my weightless craft. They werea
wild-looking lot, with tangled hair and sunburned faces, clad in brief garments made of tanned leather
hides which barely served to cover their lissome bodies and long naked legs. Sharp daggers were
sheathed at their waist or strgpped by thongs of gut to dim brown thighs. Many carried spears fashioned
from long thorns, while others carried bows and arrows. There were an even dozen of them, and most
were my age-that is, the teen-aged body my spirit wore.

Some |looked as young asten or eleven, but most of the wild girls were around fourteen.

Despite their tender years and their sex, | could not hel p noticing that they handled their wegpons with
the careless ease that comes to those who are long accustomed to using them.

| lay quietly, not moving, saying nothing, while they looked me over scornfully and chattered among
themsalves. Then one prodded me with her spear.

“Y ou, boy! How did you cometo be herein thisflying thing? And from where? Speak, or I'll plunge my
blade into your scrawny chest!”

The girl who addressed me so scornfully was along legged hoyden of perhaps thirteen, her suppleform
clad in ascrap of hide which bared one pink-tipped breast.

“l'amKarn,” | replied quietly. “I am searching for lost friends who are somewhere heresboutsin aflying
vessdl much like thisone. We are from Komar—*

“Komar?’ the young girl repested with asniff. “I never heard of it, nor isit anywhere about.”

“Neverthdess, it wasfrom Komar that | voyaged last evening,” | said.

She looked me over narrowly, fierce disapprova written on her snub-nosed, freckled face. Despite her
warlike aspect and savage rament, she was very beautiful in the way that young girls are beautiful; that is,

in the burgeoning promise of the womanhood to come.

Like most of the dwellersin the treetop cities, she had ivory skin, drifting thistledown-hair of silvery gold,



and eyes as green as emerads, set amid thick sooty lashes. Her lithe and supple body wasdim asa
young panther, without so much as an ounce of superfluous flesh. She wasintensdy exciting.

While pondering my fate, or my story, or perhaps both, the train of her thought was interrupted by the
query put to her by another of the band, like hersdlf, somewhat older than thelittle girls.

“What shall we do with him, Varda? Say him? Heisaman after dl, and fit only for the knife.”

The girl who said this had flesh like old parchment and brilliant huge eyesthat glared wrathfully a me
through the floating locks of her silken hair. She looked to be fifteen, and her breasts were covered.

One of thelittler girls, who was about ten and wore nothing at all except for astrip of hide wound about
her loins, leather sandals on her feet, and the Strap supporting her quiver of arrows across her
boy-smooth breast, giggled.

“Let’'skeep himfor adave, Varda,” she urged withamdiciousgrin a me.
| fdt digtinctly uncomfortable.

“No,” returned the older girl who had spoken before, and whose name | later learned to be lona, “let us
day him now. Hewill grow into aman, otherwise, and do with us as the others of hisvile kind would
have done. Therefore, he deservesto die. | vote-death! Degth to the man-cub!”

“Desth!” hissed the naked ten-year-old, an expression of most unchildlike vindictiveness on her pretty
face. | began to sweat, and to calculate my chances of wresting the thorn-spear from the strong hands of
Vardabefore she could drive it through my heart.

Asit turned out, | had little to fear. Some sort of rivary existed between the two older girls, Varda, the
nomina leader of thisband of teen-aged Amazons, and lona. Whatever lona urged, Varda automaticaly
opposed. And, | imagine, vice versa. So the bare-breasted Varda obstinately refused to turn me over to
the eager blades of the other little savages, and ordered me securely trussed and borne dong.

The girl Amazons, gpparently, had been camping out overnight on ahunting expedition, and were en
route to their hideout when the luminance of dawn had caught and flashed in the mirror-bright metal of the
sky-ded, attracting their attention and curiosity.

They dragged me from the craft with my wrists stoutly bound behind my back. Thiswas done with many
adap and kick and scratch of sharp nails. All of this| endured in silence, as| aso endured the more
intimate insults they subjected me to. For they stripped me bare and mocked me for my scrawniness and
laughed at my nakedness and humiliation. | ignored this trestment as best | could, and maintained an
impassive mien.

Off down the bough they led me, laughing when | tripped and fdll, flogging meto my feet again with a
switch laid againgt my rear. At length, wearying of mocking and striking one who neither complained nor
winced nor cried out, they smply drove me dong with thumps of their spear-butts. The younger girls,
scampering along likewild naked little forest nymphs, giggled mischievoudy and made loud commentson
my nude boyhood, but the older girlsignored me after atime.

We descended by alength of rope to alower branch, and while the girl warriors clambered down as
lithely as so many smal monkeys, | was lowered like abae of goods a the end of aline, much to the
merriment of the girl-children. Then we followed the second branch until it intersected with another, and



so on until by noon, when we reached the camp of the girl savages, | was thoroughly and hopelessy lost.
| could not then understand why they had left behind my aerid craft, my wegpons, which were superior
to their own rude arms, and my stores and provisions. Later | came to the conclusion that their hatred
and loathing of dl things male was so excessve and virulent that it extended even to those things made by
the hands of men.

In conceiving of thisnotion, incidentdly, | waslater proved wrong, as shdl be seen.
So it wasthat | became the male captive, the only captive, of awild band of prepubescent savages.
It was an experience which | would not wish on even the most dire and deadly of my enemies.

Chapter 7
An Unexpected Ally

Zorak the Bowman awoke groggily from theimpact of hisfal, and for atime could scarcely believe his
good fortunein being ill dive.

He found himself in the embrace of amonstrous flower whose thick red petals had cushioned and gently
broken hisfall from the branch above. Had he landed on the bare branch, or upon any other possible
surface, he would surely be dead by now, or at least serioudy injured. For he had falen nearly three
hundred feet: Only the soft, yielding petals of the giant flower, which were surprisingly strong and eadtic,
hed saved him from dmost certain desth.

Helay therewoozily for atimein the velvety embrace of the vast blassom, swinging to and fro in the
breeze, before attempting to rise. When he did make the attempt, he found it impossible to do so, for the
flower was of aPeculiar naturein that it fed itself by trapping and absorbing the enormousinsectswho
flew between the gigantic trees. The upper surface of its velvety petals was lined with dender, tough
scarlet tendrils which sngpped tightly about any object or organism which blundered into them. The
unwary insect who settled on the tempting blossom, hoping to drain its sweetness, soon found itsalf
hopelesdy enmeshed in the thin tendrils,

Zorak struggled againgt the embrace of the blossom for atime, but it was no use. Strength aone, even
the iron strength of his magnificent and athletic body, would not suffice to free him of the tenacious grasp
of thetendrils. They clung lightly but firmly about hislimbs and torso, in such amanner that he could not
apply leverage. Had he been able to do so, he might well have torn free with a surge of his mighty
muscles. But every inch of him was clasped in the coils of the scarlet tendrils, and he was helpless.

He was doomed to suffer adow and agonizing degth.

After atime, Zorak discovered that the blossom held another captive besides himsdf. It was an immense
insect, whose scarlet chitin-clad body and antennae-pronged head and multiple limbs closely resembled
an Earthly ant.

Such creatures are known to the Laonese as kraan, and were known to be coldly logical of mind, utterly
emotionless, and of an dmost human intelligence. They were also feared as deadly and implacable
enemies of al other races, in particular the race of men. All too well do | remember the terror the albino
troglodytes fdt for them, during the time when Klygon and | were held captive in the subterranean
warrens of the cave-primitives.

Zorak could tell that the giant red ant was aware of his presence, but did not think of addressing his



companion in misfortune, any more than you or | would think of attempting to strike up a conversation
with abeast. It came as quite a shock to him when the captive kraan addressed him in abuzzing,
toneless, clicking equivaent of human speech.

“It serves no purpose to struggle againgt the grip of the flower, manling. Wiser to rest and conserve your
strength, and wait for the fall of darkness,” said the monster insect.

Zorak jerked his head around in amazement. The metallic sounds while resembling speech, could only
have come from the tonguel ess killer-ant. After amoment of dazed surprise, he spoke in return.

“Am | losing my wits, kraan, or did you spesk just now?’ he demanded.

Theinsect jerked its brow antennae toward him in agesture very much like ahuman nodding
acquiescence.

“Xikchaka spoke.”

Zorak muttered a dazed oath. “Never before have | heard that the mighty kraan of the restless hordes
could converse with the tongue of men,” he observed.

“Nevertheless, it is S0, remarked the kraan, whose name seemed to be Xikchaka. “* Among ourselves,
we of the hordes have another means of conveying intelligence. But from those of your kind, manling,
whom we have endaved, we have gradualy come to understand and to duplicate your mode of speech.”

Thistime, Zorak had listened closdaly and bad aso watched the mouth of the great ant. Itshead wasa
featurdess casgue, ahemet of smooth, dick, horny chitin. Its eyeswere like complex black jewels
carved in many facets. Thelight of intelligence shonein those cold eyes, for dl that the voiceit uttered
was devoid of inflection and the fact itself was incgpable of any change of expression.

The mouth of the kraan was merely an opening in the underside of itstapering helmet of ahead.
Bladelike members sprouted in it, and at either corner of the orifice small mandibles branched, like the
claws of alobster. In reproducing the phonemes of human speech, the kraan cleverly manipulated these
implementsin avery complex manner. The harsher consonants were made by grating, clashing, or
scraping the mandibles againg the bladelike cutting surfaces within the orifice itsdf. The softer consonants
and the vowel s were accomplished by rasping the backside of the toothed claws against the smooth
chitin of the creature’ s muzzle. The soft plosives and the more breathy vowels were beyond the
capabilities of the kraan to duplicate. Thisleft gapsin its peech which took alittle getting used to before
you could clearly understand itswords. The more they conversed, the easier it becamefor the
Tharkoonian archer to comprehend the words of its weird and inhuman companion in peril.

After they had talked for atime, Zorak renewed his Struggles againgt the many small, glossy tendrilswith
which theinner surfaces of the crimson petals were coated so furrily. Again, as before, his struggles
resulted in failure. And again Xikchakathe giant ant cautioned him to conserve his strength and await the
coming of night, or, asthe kraan phrased it, the “ dark-time.”

“Why?" Zorak asked peevishly. “What happens when night falls?”

“Theflower petalsclose,” advised the insect-cregture.

“| fall to see how that will benefit us,” said the bowman.



“Asthe petas begin to close, they will bring Xikchakaand Zorak within reach of each other,” said the
kraan initsgrating, clicking equivaent of human speech. “And then Xikchaka and Zorak may be ableto
loosen or free each other.”

Studying the manner of the petds, the Tharkoonian perceived what had already become obviousto the
coldly logicd insect. They were stuck fast to opposite petds, and, always taking into consideration that
the petals when fitted together, would match tip to tip, they should then be so close to each other that
Zorak with hisfingers could pluck and tear loose the tendrils which clung about the many limbs of
Xikchaka, while the insect-creature, for his part, could do the same for Zorak, using his pincers,
claw-tipped mandibles, and other membersin lieu of hands.

Therewas, then, nothing to be done before nightfal. The long, weary day dragged with interminable
downesstoward itsend. For the beginning period of hisimprisonment, Zorak had nourished within his
heart the hope that Niamh the Fair would fly the sky-craft down to effect his rescue. Since this had not as
yet occurred, and as more than afew hours had passed since he had falen into the clutches of the
predatory flower, obvioudy something had interfered with her freedom of action. Or, quite Smply, she
did not possess the knowledge or skills required to pilot the flying vessd.

It did not, asit happened, even occur to Zorak that the Princess of Phaolon thought him fallen into the
abyss and long since dead. From the position in which he was helplesdy bound, he could not clearly see
the great branch far above them, for if he had been able to observeits position, he would have redlized
that from the edge of the branch above him the girl smply could not see the great flower whereit grew.

Night fell, black winged, smothering the light. Asthe huge red ant had predicted, the petals of the
monstrous cannibal flower began to close together. They moved jerkily and in random spasms, but it was
obvious to the stalwart bowman that soon he and the kraan would be face to face.

They had only ashort timeto set each other free, or both would smother in the thick, clinging maw of the
man-egting monger.

Then the blossom closed, and suddenly Zorak found himsdlf gasping for breath.
At the same moment he felt the cold touch of the kraan’s jaws grasping for histhroat.

Had the skies of the Green Star World been eyed with starsinstead of veiled behind perpetua midts,
they might, after atime, have observed an unusua and unprecedented sight.

From along rent torn in the underside of amonstrous flower thereissued dowly and weakly into the
open air theform of aman. From head to foot his body was smeared with a sticky fluid. Hislimbs and
torso were scored with abrasions and bruises, but he lived and seemed uninjured.

Reaching back into the heart of the torn blossom, he helped another creature forth into the air. It wasa
gigantic scarlet insect, like a huge red ant grown to the size of a hippopotamus.

Despiteits mighty proportions, this second creature to emerge from the throat of the vampire blossom
moved feebly, its many jointed limbstwitching erraicaly, its chitin-clad form glistening with the s obber of
the man-killing plant.

Man and insect helped each other farther up the surface of the mighty branch to which the flower, now
wilting, fluidslesking from thelong tear in itsthroat, clung with many rootlets.



For thefirst timein the long history of this strange and wondrous world of many marvels and myseries, a
child of the race of men had found an unlikely aly with one of the cold, logica, merciless kraan.

And for thefirgt time since the evolution of their races, amember of the kraan hordes had an inkling of
the meaning of agreat and noble and very beautiful word: friendship.

Chapter 8
Escapeto Peril

They spent that night together upon the great branch, nestling in the hollow socket from which asmall
bough had once protruded, burrowing among dead |eaves.

Every indinct in the heart of Zorak the Bowman urged him to quit the company of the kraan, but the
Tharkoonian closed his earsto thoseinner urgings and remained in proximity to Xikchaka. Although the
ant and human were naturd enemies, the huge insect-cresture was greatly debilitated by his captivity in
thetoils of the cannibal flower and could hardly prope himself dong the branch. Obvioudy, the great ant
had been imprisoned in the blossom for days without food or drink.

Zorak asssted the kraan to the hollow place in the branch, then reconnoitered to find food and water.
Hefound water in anatural cistern—one of the dead leaves which, dry and tightly curled, wasaslong asa
canoe. He dso found agiant acorn shell in which he carried water to the helpless kraan. For food he
came upon and killed one of the immense tree-snails, whose tender mest sufficed for both of them.

The kraan accepted these ministrations without comment; but it was easy to see that he found the actions
of Zorak baffling. At length, his hunger and thirst satisfied, the great insect spoke.

“Why does Zorak tend to Xikchakain thismanner?” inquired the kraan in hisrasping, clicking
gpproximation of human speech.

“Why not?” returned the bowman. “ Xikchakais weak and feeble, and will dieif not tended. Sincewe
assisted each other in freeing oursalves from the embrace of the murderous blossom, shal not our
friendship continue?’

“*Friendship,”” repeated Xikchaka, asif meditating on the word. “Thisis one of thewordsin the
language of the manlings for which the kraan know no meaning.”

“Theothersbeing ‘love,’ ‘kindness,’ and ‘mercy,’ | imagine.” Zorak smiled. The insect-cresture
regarded him with acold, unblinking gaze.

“Quite correct,” he clacked. “Therace of Zorak and the race of Xikchaka are natura foes; why, then,
does Zorak not abandon Xikchakato his own fate?’

“Y ou might aswell ask why we helped each other to escape from the grip of the scarlet tendrils,” said
the bowman.

“Not s0,” countered the kraan. “That was only logica. Alone, neither Zorak nor Xikchaka could have
effected their escape. In order for either to survive, both had to work together in unison. Xikchaka skind
understand the meaning of cooperation, but the meaning of ‘friendship’ dudesus.”

Zorak regarded his companion in misfortune with something very like sympathy in his expresson. How
to explain the warmer emotions to a cresture which functioned according to cold, mercilesslogic? He



decided to try.

“Our races may be natural enemies, asyou say,” he remarked. “But that law does not necessarily extend
to each and every individua member of the race. In extraordinary circumstances, even natura foesforget
their enmity. If Xikchaka has ever seen afirein the great trees, he will recdl that in the presence of a
greater danger, even the rabbit and the fox forget their roles as hunted and hunter, and flee from thefire
sSdeby sde”

Of course, Zorak did not speak of rabbits and foxes, but of their Laonese equivalents. The sense of his
remark was as| have given it here, however.

Xikchaka pondered thisin sllencefor atime.

“If Xikchakadoes not understand friendship, or thefegling of sympathy oneintelligent cresture may
experiencein regarding the sufferings or the hel plessness of another, perhaps hewill be ableto
comprehend the sheer logic of surviva,” said the Tharkoonian after atime.

“How isthat?’ asked the insect-creature.

“Together, we stand twice as good a chance of surviving in the wilderness, as either of uswould enjoy
werewe aone.”

Xikchaka pondered this; then he twitched his antennae in the kraan equivaent of ashrug.

“Perhaps. But itisnot logica that we should assist each other, no matter what Zorak says,” wasthe only
comment the great insect had to make. After atime, he added: “However, if Zorak wishesto persstin
hisillogica behavior, Xikchakadesresto quench histhirst again.”

Zorak grinned, chuckled, shook his head, and gave it up as hopeless. Then he went back to get more
water for hisweird companion in peil.

The unspoken truce between them lasted into the next day. When dawn lit up the world of the giant
trees, Zorak arose and discovered that the kraan had recovered the better part of his strength. They
journeyed down the branch together, going singlefile. There waslittle conversation between the two.

Zorak had torn off some of the fleshy mesat from the tree-snail on which they had dined, and bore it with
him, wrapped in asegment of lesf. Until they encountered more edible prey, thissmal store must suffice
to assuage their hunger.

He dearly regretted the loss of hishow and arrows, for without them he was unarmed and virtually
helpless, at the mercy of, whatever predatory beast or reptile might come upon them. Nature had armed
Xikchakawith atough body-armor and with dagger-sharp mandibles, but the divinity had not been so
thoughtful in the case of the Tharkoonian. Asthey progressed down the branch toward the mountainous
trunk of the arboreal colossus, the bowman kept his eyes pedled for something which could be employed
as awegpon. He had in mind the stinger of a dead wasp, or ajavelin-long thorn perhaps, but found
neither.

In case they were attacked, his only hope was that Xikchakawould fight on hisbehaf. Alone, friendless,
and unarmed, the human inhabitants of the giant forest were the most helpless of creatures. Somehow, he
felt aninner certainty that the insect-creature would fight for him in event of battle. But he could not be
sureof this.



With ashrug, Zorak resgned himself philosophically to the whims of fate. The sadwart Tharkoonian saw
no profit in worrying over possible events whose occurrence he could foresee but neither avoid nor
influence. He resolved to take things as they came. In smple fact, he had no other choice.

By midday they reached thefork of the branch. Hereit joined itself to the bole of the enormoustree.
They could go no farther.

The kraan, with hismultiple limbs, could easily descend the trunk to alower branch, or ascendto a
higher. Zorak, however, would find the going abit more difficult. Luckily, the bark of the tree-trunk was
rough and scaly, affording the Tharkoonian avariety of hand- and foot-holds. Benesth them, about a
quarter of amile below their present height, atruly gigantic branch grew from the trunk and extended for
some two miles across the gap between thistree and the next. The world-forest was so thickly grownin
this coastd region, that they could actualy travel afoot between the trees for very considerable distances.

Zorak’ sinclination was, however, to ascend to the branch above and attempt to discover the fate of
Niamh the Fair. He trusted to find the sky craft of Ralidux moored to the branch above. He attempted to
convey thisto Xikchaka, but the ant did not understand why the human should care in the least asto the
fate of the femae, and had utterly no comprehension of amachine that could fly. Xikchakawanted to
descend, and Zorak to travel in the opposite direction.

Here, then, their paths must part.
However, this was not fated to occur.

Zorak bade farewd | to histraveling companion, who made no reply. Then the Tharkoonian began to
climb the treetrunk. It was dow going, and would probably have been impossible to such asyou or me,
to climb averticd surface some two miles above the world’ s bottom, clinging to minute intersticeswith
toes and fingers done. Luckily, the human inhabitants of the World of the Green Star areimmuneto
vertigo. Even s, Zorak’ s climb was made at adow rate, for the ascent was more difficult than it looked.

Hedid not get far.

Suddenly, agreat red ant was above him, and two others clung to the trunk on either side. Looking
down at the branch he had | eft, he saw and recognized Xikchaka amid anumber of hisfellow kraan.

The other insect-creatures had apparently just ascended to the branch on which he and Xikchaka had
spent the hours of darkness. It was equally obviousto Zorak that the other creatures were warrior-ants
from the same horde as Xikchaka, for Xikchakawas not engaged in fighting them but seemed to be
communicating with hisfellowsin some telepathic manner. The kraan he had assisted in escaping from the
clutches of the canniba flower did not seem in the dightest to be concerned that Zorak was about to be
captured.

Clinging spread-eagled against the bark, Zorak was helplessto fight off his attackers. They plucked him
from his place and bore him down the trunk to the fork of the branch.

Then, after the rapid exchange of more silent Signa's or some manner of communication between
themselves, the kraan war-party, bearing their helpless human captive, began descending the trunk to the
lower bough.

Asthey came within clear view of the mighty branch below, Zorak saw asight which plunged him, into



the depths of gloom.
The branch was aswarm with literdly thousands of the kraan.

Hope died within his breast at the Sght. From afew of the giant insects, he might perhaps have won free
by trick or luck or daring. But from amid the full number of the scarlet horde, a hundred men could not
have battled to freedom.

A tether was looped about histhroat by nimble mandibles. In no time he was added to the end of aline
of Laonese captives. They were aragged, half-starved, dispirited lot, and their woeful, cowed condition
did not bode well for theimmediate future of Zorak the Bowman. But that was not what bothered him: it
was that Xikchaka paid not the dightest heed to his predicament, nor even deigned to look at him.

Endaved to the ant horde, Zorak was led off with the other captives down the great branch.

Chapter 9
Preparations for War

Zorak the Bowman soon discovered the meaning of davery. The kraan horde had many human captives,
and among these he found men from severa of the treetop cities. There were daves from Kamadhong
and from Ardha, the city of Akhmim the Tyrant where once Zarga and Janchan and | had |abored to
rescue Niamh the Fair. There were even among the captives of the ant-army men from Niamh's own
city, Phaolon.

Some were hunters seized while far from their accustomed place; others were the survivors of war
parties which had been attacked by the kraan; still others had been peaceful merchants, travelers, or
traders en route between various of the Laonese cities.

There were even acertain number of forest outlaws-the homeless exiles, driven from their citiesfor one
or another crimina offense, who had made a new home amid the wilderness of giant trees. Some, as
well, were forest savagestaken in war. There were many such tribes of primitive barbarianswho dwelt in
the giant trees; |, Karn, was one of theselast.

It puzzled Zorak that the ant-army should bother taking captives at all, or, having taken them, that the
red ant warriors should bother keeping them aive. But the stalwart bowman from far Tharkoon soon
stumbled upon the reason for this peculiarly un-antlike behavior trait. The insect-creatures, athough of
congderable intelligence and admirably suited by nature to their environment, lacked certain skillswhich
only their human daves possessed.

The problem lay in the very nature of the kraan, as opposed to human beings. | have described the
insect-creatures as red ants, grown to enormous proportions, and thisindeed they were. A scientist of
my native world, given the opportunity to study the kraan, might notice differencesin anatomica details
between the kraan and their minuscule Terrestria cousins. But whether or not they were true ants down
to the smdlest detail, or merdly resembled the Earthly insects so closely asto seem antlike to the
untutored eye, isamatter of trifling importance. They were more antlike than not.

Now ants have multiple limbs, and these limbs terminate in mandibular extremities. However cunningly
nature has devised these mandibles, they smply are not of the same construction as human hands. The
kraan, therefore, are unable to manipul ate objects with the degree of manua dexterity of which human
beings are capable. Our hands, with their swivel-socket wrists and opposing thumbs, are uniquely
designed for the use of tools. The mandibles of the kraan are not.



But the kraan were of sufficient intelligence to be tool-making and tool-using creatures. Their coldly
logica minds were aware of the advantages afforded to those races which are equipped by nature to
employ the use of tools and wegpons. Lacking the ability to use instruments more sophisticated than mere
sticks or poleslimited the skills of the kraan and put them at a disadvantage compared to their principa
enemies and rivasfor dominance-which isto say, the race of men.

By themsdlves, the kraan were unable to control their environment. But through the use of human
captives, whose skillswere at the service of their insect masters, the kraan were as dangerous to the men
of the treetop cities asthey were to each other.

It had become the custom of the ant-army to take as many human captives as possible, and these daves
were employed in avariety of skilled crafts. They kept records and made mathematical computations for
their insect masters; they devised tools and weapons adapted, wherever possible, to the structure of the
kraan mandibles. They scraped the hides and intestines of beasts for the manufacture of bowstrings and
catapult cables, manufactured avariety of sword-blades, spear-points, knives and daggers, and in al
ways served the kraan in those areas of endeavor for which nature bad inadequatdly suited the limbs of
thewarrior ants.

Zorak was new to the treetop world, for his native city, Tharkoon, was built upon aspur of land which
jutted out into the blue waters of the Komarian Sea. His race was anation of landsmen who tilled the soil
and fished the seas. The unique perils and protections afforded to those of the Laonese who dwelt amile
or more aoft on the branches of the arbored giants were matters upon which the bowman had never
before found reason to ponder. But even he, asinexperienced in this setting as he was, could redize the
enormous menace the kraan represented to the tree kingdoms.

On their own, the giant insects were fearsome and dreaded opponents. Armored entirely in tough, horny
chitin, they were shielded from the bows and spears of human armies. With alogical, unemotiona
intelligence comparable to that of the human brain, they were as cunning and skillful tacticiansaswere
their human foes. Armed with sharp clawlike extremities, bristling with powerful many-jointed limbs, each
ant warrior, could hold at bay three or even four human soldiers.

But when, to these inherent advantages, was added afull use of the crafts and skills possibleto their
human daves, the scarlet horde became a double thresat to the surviva of the kingdoms of men.

It was not a pleasant thought to think upon, and the deep of Zorak that first night was troubled by dark
and ominous dreams.

During the next day the brave bowman struck up a friendship with one of the smiths, a burly-chested
fellow who caled himsaf Xargo of Kamadhong. The smith told Zorak that he bad been captured by the
horde about ayear ago, as nearly as he could measure the passage of time, which was without any
particular accuracy, as| have e sawhere explained.*

Xargo had been employed al thiswhile, hetold Zorak, in the manufacture of sword-blades and
spear-tips, and in the making of arrowheads. Quite a consderable number of the other daves of the
kraan were employed in Smilar warlike manufacture, very many of which captives Xargo himself had
taught the art of smithery. He began to ingtruct Zorak in the requisite skills, for it wasthe goa of the
leader of the horde that every kraan in the giant army should be fully equipped for war.

The Laonese manufacture metals, but do not minefor ore. The only exception to this practice may be
the Komarian ides and seacoast cities, but | cannot say for certain. At any rate, in lieu of bronze, copper,



iron, or steel—d| of which metals can only be obtained by surface or subsurface mining-the Laonese
employ apeculiar transparent metal like glass hardened to the toughness, the resilience, and the
sharpness of stedl.

In the treetop cities, these metas are derived from the sap of the giant trees by a method of chemical
digtilling for which I can find in the English language no precise equivadent. Metalsare held in suspension
within the sap of the forest giants, and are “grown” in molds like some manner of organic crystds. | have
never actualy seen thisdone, dueto the brevity of my stay in any of the Laonese cities| have yet visited,
and therefore cannot describe with more precison just how it is accomplished. But, however thethingis
done, Xargo soon began teaching the skillsto Zorak, on ingtruction of the insect-creatures.

In conversation with the master-smith, Zorak discovered that the armament program had only very
recently been accelerated to anew pitch. Xargo explained that only recently the king or chieftain of the
ant horde had given ordersthat the team of smithswasto quadruple its endeavors.

When Zorak inquired asto the reason of the king-ant—aferocious-looking giant insect whose name was
Rkhith—Xargo looked thoughtful.

“Rkhith has taken ahuman dave only shortly before you yoursdf were made prisoner,” growled the
burly smith. “He must be avery clever man, thisnew dave, for he hasrisen overnight to aposition of
congderable authority over hisfelow captives. In fact, he hasthe ear of Rkhith himself, if | may usethe
term in respect to a cresture who has no such organs of hearing!”

“And what does this new dave have to do with arming the insect horde?” asked Zorak.

The smith shrugged truculently. “Only the Gods know,” he growled. “But scuttlebutt in the dave-pens
hasit that thisfellow isaturncoat, a cunning renegade who would lead the kraan againgt the treetop
cities. He seemsto have painted such an aluring picture of the wedth and lavish possessions of one
forest kingdom in particular, that for the first timein al their history the red ant horde will soon attempt to
conquer one of the cities of men. It isfor thisreason that the hordeis being armed with every available
weapon, and with such speed as we smiths can perform our tasks.”

“What city do you refer to?” inquired Zorak.
“Phaolon,” replied the amith.

A day or two after this conversation, Zorak had the opportunity to seefor himsdlf the traitorous turncoat
who would guide theinsect horde againgt the fairest of the cities of men.

The chance came during atour of ingpection that afternoon, when Rkhith camein person to observe the
progress Xargo's men had made with the new “crop” of weapons.

Theinsect warlord was averitable monster of hiskind, his armored thorax adorned with sparkling gems
and plates of precious metals, for al the world like a human conqueror.

Amid thewarlord s sizable retinue of kraan guards and the lite of the warrior ants walked only one
human being. He was a dender man of senditive, even aristocratic mien, and one of indeterminate age.

For dl that he was a member of the human species, which the kraan despised asinferior to their own
kind, hewent clad in glken raiment very unlike the filthy ragsworn by the other daves of the horde.



Even more oddly, his skinwas adistinct and unusua color. Mogt of the Laonese races have
complexions which range from tawny or sallow yellow to the hues of parchment or old ivory. But the
pigmentation of Rkhith’ sfavorite persona davewas an odd and rare color. He was blue.

Asthe giant king-ant came crawling down the double row of sword-blade casting vats, the human
workers bent busily over their tasks.

None bent lower or seemed busier than Zorak of Tharkoon.

The fumes of the seething chemical froth served to veil hisfeatures, and as he bent over the vat with his

back turned to the crawling monster insect, Zorak hoped that no one in Rkhith' sretinue would take any

notice of him. The reason for thiswas that the Silk-clad dave who strolled casudly at Rkhith’s side might
well have recognized Zorak had he seen hisface.

For Zorak had seen hisface, and knew him instantly.
It was Delgan.

Chapter 10
OntheMarch

For days theresfter, the insect-creatures kept Xargo and his assistants busy night and day at the crystal
breeding vats. The manufacture of weapons, however, was a process that could not be hurried, which
did not exactly please Rkhith; however, there was nothing within the power of the ant warlord which
might accelerate the procedures of nature.

Daily the red ant warriors practiced with their new weapons, while gradually marching in what Zorak
correctly presumed to be the direction of Phaolon. Clasping spears or swords in their forelimbs, the
enormous chitin-mailed creatures made the most formidable opponentsimaginable. Zorak grimly
lamented the destiny of Phaolon, or of any of the other cities of men unfortunate enough to attract the
enmity of the scarlet horde.

But there was nothing he could do about it.

From conversations he had overheard back on the ide of Komar, the Tharkoonian archer was well
aware that Niamh the Fair was the hereditary Princess of Phaolon. He had never seen or even visited the
Jewd City himsdlf, for the distances between his native Tharkoon and the treetop city were considerable,
and between the severa realms of the Green Star World thereislittle commerce. But he was aware that
Prince Janchan dso hailed from Phaolon, and that Janchan, together with hisnew bride, Arjala, Kam the
Hunter, and Zarga the Kalood, had for some time past endeavored to find the lost girl in order to restore
her to her kingdom.

Now, it seemed, the kingdom itself would be lost—in a somewhat different sense-before they managed
to restore Niamh to her throne.

The bowman knew that hisformer comrades would be intensaly concerned, could he only communicate
his discoveriesto them. This, of course, was doubly impossible, or, at least, unlikely. The one reason
being his own immobilization, for daves and prisoners by very definition have no freedom of movemen.
The other being that he did not know the whereabouts of hisformer friends.

Since they had entered the world-forest in the sky-ship of Ralidux, and since he had by accident been



separated from Niamh the Fair, Zorak had lost dl sense of direction. It is quite difficult to ascertain
direction on the World of the Green Star under the best of circumstances, as| have e sewhere noted, but
once within the forest of enormous trees—each of which looks interchangesable with the next—it isall but
impossible. Ever since the ant army had made him a captive, and had forced him to accompany the horde
on its crawling march, Zorak had become thoroughly disoriented.

The Tharkoonian bowman was athoughtful, resourceful man, and not at al the sort to yield supindy to
what seemed an inevitable fate. Although he was held a prisoner by the horde of warrior kraan, he never
ceased to contempl ate the possibilities for an escape to freedom. During the long days and nightswhile
he labored a the metdlurgical vats, Zorak discussed their Situation with hisfellow captives. Some of
these had been endaved for so long to the kraan that they had become dispirited, losing al hope of ever
being free again. Others, however, yet nurtured in their hearts the burning desire for freedom.

“Yoursisnot the first voice that has been raised in hopes of escape,” agrim-faced Ardhanese informed

Zorak. “In the many years | have been aprisoner of the kraan, more than afew havetried to make a
break for freedom.”

“Have any yet succeeded?’ Zorak asked.
The heavy-faced Ardhanese shook his head.

“Our stuation is peculiarly helpless,” he observed in asomber tone. “We are not held captive in acity,
but in the wildernessitsdf. We are surrounded by many thousands of aert and vigilant warrior kraan,
who are continualy on the move from one branch to another, or from one tree to another. At any given
moment of night or day, literdly hundreds of ant scoutsrange far efield in dl directions, dert to give
warning to the central body of the horde in case of the approach of enemies. It isnot a matter of
jalbreak, which isacomparatively smple matter, but of eluding hundreds of scouts who might be
anywhere or everywhere about us.”

Zorak nodded thoughtfully, storing this opinion away in hismind to ponder upon later. He soon cameto
redlize the peculiar difference between this sort of imprisonment, by amobile force, and imprisonment in
agationary place. There was aso the unique problem of being held captive by the warrior ants. For had
he been endaved by an enemy city, once free the bowman could have mingled with the inhabitants of the
city and lost himsdlf in their number, since they were human beingslike himself, and racid or nationa
originsare largdly indistinguishable on thisworld. But ahuman held captive by the scarlet ant hordeis
uniquely vulnerable. He does not in any way resemble his captors, and each of the kraan knows at a
glance that any human it may encounter is an enemy and adave. Escape to freedom, then, became avery
different kind of problem.

The horde progressed on forced daily marches through the sky-tall forest, growing ever nearer and
nearer to unsuspecting Phaolon. The ant warriors became increasingly familiar and expert in the use of the
wespons manufactured by Xargo and his assstants.

Many times during the march Zorak saw Delgan from afar, but the traitorous blue man was dways amid
the retinue of the king-ant and did not seem to observe or to recognize the Tharkoonian bowman.

On more than one occasion, Zorak encountered hisformer fellow captive, Xikchaka. Generdly, this
occurred during one or another of the errands he performed at the request of the master-smith. Can none
of these occasions did he have the opportunity to exchange any words with Xikchaka—ot that he felt
particularly inclined to exchange polite words with the kraan he had rescued and tended, and who had



then betrayed him into the captivity of the horde.

The motives of Xikchakain thisact of betrayd were quite beyond the imagination of the bowman. Men
such as he prize the bond of friendship, loyalty, and comradeship beyond most other alegiances. Zorak
would far rather have betrayed his dlegiance to Prince Parimus, or to the city of Tharkoon itsdf, rather
than betray afriend.

He was aware that concepts such as loyalty and friendship between comrades were alien to the
emotionless mentality of the kraan, and therefore he could not exactly come to hate Xikchaka, who
remained true to theingtincts of hiskind. The kraan, like the Earthly insectsthey so closaly resemblein dl
matters save that of size, share the so-cdled hive mentdity. They are not so much individua entities as
they are unitsin agroup or community. To that community they owe primary obligationswhich vastly
outweigh individua whim or debt or inclination. It islike the difference between adave sate and afree
republic: inthe dave sate, theindividud exists only to serve the state, and his persond inclinations are of
digtinctly secondary importance; but in the true republic, the Sate exigts primarily to serve theindividud,
whosefirgt obligation isto himsdf. So Zorak could hardly blame the cold, emotionless kraan for what
seemed to him abetrayd: their friendship had been too brief, it seemed, for him to have taught the
warrior ant the meaning of that noble and beautiful word—"friendship.”

Asthe horde approached the outskirts of that portion of the world-forest under the dominance of
Phaolon, the kraan began taking extraordinary precautionsto avoid premature discovery by the
Phaolonese.

Chevaliers of Phaolon, mounted on fleet-winged zaiph, ranged as scouts over that portion of the forest
which lay in proximity to the Jewel City, ever aert to danger. The ant horde concedled itself asbest it
could during the hours when the Green Star was aoft, and only under cover of darkness did the horde
advance toward the city of Niamh the Fair.

It was an uncanny experience to Zorak. By night, when the moonless gloom lay thick and unbroken
upon the whispering forest, the chittering and rustling horde of monster insects poured like acrawling tide
down the branches of the great trees, with the human captives borne hel plessy dong amid the flowing
wave of insect-crestures.

Security was a a maximum pitch now, and vigilant ant sentries kept careful watch onthedave
population.

The only hope the human captives had for making a bresk for freedom lay either in the moment of attack
upon the city, when the ant horde would be otherwise engaged and much too busy to watch over their
daves, or in some unexpected diversion which might occur between the present moment and the attack.

What this diversion might be, Zorak had no way of guessing in advance. But he watched and waited,
and so did hisfellow captives. Even those who had been imprisoned so long they had grown apathetic
became infected with Zorak’ s determination for escape. The humans whispered among themselves and
laid their planswith care, largely ignored by the kraan, who held men in contempt and considered
themsdlves to be the evolutionary superiors of humanity.

Zorak beieved that such adiversion could come a any moment, and organized the captivesto be ever
on theaert and ready to strike boldly for freedom when the diversion came.

Day broke, and the ant horde conceded itself on the underside of the gigantic branch, or hid motionless
benesth thick canopies of verdure.



Night fell, and the horde marched upon Phaolon.
And then came the moment for which Zorak had so long waited.

The Third Book
IN THE OPAL TOWER

Chapter 11
Karnin Chains

The girl savages, who had found me adeep in the skyded and had made me their captive, had their
camp far out on a branch of the mighty tree, where several smdler branchlets diverged from the central

bough.

Here leaves sprouted in thick clouds of tissue-of-gold, forming a screen which effectively shielded their
settlement from chance scrutiny.

The camp itsalf was an exceedingly ingenious complex of huts and cabins built on severd levels, and
connected by aerial walkways and rope-bridges, with porches and verandas roofed by leaf-bearing twigs
cunningly bent awry, and al manner of ladders and steps leading from onelevel to another. All of these
structures were built of the same wood as the branches themsalves, which served as additional
camouflage to conced the existence of the camp from the eyes of enemies bestia or human.

Thewild girls had stripped me to the buff in order to amuse themsalves by shaming and humiliating me,
but | endured my captivity and their scorn with whatever soicism | could muster.

Wearying a length of making sport of me, my mistress, the thirteen-year-old hoyden they caled Varda,
assigned meto menia tasks. | was set to work scrubbing the cook-pots and cleaning the acorn-cup
dishes and other kitchen implements, and at medtimes| brought food to the tableswhere the girls ate,

Asnearly as| could tell there were twenty or more of the Amazon girlsin the encampment. As| cameto
know them better, | decided that Varda's chief riva for the chieftainship, the girl called lona, was
probably older than the rest, being at mogt fifteen. | have elsawhere described lona, but | will reiterate by
saying that shewas not tal for her age, but more firmly fleshed and a bit more voluptuous of bosom, hips,
and thighs than the other, mostly younger, girls of the band. Her skin wasthe color of old parchment, and
she had huge eyes of tawny amber, and floating hair of thistledown-dlver. Unlikethelittler girls, who
scampered about naked except for abit of hide twisted about their loins, she went decently covered.

Varda, the girl who “owned” me, was about two years her junior, a snub-nosed, wide-mouthed,
freckle-faced young tomboy with supple, nimble limbs and afirm if shallow bosom inadequately covered
by the tanned hide she wore strapped about her with thongs. Whereas Varda treated me scornfully,
brusgquely ordering me about and gleefully seizing upon every conceivable excuse to punish me or insult
me, lona bore an ill-concealed hatred of me, seemingly because | was of the male sex, with no other
reason ever enunciated. lonawould have killed me had she dared, but Varda and the other girls wished
to keep rue diveif only as something to bully and mistreet.

The girl savageslived inthe most dovenly manner imaginable, rarely washed, argued congtantly, and
fought incessantly. They dept, for the most part, in hammocks out in the open, but some of the younger
children, the nine or ten-year-old girls, shared cabins and dept in nests of furs.



| dept on arude palet in atiny lean-to attached to Varda s hit, which was larger and more comfortably
fitted out with furniture than the rest of theliving quarters.

When there was no cooking or washing up to do, | was sent out to gather food. This consisted in the
main of nuts, berries, fruit, and a species of immense and edible mushroom which grew on the underside
of one of thelarger network of branches of the network that comprised the camp area. The Amazon girls
usualy went out hunting during the day, seeking the tender and enormous grubs, insect larvae, the
defensdess and delicious tree-snails, and other easily killed varieties of game with which the upper
terraces of the great trees teemed.

When on my expeditions to gather nuts and berries, | wore a choke halter around my neck and was only
permitted out in the care of five or s of thelittle girls, who kept me congtantly tethered. They would
scamper about, dangling head down from the branch, or, perched in arow, gt kicking their hedls, whilel
climbed gingerly down to the end of the twiglets and dowly, one by one, picked the nuts. These werelike
walnuts, but of the size of basketbdls, and contained severa pounds of delectable nutmesat. The berries
grew from plant parasites which sprouted from some of the branches, their fruit resembling that of the
strawberry.

The naked little imps ddlighted in shouting abuse at me, and tugged at my leash until they nearly throttled
me, while giggling at my discomfort or my nakedness; probably at both. For some reason they took a
particularly vicious pleasure in tormenting me. Beforelong | found out why.

| learned that they had been taken from their homes by adave raid about nine months ago (insofar asit
was possible to compute the passage of time). Their homes had been on the outskirts of one of the
tregtop cities previoudy unknown to me, a place cdled Barganath. The davers had seized them for
training and sale to the brothels of some of the other Laonese cities, and from the jabber | overheard, |
got theimpression that the girl-children had been abused and molested by their captors. From this
mistreatment obvioudy stemmed their hatred and loathing of males, which was quite understandable,
athough it did not help me to endure with equanimity the humiliation and punishment | suffered a their
hands.

It was Vardawho had led their escape. The older girl had taken advantage of a sudden attack by
zzumaak on thedavers camp. The zzumaak are honeybees, but honeybees grown to the size and
proportion of tigers, and every bit as dangerous. While the daversradlied to fight off the assault by these
flying predators, Vardahad |ed the girlsto freedom. They had caught one of the davers off guard, seized
his keys, unlocked their cages, and swarmed over the men, pulling them down with nails and teeth and
whatever weapons they managed to snatch up. Caught between the attacking zzumaak and the attacking
girls, the davers had died to the last man.

Having cut down to the last man the brutal davers, and now having won their freedom, the band of girls
found themselves hopelesdy lost amid the worldwide forest of gigantic trees. They had not the dightest
ideain which direction the city of Barganath might lie, nor how distant it might be from the point to which
the daver-caravan had carried them. Thiswaslargdly because the caravan had traveled mostly by night,
and for the beginning of the journey the captive girls had been bound and gagged and blindfolded in the
bargain.

On the planet of the Green Star there are no signposts, and very few maps.
Sinceto find their way back home to Barganath was a hopeless endeavor, the girls smply wandered for

atimeuntil they came at last to thistwig-ridden part of the branch, where anatura hiding place anong
the twists and nooks of the branchlets offered a safe haven to them.



And herethey stayed.

It had been the quick-witted and aggressive Vardawho had first seized upon the moment of the attack
of the zzumaak swarm as the most propitioustime for their attempted escape. And it had been Varda
who had redlized and pointed out the many advantages their present campsite offered to them. For these
reasons, and because of her natural talent for leadership, the girls had elected the thirteen-year-old as
their leader.

This, it seemed, did not sit well with lona. Since she was older than Varda, she thought the captaincy
should have falen to her. lonawas perfectly happy to let someone else do the dirty work of making
plans, giving decisions, and working up the waysin which things were to be done. But she heartily
didiked the idea of someone ese giving ordersto her—especidly ayounger girl, lessmature, less
developed, who in her eyeswas her inferior.

But therest of the band were pleased with the way V arda managed things, and didliked lona, who was
aways sulking and criticizing and bearing grudges. Besides, lona bossed and bullied the little girlsthat is,
whenever Vardaor one of the other older girls were not around.

lonatided her time; she did not seem to have much chance in capturing the leadership of the savage
band from her hated rival. She schemed and planned and tried to ingratiate those girls she could not
intimidate; and intimidate those who were not amenable to her form of flattery. She watched and listened
for any morsdl of gossip she could find to use as aweapon against those she could neither browbeat nor

cgole
In particular, she kept her eyeson Varda

If she could catch Vardain some infraction of the code by which they lived, if she could discover Varda
breaking one of her own rules, then lona thought she would have a potent weapon with which to didodge
her rival from the position of power lona so dearly coveted.

It made for alot of tenson and mutua didike and suspicion between the two older girls.

lonaregarded Vardawith poorly conceded envy and was dways quick to question the wisdom of her
decisons, and Vardaregarded |onawith amusement and more than a bit of contempt which she did not
eventry to hide. In away, therivary between these two was like a tug-of-war.

I soon found myslf in the most uncomfortable spot imaginable-right in the middle!

Chapter 12
Beyond the Portal

The mysterious tower that Niamh discovered rose from the branch and soared aoft many storiesinto the
green-gold dimness. It did not resemble any smilar structure built by men, or at least none known to the
experience of the Princess of Phaolon,

The spire seemed made from some smooth, deek ceramic, like porcelain, and to have been made dl of
one piece. At least no joints were discernible to the eye. The graceful, fluid curves of its architecture were
asunfamiliar to the girl aswas the substance from which it was fashioned. This substance shimmered with
changing hues, like some unthinkably enormous opa: dim rose and fiery gold, shot through with glint of
copper green and peacock blue, fading at tunes to nacreous pearl or darkening to wrathful crimson. The



shifting hues seemed obedient to some stimulus other than reflective light. The girl wasintrigued, puzzled,
and fascinated. She was not, to any particular extent, frightened.

The girl approached the curious structure. It gave the impression of extreme age, of unthinkably remote
antiquity. It aso somehow conveyed to her the feeling that it was unoccupied, and had been unoccupied
for avery long time,

Had Niamh seen the Pylon of Sarchimusthe Wise, as| had, it islikely that the princess would have
recognized the Opa Tower as closdy smilar in structure, design, and materid to that one.

Sarchimus had dwelt in adead city caled Sotaspra, which had formerly been inhabited by the
Kaoodha, an dl-but extinct race of gaunt, gold-skinned, telepathically gifted Winged Men. They had
been the magters of an amazing science, the Kaloodha, but aform of racia madness drove them to
auicide. The lust for immortaity was the fata morgana which had lured them over the brink of destruction.
Today, only Zargaaone was |l ft of his vanished people. But their enigmatic handiwork could il be
found here and there about the Green Star World. Their towers and cities had been built to last, and they
had indeed lasted, untouched by time, for countless hundreds of millennia.

The Opa Tower suggested to Niamh along-ago abandonment. Not that the deek, glowing, glassy stone
from which the tower was built had suffered from the merciless erosion of the ages. Quite to the contrary,
no chip or crack or sgn of crumbling could Niamh discernin dl the luminousfabric of the shining
structure. But an aura of emptiness clung about it like the reek of deeth and decay, al but palpable.

So, dbeit warily, the girl approached the soaring spire.

The ever-changing colorsthat crawled and swirled acrossthe gliding lines of thetower lent it theillusion
of inner life, which formed an uncanny contrast with the air of abandonment and emptiness that pervaded
its proximity. The princess noticed that the deek, soaring curves of the wall were unbroken by any
windows. The porta, however, when she came within sght of it, sood open: atdl, narrow, tapering
entrance with abroad base and dwindling sides that grew together at the pointed top.

It yawned like an orifice, like asphincter or amaw. Open, inviting, unguarded.

For amoment, Niamh lingered on the threshold. A momentary qualm possessed the girl, atrepidation
that seemed almost to be trying to warn her againgt making an entry.

She paused, biting her lip in atorment of indecison.

The Opa Tower afforded her a haven of safety againgt the predators who would prowl hungrily with the
coming of night. And the tower, with itsair of seeming neglect and abandonment, was gpparently
tenantless. Should she go in, or should she pass the tower by?

No pampered exquisite, sheltered from harsh redlity, unaccustomed to dtrife for survival, Niamh wasa
child of her wildernessworld of giant trees and incredible monstrosties. Often before this she had fought
for her life against huge odds, and during her long wanderings across the face of the Green Star World
she had survived perils beyond number. The staunch girl hefted the bow of Zorak, an arrow hocked and

at the ready.

What, after dll, wasthereto fear?

So she gpproached the yawning portal and entered, and vanished from sight in purple gloom.



The tower closed its doorway, as a patient monster closes its jaws upon its unsuspecting prey.

Where the tapering, pointed entry had been was now a smooth, unbroken surface. It swirled with
opaescent hues, that surface. Then it flushed crimson, the color of human blood!

Within the portal, Niamh found herself at one end of along, winding corridor floored with glassy stuff.
The walls soared above her, lost in gloom. Veils of purple shadow thickened about her until she could
scarcely see her way and was forced to fed dong the wal with one hand, step by step.

Suddenly, the gloom became absolute and the cool breeze which blew against her dender back and
shoulders ceased abruptly. Niamh whirled, guessing that the portal was now blocked, that the door
which led to freedom and the outer world was no longer open.

With amazement she discovered the portal had ceased to exist, and that the halway ended in adlick,
unbroken wall.

‘Then the floor tilted benegth her, curving downward.

With asharp cry the girl lost her balance and fell forward. Down the steep, smooth incline she shot as
down agreased dide.

Ahead of her lay only darkness.

Then the smooth chute down which she did ended, and the girl hurtled into emptiness.

A reslient, dastic surface broke her fdl, driving the air from her lungs. For long moments, gasping for
breath, the princess floundered in the folds of some rubbery, yieding stuff, becoming entangled.
Gathering her composure, she lay ill, peering around her; but the gloom was unbroken.

With admirable foresight, even while falling, Niamh had retained her grip upon Zorak’ sbow. Now she
removed the arrow from the wegpon and thrust the sharp meta barb into the elastic fabric which had
broken her fall. It ripped and tore, and she sawed away at the rubbery stuff until she had made an
opening of somesize.

Then, removing from her garment agem-studded brooch, she dropped the bit of jewery through the
opening, ligtening until she heard the clink of metd againg stone. From the swiftness with which the sound
had reached her, Niamh guessed that a stone surface lay not very far benesth her present position.

She dropped five or Six feet, landing on afloor of smooth, dry stone.

During the next few moments she carefully felt her way about the dungeon cell into which she had falen.
It was acircular chamber, someten yards from wall to wall, and completely empty savefor hersdlf.

The curving wal was unbroken by any door or entrance, at least a ground level. Feding her way around
the pit, she examined thewall from the floor to as high as she could reach, completely circling the room.
She could find no means of escape whatsoever.

After atime, she gave up the attempt, and composed hersdlf upon the floor, againgt onewall.

The chamber in which she found hersaf imprisoned resembled awide stone well.



Unless she could somehow manage to climb back into the rubbery membrane which had caught and
broken her fal like anet, and then climb back up through the roof into the corridor again, she was
hopel essly imprisoned. And to perform such afeat in complete darkness was not only difficult, it was
dangerous.

After atime, shedept . . .
When she awoke she found adim radiance now illuminated her cdll.

It was seemingly sourceless and seemed to radiate from empty air itsdlf, asif luminous atoms of pure
light drifted amid the atmospheric vapors.

By this mysterious and sourceless light, Niamh perceived that the rubbery net had been somehow
withdrawn, and that the roof of the circular chamber in which she was captive was something like thirty
feet above her. The roof was quite beyond her ability to reach, and now she could perceive no means of
exit.

After atime, lacking anything to occupy hersdlf with, the girl fell into afitful doze again.

When she awoke, she found utensils of crockery laid out near where shelay. Therewas agreen jug
filled with cold fresh water, abroad and shalow bowl filled with succulent gobbets of meat svimmingina
steamy broth which savored of herbs, and athick ceramic spoon with which to down the stew.

For amoment, she hesitated to partake of the food, sinceit was possible that a subtle poison or narcotic
had been dipped init. After amoment’ sreflection, however, she shrugged aside these fears with arueful
amile

If her captorswished to kill her, there was no reason for them to supply her with food and drink, she
reasoned, and she fell to with a hearty appetite. The stew was ddlicious, the cold water refreshing.
Finishing her med, the girl st aside the crockery and waited for further developments.

Whatever the reason she had been taken prisoner, at least it was not the intention of her captorsto
starve her to degath, or to drive her mad with thirst.

But they had relieved her of the bow and arrows. . .

Chapter 13
The White Chamber

When next she dept, she woke to find the crockery gone from her side. It became evident to Niamh the
Fair that there was some secret entrance into the circular cell besides the mysterious one in the roof.

The roof opening wastoo far above her head for the princess to make her escape by that route; the
other entrance, however, probably lay closer to hand. The courageous, resourceful girl resolved upon a
plan to discover its secrets.

During this period of wakefulness, Niamh exercised within her cell, as much to rdlieve the boredom of
her imprisonment asto keep her body in a hedthy condition. After she had exercised sufficiently, shelay
down alittle space from the wall and composed hersdlf asif for dumber.



She closed her eyes, turned over atime or two, then gradualy permitted her breathing to become dow
and tranquil asif she wereindeed sound adeep. But she did not permit hersdf to dumber, merdly feigning
itin order to ascertain the method by which her unseen captor entered and left her cell.

Time gtretched out, unendurably. The complete relaxation of her body, which was comfortably wearied
from her exercises, wasinsidioudy conducive to deep. The girl determinedly forced hersdf to stay awake
by every means she could think of. Sherecalled to mind her lineage, ancestor by ancestor, in achain of
descent which stretched back into the remotest ages. She recited mentally the favorite ballads and heroic
lays she had years ago committed to memory during her childhood tutoring. She conducted imagined
conversations with absent friends, mentally picturing their gppearance down to the minutest detail of
dress.

After an unendurable time, the faintest sound cameto her ears.

It was amere wisp of asound, a creaking or rasping, as of sone againgt stone. Lifting her eydids very
dightly, the girl peered through the fringe of her lashes and observed the smooth, unbroken stone of the
circular wall.

Where previoudly it had been smooth and unbroken, now there existed a straight black line, like a
hairline crack, which began at a point about three feet up thewall and extended in aregular lineto the
place where the floor joined with the bottom of the wall. As she watched breathless with excitement, ,the
crack widened and became a square black opening.

Through this opening now extended awithered hand, like the gaunt, fleshless claw of some monstrous
birds

The hand withdrew, bearing with it the empty crockery which had contained her medl.

Then the black opening began to closein upon itsdf, but before it had completely closed, Niamh rolled
over and thrust asmall object into the narrowing opening. It was athin but tough leather strap torn from
her sandd.

The black line shrank to the merest thread. Then al was gill. Niamh lay in the same position, il feigning
dumber and attempting to make it seem asif her movement had been nothing more than the sort of
random gtirring abody makes during deep.

Shefdt the pressure of unseen eyes upon her as shelay, eyes closed, breathing in and out with long,
shallow bregths.

Then the feding of being watched terminated, and Niamh felt hersalf to be alone and unobserved once
agan.

She sat up quickly and examined thewall, probing with the sensitive tips of her forgers. The sandd strap
was indeed wedged into the narrowest of openings, which meant that the secret door lord not entirely
returned to itsorigina position.

This, inturn, suggested that whatever the nature of the locking mechanism which held the door firmly
shut, the mechanism might not have fully engaged, due to the dight obstruction. She strove againgt the
seemingly solid wall and pushed and probed, but to no avail.

Taking hold of the end of the strap which protruded from the nearly shut door, Niamh delicately exerted



pressure, trying not to pull the leather strap from its place but to apply leverage againgt it, in order to
widen the opening.

After atime, the tone door gave alittle. Just alittle, but enough to spark aflame of hope within the girl’s
breast.

She then took out the jeweled brooch which she had recovered from the floor of the cell-the same pin
she had let fall from the net in order to ascertain the distance to the ground—and began employing thisasa
tool.

The brooch wasin the form of aflat buckle of gilt meta, with adesign set in sparkling crystals. The edge
of the brooch, however, was just thin enough to enable her to insert it into the crack.

With both hands Niamh now twisted s multaneoudy at the brooch while tugging on the stra.
After an interminable tune, the crack widened till more.

After what seemed like hours of probing and tugging, the girl succeeded in opening the door until it thrust
out about oneinch from thewall.

Then, using the full strength of her lithe and supple young body, the princess pulled. and pulled upon that
obtruding edge until her fingers were raw and throbbing with weariness.

But at last the door stood open, revealing an empty square of blackness: into which she crawled
headfirgt, without a moment’ s hesitation.

Whatever might lie outsde was better than the prison within!

Thewall of her cell proved to be about afoot thick. Beyond the secret door she found a corridor that
led to a stone staircase which curved up to ahigher story of the structure, perhaps at ground leve, for it
was obvious that she had been imprisoned in some basement level.

Niamh ascended the stair and found an open portal carved of deek, glistening stone like pale marble.

The chamber into which she peered was lighted with the same sourceless glow of mellow luminogty she
had first observed in her cell. But this room was walled with jeweled mosaicsin peculiar geometric
patterns devoid of any meaning to her. Low taborets and cushioned stools were scattered about, and the
gleaming ceramic floor underfoot, colored abrilliant shade of peacock blue, was carpeted with thick,
luxurious furs of acreamy hue.

Fur-bearing animals were so rare upon the planet of the Green Star asto be virtua ly unknown, but
Niamh entered the room without giving thought to this minor mystery. Where dl isunknown, so trivid an
enigmaisunworthy of notice.

In the opposite wall yawned another doorway, hung with a curtain composed of glassy beads—ed, blue,
amber yellow—strung on long cords. Through this curtain she could see another room, alarger room, with
adomed ceiling. It wasfilled with complicated apparatus whose purposes were not known to her, yet it
was untenanted, so the girl shouldered through the curtain and stepped within.

A sharp medicind stench bit her nostrils-the piercing odor of disinfectant. She gained the center of the
domed chamber, and gazed about her with some perplexity.



The walswere lined with meta cabinets with glass doors and shelves covered with glittering bladed
implementsthat looked like surgica insruments.

Benches of metal and long meta tables covered with gleaming white enamel or porceain stood here and
there about the room. These were covered with avariety of vats and crucibles, glass and ceramic
containers of every size and description. Peering within, she discovered that these vessels held colored
fluids and powders of various kinds. Many were marked with labels, but these were lettered in
characters unknown to her.

Tdl lamps of tubular meta were affixed to wall brackets. Some wereilluminated by an unknown
power-source, and cast beams of vivid hues upon lumps of protoplasm sedled in closed, transparent
vessels. Niamh shuddered and turned her eyes away, for thefirst time beginning to regret her lack of
trepidation in venturing so imprudently into the private domain of her unknown captor.

Thelumps of wetly glistening tissue were various organs of the bodies of men and beests.

Andthey seemedto bedive. ..

The only exit from the domed room, besides the curtained porta through which she had entered, was a
sedled metd door held shut by a system of clampsand levers.

Sheregarded it dubioudly, then attempted to open it. The clamps were not locked, but seemed designed
for the purpose of making theinner chamber airtight. She opened the metal door easily and looked
within.

A curved wall of spotless white enamel met her eyes. The pungent odor of strong antiseptic assailed her
nogtrils.

There was nothing in the room but awax modd of ahuman head fastened in midair to anumber of
trangparent tubes and coppery wireswhich led to small tanks and engines of curious design.

Puzzled, she entered the inner chamber where the wax modes of a human head hung amid these coiling
tubes.

T heair was clean and fresh and curioudly odorless, behind the sharp stench of antiseptic.
Theroom was brilliantly lit by a sunlike lamp suspended from above,

There was no sound, save for the gurgle of unknown fluidsin the tanks, and the drone which arose from
the small engines grouped together on the floor benesth the hanging head.

She examined themodd curioudy.

It was most artistically made, the wax colored with close resemblance to human flesh, and it resembled
the head of ayoung man of her race with ashaved scalp, closed eyes, and loose mouth hanging wetly

open.

Thisobject of art, if that iswhat it was, seemed to her most ghoulish. After ingpecting the thing, she
turned away with asmal, fastidious shudder.



And blundered into asmall metd table on wheels which she had not noticed. She sumbled againgt it,
and some of the surgicd instruments arranged upon its glistening white upper surface fell to the floor with
aclank which seemed loud in the buzzing, gurgling stillness. Shefroze.

Then the bodiless head opened its eyes and |ooked at her.

Chapter 14
The Sorcerer Quoron

When the bodiless head looked at her, Niamh froze with ghastly horror.

Then she saw that the eyes were wide and unfocused. The gleam of intelligence did not shinein them;
they were the blank, unseeing eyes of an idiot-thing.

The loose mouth worked wetly and the head spoke.
“Wawaw’ -aaah?’

Asghe stared in horror and revulsion, adribble of dime drooled from theworking lips of thething asit
babbled meaningless noises.

Then asound came from behind her. A dry cough!

She spun to see awelird, hunched form in the doorway. It was hideous, and curioudy disparate. The
head was |ean, fine-boned, ascetic—even handsome, in apure, nobly proportioned way.

But its handsomeness ended at the neck.

The body wasthat of atwisted dwarf with ahunched shoulder and warped, diminutive legs. Swathed in
aloose white gown it was, and the gown bulged peculiarly, and in the most surprising places, asif there
were portions of the body benegath that gown that bore little or no semblance to the human body.

The creature in the doorway fixed her with acold, ironic gaze of agppraisa. Niamh was very near
swooning-the hanging head was still drooling and babbling in awitless manner behind her—but she drew
hersalf up and regarded the being who could only be her captor with a superb pretense of hauteur.

The cold, ironic eyes moved beyond her to the hanging thing. The dight smileleft the thin lipsand was
replaced by an expression of sadness mingled with a curious contempt.

“You areamost persistent young woman,” observed the dwarf. “1 had thought you safely tucked away,
but here you are, fredly wandering my tower and prying into my most closely guarded secrets. Well,
having intruded upon Wa-Wa s privacy, what do you think of him?’

“WaWa?" she repeated faintly. He nodded at the thing behind her.

“Yes, | cal it that partly because | haveto call it something, and partly because that isthe only sound it
seemsto know how to make. | have been trying to teach it human speech, but, das, inthat, asin so
much ese, my artistry fals short of itsgod. Well, speak up, girl. What do you think?’

Niamh had recovered some of her salf-possession by now. She had nothing to lose from speaking
bluntly, so she spoke her mind. It did not seem to her that this hunched, deformed cripple could possibly



do her any harm. Her own body was lithe and strong; if it came to a contest, she thought it likely she
could turn the tables and make the captor captive.

“I think you should put the pitiful thing out of its misery,” she said coldly. “Why do you permit it to
continue in thisgridy mockery of life? The humane thing to do—*

Something flared in the cold, cruel eyes of the dwarf.

“ *“Mockery of life,” indeed! My dear young woman, you are |ooking upon the noblest miracle of science
wrought by human hands on this planet since the dead, forgotten days of the mighty Kaoodhal Do you
dareto think the thing is only asemblance of life? Gods of The World

Above, woman, | have removed the head from aliving body sand kept it dive sand functioning for two
yearsl”

She stared at the cold face of the dwarf, her thoughts unutterable. Now aweird passion flamed in his
fathomless gaze and drove vivid color into his salow cheeks.

“Do you not understand the magnitude of this scientific miracle?” be hissed. “®r are your witstoo
shalow and. mundane to perceive the scope of my discoveries? By afission so adroit and subtleit were
inaccuracy itself to demean it by so crude aterm as‘ surgery,’ | have removed aman's head, seded the
nerve endings, attached the veins and arteries to a sterile pumping system, employed a bellows-like
deviceto replace the lungs, and kept the severed head living and hedlthy! The hair continuesto grow
unless shaved . . . the mouth glands sdivate as the nostrils inhale the odor of succulent food . . . the eyes
respond to light, darkness, and motion . . . the eardrums react to loud sounds. . . thething lives, | tell
you! Lived”

The dwarf’ svoice rosein afrenzied screech that rang deafeningly through the domed white chamber.
The dangling head flinched and began to blubber. Niamh shrank from the dwarf as he limped toward her
with ashambling, crablike gait.

Suddenly, the hunched little figure was Snister and even fearsome. His sudden, mercurid transtion from
cold irony to gibbering fervor took her off-guard.

She perceived that her captor was more dangerous than she had thought at first.
“Andits-bran?

The question fdll from her lipsin automatic response. It was not a question she had meant to ask, and,
looking at the scarlet fury that rose and glared within the dwarf’ smaniacal gaze, shefdtered, and bit her
lip, wishing she had not spoken.

Then the frenzy passed. The hunched figure twitched once. The spasm passed; he drooped his head and
was, suddenly, somehow pathetic.

“You areright, of course. . . thebrainisdead, for al the subtlety of my surgica technique,” the dwarf
muttered in low tones. “Oh, the sensory nerves respond to stimuli . . . the motor centers ill function asif
automaticaly, but—-the mind is dead; quite dead. For al my science, | cannot help it to think, to reason, to
communicate. Itisthe onegod | have yet to achieve, the one barrier yet unconquered. | can keep the
head dive, but thebraindies. . .”



The dwarf pondered with bowed head for amoment, then raised his eyes upon her again.

“But | shall yet succeed! | believe the problem liesin the oxygen content of the blood. Between the
moment when the head is detached from the body and the moment when the veins and arteries are
connected to my artificid heart device, the circulation of blood within the brain pauses. During that
interval the brain receives no fresh oxygen, which would otherwise have continued to be carried in the
fresh blood pumped from the body’ s heart. The lack of fresh oxygen, athough momentary, causes
oxygen starvation, and the effect islike that of astroke€’” He meditated for along moment, lost in the
intricacies of the problem, plucking at hislower lip with thumb and forefinger; then he said:

“ Someday—quite soon, | fed— shal manage to overcome thislast remaining obstacle. And then the world
shall resound with praise of the arch-scientist, Quoron.”

“Y ou mean ‘the sorcerer Quoron,” do you not?” Niamh said cuttingly. “ For to keep the poor thing in this
ghastly stateis black sorcery, not sciencel”

Thistime her rash, imprudent words did not sting the little cripple to aflare-up of fury. He merely eyed
her incurioudy, his mind busy with the problem.

“Enough of thisidle converse,” the dwarf said absently. “ Take her back to her cell, Number Nine. | have
work to do.”

Niamh looked back to the doorway with apprehension.

It wasfilled now by ahuge, lumbering figure, nude, hairless, and immense. Hands the size of amongter’s
reached for her.

She screamed.

When she recovered from her swoon, Niamh found hersalf not back in the dry well with itscircular
walls, but in acomfortably furnished gpartment. She was stretched out on a couch draped with colorful
slken scarves, and many small soft plump pillows were benegth her.

She jumped to her feet and stared around wildly, wondering if her experiences were driving her mad.
A harsh, well-remembered voice spoke from a concealed aperture.

“Cdm yoursdf, young woman. Y ou have not become deranged, nor are you suffering from delirium.”
It was the voice of Quoron.

“Wheream |, then?| thought you said’

“I was origindly planning to have Number Nine return you to your former place of captivity,” said the
sorcerer’ svoice, “but it occurred to me that, as you had once managed to escape from your former
quarters, it would not be wise on my part to encourage you in further unauthorized explorations. Already,
your untimely blundering into the sedled chamber hasforced meto completely sterilize the air supply and
to cleanse all of the objects and surfaces you might have touched with a potent antiseptic. The head must
be kept in acompletdy sterile environment, under controlled conditions, you see. | believe you will find
your new accommodations considerably more luxurious than those you previoudy enjoyed, when first
you intruded upon the hospitality of my sanctum . . . and aso considerably more difficult to escape from.”



“Whereareyou?’ Niamh demanded fiercdly.

Quoron chuckled. “ Quite safely hidden, and watching your every movement from a place of
concedment. But do not worry, my dear; | have no intentions of intruding upon your privacy. | will leave
you to your own devices now, but be wary. Do not think to elude my hospitality again. Number Nine will
have you under constant surveillance, both by night and by day. He has no interest in women, for he has
no mind save my will; therefore you may fredy undress and bathe under his scrutiny with no less
embarrassment than you would a baring your body under the gaze of a pet beast. For Nineislittle more
than that. Very littlemore. . .”

The harsh, ironic voice faded and Niamh felt herself to be aone. She collapsed back upon the silken
couch, despair welling up within her.

Shewasin the clutches of amadman, and helplessto do anything about it.

Chapter 15
To LivetForever!

During her next few days as a prisoner of the sorcerer Quoron in the Opal Tower, Niamh came very
close to madness from fear, frustration, and despair.

The gpartment in which the dwarf had confined her wasin truth comfortable to the point of being
luxurious. A warm bath of scented waterswas at her disposal, and the apartment contained sanitary
facilities superior even to those afforded by her own palace in distant Phaolon. She had avariety of
attractive, fresh clothing to wear, and the gpartment contained severa books and works of art for her
amusement.

But aprisonistill aprison, no matter if the bars of the cage are made of beautiful gold.

There was no window to the room and the only door, amassive dab of heavy ceramic, was guarded by
the undegping giant the sorcerer called Number Nine. It was thisimmense, obscene brute who served
her medls, and no matter how intense her gppetite night be, the very approach of the monstrosity made
her faint with loathing.

Number Nine, shelearned from scraps of information gleaned from listening to the rambling discourse of
Quoron, was one of aseries of surgical experiments—one that had lived.

In an attempt to master the secrets of life and death, and to discover the arcana of Nature hersdlf,
Quoron had taken apart human bodies and put them together into new, ghastly hybrids.

Number Nine, for example, had four arms and three legs.

And two heads.

The arms were positioned two to a side, the one above the other. This reorganization of the human body
had required the sorcerer to build into the armpit of the first pair sufficient shoulder musclesto render the
lower set of arms usable. In the case of the lower |eft arm, the grafting of anew musculature had been

successful. But the lower right arm dangled limply, pale and wizened, its flaccid open-pamed hand
dapping Number Nine sthigh at every step.

Thethird leg had been built on to an extension of the rear portion of the pelvis, anew hip-socket having



been engineered where the coccyx isfound on norma bodies. The leg had to be atrifle shorter than the
other two, so Quoron had used the right leg of an immature boy for this hind-member.

The body was awalking obscenity. But it was the matter of the twin heads that nauseated the princess
the most.

They jutted out from athickly wattled common neck at sharp angles, and one was awoman’s head, and
the other wasaman'’s.

Quoron referred to this choice, as one of his“little pleasantries.”

Both heads were dack-jawed and blank-eyed, and the twin brains were little more than idiots. But the
lumbering brute was completely under the control of its master and had utterly no will of its own. Quoron
demondtrated thisfact one evening by commanding Nineto hold itsfingersin a candle-flame until the skin
shriveled and popped and crackled like the skin of a sausage on a spit.

Nine whimpered and whined, but did not remove its hand from the white-hot flame until Quoron bade it
do so.

That night the dreams of Niamh were horrible. . .

The sorcerer seldom visited the princess, dthough he very frequently conversed with hislovely young
captive from a place concedled in the walls of the apartment.

These conversations were more in the order of rambling monol ogues than true conversations, athough
Niamh at times sought to draw the maniacal dwarf out with questions. Her theory here was, obvioudy,
the more you know about your captor, the more potentialy useful information you have a your disposal.

Quoron did not mind being questioned. He loved to talk about his plansfor the future, and an intelligent
audience was better than adrooling head or awitless, shambling giant.

In this manner Niamh found out the purpose of Quoron’s experiments.
They could be summed up in oneword: immortdity.

The madman could not have enjoyed much of life, confined to awarped and hideous, dwarfed and
crippled body. But, it would seem, even life at such a priceis more sweetly to be savored than the
absence of life.

Quoron had fdlen into the same intellectud trap which had already, ages before histime, destroyed the
race whose scientific marvel s and accomplishments he admired so much-the Ka oodha, the extinct
Winged Men who had built the Opd Tower amillion years before.

The same madness infected him which had aso driven insane the beautiful black supermen of the Flying
Cities* which drifted high above the treetops amid the eternd cloud-vell that shiddsthis planet from the
piercing emerdd raysof itsprimary.

Thelud to liveforever.

It was the mad ambition of Quoron to find away to render ahuman being perpetualy invulnerableto the
effects of time and change and age.



First he had sought the secret within the body itsdlf, thinking that some gland or organ or nerve center,
under the gppropriate drugs or stimuli, might immortalize the body and enableit to repair or to replace
worn-out tissues. These experiments had led to the creation of such monstrosities as Number Nine.

Failing to find the secret of eternd life in that avenue of research, Quoron had next turned to the
preservation of the only essentid part of ahuman body—the brain.

Hisexperimentsin thisdirection had, thusfar, resulted infailure. .

The bodiless head in the white chamber—the mindlessidiot-thing he caled, contemptuoudy, by the name
of Wa-Wa~wasthe only brain he had thus far managed to keep divefor any significant length of time,
after removing it fromits bodly.

Thebrain lived, but the mind was dead.

The problem of continuing the supply of fresh oxygen to the vita brain centers during the difficult process
of decapitation was his present area of research.

Quoron now fet that the answer lay in attaching the veins and arteries to the system of valves and pumps
he cdled hisartificial heart before the cranium was severed from the torso.

That way the fatal interva would be overcome, during which the mind centers died of oxygen-starvation.
Quoron now felt he was gpproaching his ultimate god.

Niamh had never dared inquire of the dwarf his ultimate purpose in holding her captivein the Opd
Tower.

Shewas afraid to, for she feared the worst.

Instead she questioned Quoron as to how he intended to preserve his own life by this method, once he
had mastered the technique. After dl, one can scarcely decapitate onesdlf.

Hereplied that he had foreseen that eventuality. Number Nine would perform the entire operation.
Niamh wasincredulous. “ That clumsy monstrosity? Y ou would entrust o ddlicate an operation to—to-?"
“To Number Nine?’ He chuckled. “®f course! To whom else could | possibly entrust so excessively
difficult atask? Thetwin brains of Number Nine have been sponged clean of every thought and memory;
they arelike tablets of fresh clay, ready to be written upon. Once the techniques are perfected, Nine will
be schooled with exquisite thoroughnessin every step and detail of the process. Why do you think | gave
the brute four hands? So that it can perform the operation with twice the speed and twice the care of an
ordinary person.”

Quoron smiled thinly.

“Y ou need not fear for me, my dear. Nine retains no memory, itsdud brainis completely blank. It
functions only in obedience to my will, and remembers nothing from one day to another.”

But Niamh was not so certain of this.



Sometimes, during the early evening when the candleswherelit, asthe brute was serving her supper, she
observed a strange thing happen.

Asthethree functional hands were laying the table with deft, mechanica precision, the eyes of thetwin
heads would Stray.

Thewavering flame of the candles would caich those dull, mindless eyes. The flamesthat were identical
with the candle-flame in which Quoron had once commanded his pet monster to hold its hands until the
skin and flesh of the fingers of that hand crigped and fried.

Wasit theflicker of fear Niamh thought she glimpsed in those four dull eyes?
Or wasit the memory of pain?
Or wasit-ust possibly—anger?

The Fourth Book
KARN AMONG THE AMAZONS

Chapter 16
The Mind-Search

At length, having failed to discover the wheresbouts of Delgan of the Ides, Zorak of Tharkoon, or
Niamh the Fair, and having failed aswell to find out what had happened to mysdlf, Prince Andar caled
off the search.

Although he did so with the greatest reluctance, it was obviousto al that further expeditionsinto the
edges of the forest country would be equally asfruitless as those which had dready been sotirdesdy
prosecuted.

The searchers embarked for their return voyage to the royal ide of Komar, leaving behind only Zarga
the Kalood.

The Winged lean politely declined Prince Andar’ sinvitation to return to Komar and rgjoin his comrades,
the newly married Prince Janchan and Princess Arjaa, who were anxioudy awaiting news of their lost
friends,

| shall remain herein the forest for atime, Zargasaid in the telepathic mode of communication hiskind
employed in lieu of vocal speech. It may yet be possble to ascertain the whereabouts of my dear friends.
At lead, itismy most earnest desire to attempt it.

“Wall, | can certainly understand your determination, Zarga, and your desireto find your friends,” said
Andar the Komarian thoughtfully. “Put why do you think that you might succeed, where so many of my
men have dready faled?’

To this query the Winged Man made a polite but largely evasive reply. Always cautious of hurting the
fedlings of humans, whom he could not help but regard asless fortunate than he, Zarga restrained himself
from giving voiceto hisred thoughts.

Hefdt that he, being animmortal, and for that reason less conscious of the passing of time, was capable



of far greater patience than were the Komarians. No matter how deeply and sincerely they desired to
find and rescue from the perils of the wilderness the strangers who had cometo their assstancein
reconquering the kingdom of Komar from the Blue Barbarians, they were still morta, and therefore
time-bound. A day, aweek, was an appreciable divison of timeto their way of thinking, because it was
ameasurablefraction of tharr lives.

Not 0, to Zarga the Kalood. To search the worldwide forest of gigantic trees for ayear or even ten,
meant nothing to abeing whose lifespan was to be measured in many millions of years. Zargawas more
than willing to devote so long atime to the search. Not only did the Kalood suffer less than did humans
from deprivation, dueto his enormoudy tough and resilient physica makeup, but he seldom required
nutriment and never needed to deep.

And I, Karn, wasthefirst true friend he had found in al the world since the degth of thelast of hiskind a
million years ago. | had been the first human to extend to Zargathe warm handclasp of friendship and, in
S0 doing, to bridge the abyss which lay between hiskind and my own.

Zargqawas unableto forget that. He was ready to devote the remainder of hislife, however long his
immortaity might last, to the search for me and my friends, or for our remains.

Moreover, it was undeniably true that Zarga possessed one unique faculty which made his ability to
search the forest of mile-high treesfar more swiftly and easily than could Andar’ s men, for dl their
numbers. And that was hiswings.

Therefore, bidding Prince. Andar and the others farewell for atime, Zarga watched as they embarked
for the voyage back to Komar. Then he turned, spread his great batlike golden wings, and glided from
the branch into the green-gold twilight world of the giant trees.

The immediate edge of the world-forest had aready been thoroughly combed by the Komarian force.
They had started at the approximate point at which the sky craft, bearing Delgan and Zorak and Niamh,
had been observed to enter the vast wall of tree-trunks, and had searched with minute care dong the
edge and then deeper into the almost impenetrable woods.

Zarqa, therefore, wasted no energy in retracing their steps but sailed deeper yet into the forest, and then
began to scrutinize the grest trees, bough by bough, branch by branch, for any sign of human habitation.

With his enormous patience and hislack of any need for rest or deep or food, the gaunt Kaood was
ableto search tirdlessly, even into the hours of darkness; for hisvisual organs, designed aong somewhat
different lines than those of the human eye, required far lesslight in order to see.

Before leaving theroya ide of Komar, Zarga had imbibed of the golden mead which wasal the
nutriment his physical system required. He could now go for many weeks, even for months, before he
would begin to suffer from any lack of sustenance. When the extinct Kaoodhan race, with their
miracul ous super-science, had redesigned their bodies more than two thousand millennia before, they had
wisdly diminated many of the built-in limiting factors which impaired the efficiency of their anatomy. They
had done thejob well . ..

After some days of tireless and unceasing search, Zarga cameto redlize that his present mode of
investigation was likely to prove ultimately unprofitable.

It became obvious to the Winged Flan that since they had first entered into the vast and towering forest,
his friends had traveled or wandered or had been transported far away from their point of entry. He had,



of course, no knowledge of the various mishaps and adventures which had befalen hisformer comrades,
but they were smply nowhere to be found.

They were, quite obvioudy, still traveling. He reasoned that every hour and every day which he
continued to waste by searching in his present dow, meticulous fashion, they were doubtless ill voyaging
far afidd.

Beforelong, Zargathought of amore efficient mode of searching, amethod by which he might cover
enormous territory much faster, yet search just as carefully and minutely as before.

The solution to his problem was to search by mind aone.

When Nature denied the Winged Men the power of articulate speech, she repaired that omission by
bequesthing to them the ability to communicate on a purely telepathic leve. To the Kaoodha, then, it
naturaly follows, the menta radiations of amind are asdigtinctly individual as persond speechisto us.
Whereas we recognize differences in tone and pitch and timbre as characterigtics of the individual, and
recognize our friends voices even when unableto see them, so it iswith the telepathicaly senstive
Kaoodhasuch as Zarga.

| do not know precisely how the Winged Men identify individua mentd radiations-whether it isby
differencesin the wavelength of thought waves or from the uniquely different configurations of each
mental wavefront—but, however the manner in which they accomplish thefedt, it isdemongirably possible
for aKaood to pick out the radiations of asingle mind with which it isfamiliar, among many thousands.

So Zarga began the mind-search.

Once before he had searched in this manner. That was when he and his companions had become
separated by night during their flight from the Flying City of Calidar. Then he had searched for the mind
of Raidux the Black Immorta, but he could as easily have dtriven to locate Niamh the Fair or eventhe
Goddess Arjaa, for with their minds he had become by that time familiar.*

Since Zarga had no way of guessing which of hislost comrades he would encounter first, the Winged
Man held firmly in mind the“flavor” and “style’ and “color” of the mind radiations of Niamh and Delgan
and Karn smultaneoudy. Only the mind of Zorak was not sufficiently known to him to afford Zargathe
chanceto hold hismental characteristics firmly in memory during the search. These curiousterms, by the
way, arethe closest that the Kaood can conein trandating into human terminology the ditinctly differing
characterigtics of individua human mindsto which heis senstive.

Now, mental radiations are not limited to line-of-sight. Neither are they blocked or dispersed or
deflected by solid barriers, such asthe boles or branches of the greet trees of the forest (indeed,
according to Zarga, most solids are completely transparent to thought waves). Therefore, using the mind
aone to search, the Winged Man was able to cover immense tracts of territory invery littletime.

For another full day he flew without resting, ranging the forest in an ever-expanding spird, his menta
sensors dert and keen. The dim pulsations of brute mentalities he detected, and the keener, more
articulated radiations of the minds of avariety of human brains. But nowhere did he catch the dightest
trace or whisper of the three minds he sought.

Until night had fdlen, thet is.

Then, quite suddenly, there came to his dert concentration the distant echo of afamiliar mind.



As s00n as he was able to discern with some nicety the distance and direction of that mental source, he
homed in onit. Flying on swift and tireless vans, the wise Ka ood approached the position of the mind
which wasafamiliar one.

It wasin apeculiar set of surroundings, and more than alittle danger compassed it around. But Zarga
arrowed through the dark night to cometo the aid of one of the minds for which he had so untiringly
searched . . . and found himself amid afrozen tablesu of astonishing terror.

Chapter 17
A Chance Discovery

During my first few days as acaptive of the band of wild girls, | had sufficient opportunity to observe
and even to experience their didike of al maes.

The girls kept me busy at the most menia and degrading of tasks, and seized upon every excuse to heap
abuse and mistreatment upon me. | was forced to go continually naked, and my appearance afforded my
savage captresses endless amusement. They aso enjoyed seeing metoil for them, and | was beaten with

aswitch for every conceivableinfraction of the rules governing my behavior.

At nights| dept on acrude palet in arough lean-to that adjoined the cabin in which the chieftainess of
my tormentors dwelt. | refer, of course, to Varda

My deeping quarters were cruddly built and of flimsy construction. On frequent occasions, it occurred to
me that when and if the opportunity to make a break for freedom ever came, | should havelittle if any
difficulty in getting out. Unfortunately, however, the savage band was ever on the dert to the possibility of
my escape, and took every precaution to prevent it.

When, during the day, | was sent out to gather fruits or nuts or berries, agroup of the littler savages
accompanied me, and | performed these labors with a choke hater about my throat. To this was affixed
atether which the girls either held and cruelly jerked upon, or which wastied securely to atwig or some
other relatively solid protuberance.

Very frequently, my wrists or ankles were tied together with bonds which, while they did not completely
render meimmobile, served at |least to hamper and to restrict my freedom of movement. When | was
permitted to deep, my wrist or leg was bound securdly to an iron ring sunk into the branch upon which
the house of Vardawas built.

My bonds, by the way, were neither ropes nor lengths of woven materia, but strips of tough,
well-seasoned rawhide. While| till retained aphysical strength and avitality which was considerably
superior to that of anormal boy of my age and weight and height—alingering aftereffect of the magica
Elixir of Light of which | had imbibed long ago at the command of Sarchimus the Wise-it requires more
than sheer brute force to sever so tenacious aform of bondage as rawhide. Nothing less than a sharp
knife-blade would do thetrick. | watched continuoudy for the chance to sted aknife or some smilar
sharp-edged toal, but the opportunity never once presented itself.

It began to look asif my plansfor escape were hopeless pipe dreams. . .

While the girls beat me and used me with the utmost humiliation and scorn, mistreating mein every
manner which their agile and vindictive wits could devise, they neither starved me nor managed to break

my Soirit.



| remained doof and unperturbed, absorbing their cruelest punishments with asomber and
uncomplaining mien. For thisexample of stoicism, | ask no particular credit, neither do | regard my
behavior under these adverse conditionsto be particularly praisaworthy or exemplary. | lived inthe
constant hope and expectation of freedom, which might come at any moment and in the most unexpected
manner.

To befrank, | expected to be rescued, for | knew that my absence from Komar would not long go
unnoticed, and that when both the sky-ded and myself were discovered to be missing, my friendswould
swiftly put two and two together, and arrive at the gppropriate sum. Nor would they wastetimein
coming after me.

That they might have unexpected difficultiesin finding me, | did not at that time envision. | had, you will
understand, by thistime so thoroughly become lost and disoriented, that | had not the dightest idea of
quite how far | had strayed from the point at which | had first entered the forest, nor of quite how deeply
my wanderings had taken meinto the depths of the wilderness of gigantic trees. That forest, of course,
stretched in an unbroken mass from horizon to horizon and from pole to pole, covering, insofar as any of
us then knew, the entire surface of the World of the Green Star. The only portion of the planet’ s surface
which was definitely known to be free and unencumbered by the world-forest, was, of course, that
section occupied by the Komarian Sea.

So, asyou will understand, | had plenty of room to belost in!

Remaining in my blissful state of ignorance, and expecting at any moment the arrival of my friendsto
extricate mefrom my present plight and predicament, | worried little over the future and endured, with
that stoicism and fortitude | have aready described, the crud treatment | suffered at the hands of these
spiteful and malicious children.

Nor did | hate my savage captors.

But these expectations, of course, did not prohibit me from keeping a close and careful watch out for a
chance to escape on my own. Confident are those who help themselves.

Indl, I must admit that my persona fedings toward my savage little captors were of asomewhat
ambivaent nature. | could not quite find it within me to despise them, for al the abuse and discomfiture |
endured at their hands.

At ayoung and tender age they had been wantonly savaged by the davers who had carried them off
forcibly into the wilderness, and by that act had seemingly doomed them to lives of hopeless despair.
That they had managed to escape from the hands of the marauders had in no way aleviated the
precarious and perilous Stuation into which they had been thrugt.

Nor could they be blamed for their fear and loathing and mistrust of my sex, for it was at the hands of
men like mysdf that they had suffered untold horrors and humiliations, from which indignities only the
chance attack of the swarm of zzumalaks, or giant killer-bees, had delivered them.

Helplessto find their way home again, the girls had smply ventured out into the wilderness; at length
finding the safe, secure nook in which they had built their camp and made it their home. Many of the tools
and weagpons which had formerly been the possessions of the daversthey had carried off with them, for
to the survivor belongs the possessions of thedain.



The only other thing they had borne away from their dire experience a the mercy of the dave-marauders
wasther vicious and virulent hatred, loathing, and mistrugt of dl things mae and masculine.

Which was only natura and human, and, certainly, quite understandable.
But which was, from my point of view, regrettable; for that hatred unfortunately included myself.

My chances for escape were very soon to take on healthy and renewed vigor. Hereis how it came
about.

Oneday my giggling captors led me farther down the grest branch on which their encampment was
constructed than until now | had been permitted to travel.

The reason for thislay in the discovery of an unexpected colony of the giant tree-snails, or huoma,
whose tender and delicious meat made a succulent and desirable treat to our appetites. In generd we
lived on more Spartan and even vegetarian fare.

Under the watchful eye of the girls| pried the huge snails one by one from their positions, and bundled
them into nets. Later, back at the camp, we would unshell the creatures and boil them in their own juices.

Quite a consderable number of the huge, thick-witted, dow-moving, gentle, and quite harmless monster
snails had for some reason gathered on the branch, so the work occupied usfor the remainder of that

day.

Thelast few snails had duggishly sought to avoid capture by crawling, in their lumbering form of
perambulation, around to the underside of the branch.

In order to gather these last, reluctant survivors of the snail colony, | had to venture the risky business of
climbing around benegath the branch. The situation was precarious and not without a certain element of
danger, for | was suspended by ropes held in the hands of my carel ess and capricious mistresses, who
threatened to let mefdl if | did not quickly accomplish my tasks.

The job was difficult, and tiring, but for avery good reason | was delighted that it had fallento my lot.

This peculiar contradiction lay in the fact of what | discovered from my upside-down position at the end
of the rope.

The sky-ded was tethered to a down-jutting twig.

Evidently the girls had, with time, become curious as to the nature of the odd contrivancein which | had
been curled up adegp when they found me and made me their captive.

A second expedition had retraced the path taken by the first, and, when the utter weightlessness of the
vehicle was discovered (which madeit easy to bear the prize hometo the girls camp), they had retrieved
the peculiar treasure and it now reposed, safely tethered, at no very great distance from the tree-houses.

If I could somehow manage to contrive my escape-the means of flight to freedom was close at hand.

The tantalizing presence of the sky-ded drove new lifeinto my hopes for escape.

That night, asyou can easily imagine, | tossed and turned, schemes tumbling through my feverish brain,



and’ got very little deep.

Chapter 18
Vada

The nearness of the sky-ded put escape virtualy within my grasp. But it did nothing to make escape a
redlity. For still was| bound and watched and tethered every moment of the day and night.

So, for thetime being, | held my peace and waited things out, ever dert for the dightest dip or
inattention on the part of the wild girlswhen | might seize opportunity by the foreock.

And gill my friendsdid not come.

The ever-present rivary between Vardaand lonafilled the air with the tension of an unresolved conflict.
lonawas continuadly chalenging the authority of Varda, the wisdom of her decisions, and the justice of
her rules. Moreover, she was congtantly complaining, quarrding, criticizing. Vardakept her temper, for
the mogt part, athough | for one cannot understand how she managed to accomplish this.

But she wasfully aware of the fact that 1ona hated and envied her, and desired more than anything else
to supplant her in the chieftaincy of the Amazon band. She knew al too well that the jedl ous older girl
was whispering and scheming behind her back, but there waslittle she could do about it.

Instead, she took her frustrations and tensions out on me.

| was the butt of her fury and the object of her derison. Nothing | did pleased her sufficiently, and in no
way could | satisfy her demands of perfection. | was punished, sometimes by scorn and mockery and
public humiliation, but very often by punishment of amore corporea nature,

Throughit dl I held my tongue, maintained my dignity asbest | could, and watched and waited for the
chance to make a break for freedom. Would it never come? Would | never be free of these malicious
girls, freeto seek my own lost beloved amid the trackless forest? Even now she might be dead, or dying,
or suffering unendurable torments or privations, or in deadly danger.

It was the unknown fate of Niamh the Fair that was my saddest torment; and my love for her proved a
steadfast anchor to which | clung, no matter how furious the gales which swept about me and sought to
drag me down into the depths of despair. Silently, within my secret heart, | vowed athousand timesto
win my way to her sde-somehow, somehow!—though al the world stood ranked against me.

Very graduadly there came a change in the manner with which Vardaregarded me. It was neither a
changefor the better, or achangewhich | liked.

Sometimes, as | kndlt scrubbing the floor, or bent over the kitchen utensiIs to cleanse them, or gathered
firewood for the hearth, | was conscious of her eyeslingering upon my naked manhood in acurious
manner. It roused within me atingling apprehension which | can neither quite describe nor account for.

It happened thefirst time one morning while | was cutting wood for the cookfire.
The girl outlaws had carried off an axelike tool from the camp of the dave-marauders, and with this|

was busily engaged in splitting the great dabs of bark from the branch upon which the camp was buiilt,
cutting these dabsinto dender lathes, and bundling then with twine for the hearth.



The morning was hot and humid, the air windless. L eaves, which were bent awry in such amanner as
toy screen the huts and cabins from aeria view, hung motionlessin the Seamy air.

| had been a work for about an hour and my naked hide glistened with perspiration, which ranin long
wet rivulets down my belly and thighs, cutting paths through the bark-dust. The daylight gleamed in
highlights dong the raised ridges of the muscles of my legs, and the great thews which swelled dong my
back and shoulders. Each time | drew erect and lifted the heavy ax above my head, my powerfully
devel oped pectoral muscles stood forth in sharp rdlief, and the corded muscles of my taut midsection
grew rock-ribbed and hard.

| became aware of Varda' s gaze upon my nakedness.

The expression on her face was unreadable. Her eyes were bright and hot, yet somehow dreamy as
well. Her gaze lingered on the musculature of my chest and arms, which by now were deeply bronzed
from many weeks of exposure to the rays of the Green Star, during the time | had been marooned with
Shann on the desert idand amid the Sea of Komar.

The thirteen-year-old girl stood, her body turned alittle from me, one dim hand at her throat, her head
twisted to observe my body. | saw that her shallow adolescent breasts rose and fell with the rapidity of
her breathing, and that high color rose to mantle her cheeks.

Catching my inquiring gaze, her eyeswidened and fdll, veiled behind heavy lashes, and she turned away.
But not before | saw the burning color of her cheeks.

A day or two later, while setting the long table for the evening meal, she had cause to reprimand mefor a
fancied clumsiness. She dgpped and scratched me as | stood unresisting, my arms folded upon my chest,
my head lowered Suddenly, her blows softened amost to so many caresses. She drew the fingers of one
hand, dowly, down the bulge of my biceps while her other hand went out, tentatively, to touch my bent
back.

| heard her catch her breath.

The moment was dectric with excitement. | said nothing, did nothing. Tier hand removed itself, and the
next thing | knew, she had |&ft the cabin, and did not return for hours, not even to join in the evening
med.

Shedid not return, in fact, until after thefall of darkness. As| lay undeeping in my cubicle, tethered to
the metd ring, | heard her come damming in, then the creak off her cot as she flung her restless body
upon it. Then, abit later, | beard the muffled sound of her weeping.

She cried herself to deep that night. But | .. . | did not deep at dl, but lay staring up into the darkness,
thinking my own thoughts.

Many times during the days and nights thereefter | felt the sengitive pressure of her gaze upon my body
as| toiled a my tasks. It seemed to methat Varda sought every pretense she could think of to bein my
proximity, and that she found many areason to touch me or to stand very closeto me.

| pretended to notice nothing, hoping | was mistaken about the cause of her curious maady, and its
nature. For it was not redly either rare or curious, the fever which, as| suspected, had Vardain itsgrip.



It was asickness as old as the very world.

The affection which Varda evidently felt for me had an adverse effect on our relaionship. Instead of
being kinder and more gentle in her treetment, she flew more frequently into wild and furious rages,
during which she scratched and pummeled me unmercifully. Shefell into black moods of brooding, or
into sulky passions during which nothing could rouse her or lighten her mood.

When she had cause to punish me, she did so with the utmost crudlty and vigor. It was almost asif, in
punishing me, she was somehow inflicting punishment upon hersdf.

Although | am no psychologi<t, and, no more than any other man, pretend to have anything but the
dightest and most cursory understanding of women, | believe | came to an understanding of her dilemma.
It was the conflict between her private emotions and her public position.

The savage girls had been misused and outraged by their brutal captors. Saying the marauders who had
endaved them had not sufficed to revenge them fully upon the male sex. So they maintained avirulent
hatred of the other half of the human species, and, as| wasthe only male around, took this out on me.

So-whiledl that was womanly in the heart of the teen-aged girl was beginning to respond to my own
maeness-thiswasin conflict with Varda s own ingrained loathing of the masculine gender. Sheloathed
and hated hersdf, ors some deep, hidden layer of her being, for looking upon me with the dawning of
desre.

Being only human, she punished mefor the merefact that | wasamale, and that she found my maeness
arousing.

The Stuation was potentialy an explosive one.

| literally held my breath and stayed out of her way asbest | could. It goes without saying that, neither by
look, word, act, nor gesture, did | encourage her interest in me or display any awareness or response to
her own youthful and violent passion.

This, however, seemed only to hegp fuel on the flamesthat raged within the girl.

It was ahorrible situation to bein. | could see the danger of it, but | knew myself to be completely
hel pless to avert the catastrophe | could so clearly foresee.

Thereisnothing more ghastly than the position of the prophet who, although forewarned, can do nothing
to avoid the impending doom he senses.

Chapter 19
The Eavesdropper

Theincreasing interest paid to me by Varda became more and more obvious, until it reached the point at
which | was surprised that none of the other girlsin the savage little band noticed it.

The peculiar expression that appeared in her eyes whenever the teen-aged girl looked into my face
disturbed me profoundly. It was el oquent, if unspoken—adare, dmost achalenge. But achalengeto
which | did not dare give any response. In fact, | ignored her as much aswas possible, under the
circumstances, and pretended to be oblivious of the way in which she virtudly flaunted her half-naked

young body before me at every opportunity.



The dtuation was drawing toward aclimax, | knew; and yet | was helplessto do anything to avoid the
explosion | foresaw so clearly.

Again and again, over the next day or two, | wished most vehemently that my friends would cometo
rescue me from this explosive tinderbox of emations.

But they did not come. . .
One evening matters came to ahead, and the manner of it was asfollows:

The girls had, after considerable tinkering, managed to figure out how to open the storage compartment
which waslocated in thetail of the sky-ded. | am only deducing thisfrom available evidence, but there
was indeed alag of some days between thetime | discovered the wild girls had salvaged my abandoned
aerid vehicle, and the time they found the supplies and gear | had stored in the storage compartment.

It would have been a smple matter, had they but directed me to open the tail storage compartment for
them, of course, but they gave me no such orders. | presume it was but another example of thelr fierce
bias againgt my sex: to have instructed me to open the compartment for them would have been to admit
openly that they did not know how the lock worked. Thisadmission, | suppose, would have damaged
their imagined superiority over al maes. So they had to work it out for themselves.

When they did 0, the girls had a holiday with my stores and provisons.

Before leaving theroya ide of Komar | had, you will remember, stocked my vehicle with meats, jdllies,
fruit, and pastry, and the peculiar purple cheesdlike concoction which the Komariansregard asarare

delicacy.

These were not exactly the most ided provisonsimaginable for ajourney, but were dl that | bad ready
accessto in my hurry to be off following thetrail of Niamh, Zorak, and Delgan. | had, quite smply,
plundered the foodstuffs from the | eftovers that remained after the wedding-feast of Prince Janchan and
the Goddess Arjaa.

Sincethe savage girls subsisted largdly on the fruits and nuts and berries of the forest, leavened out with
occasiona huomamest, thisfestive fare from the banquet tables of Komar was awelcome treet to them.
That evening they made afeast in the largest of the huts.

If you recall my description of the events leading up to my hasty departure from theidand of the
Komarians, you will aso remember that, in lieu of any other drinkables, | stocked the sky-ded with
severd bottles of the effervescent golden wine of Komar.

Thisddicacy, in particular, delighted the paate of thelittle savages. . . and led to the crisis| had solong
foreseen, while remaining powerlessto circumvent.

The girlsgot drunk!

The only fluids they had imbibed in recent months had been rainwater and dew, collected from the
curled upper surfaces of the enormous leaves that sheltered their encampment from any chance
observation. The water was pure and clear and drinkable enough, to be sure, but somewhat lacking in
flavor.



The golden wine of Komar, however, was quite another matter.

Asthey drank deep of the potent beverage, their faces grew flushed, their eyes began to sparkle, their
behavior became raucous, and amood of hilarity dominated the festive board.

In particular, it was their thirteen-year-old leader, Varda, who drank most deeply of the intoxicant. Her
color degpened under the influence of the delicious wine, her eyes became humid, her movementslanguid
yet tense, feverish, and sensual.

One by onethelittle girlswearied of snging and frolicking and squabbling. The wine had gonedirectly to
their heads, which was not surprising, sincein al likelihood it was the first strong drink they had enjoyed
in the three quarters of ayear or more since they had managed to escape from the daver’s camp.

It occurred to methat | might very possibly turn this event to my own advantage. That is, if the savage
girlsgot drunk enough they might deep so soundly that | could break free without being discovered. Then
all | had to do wasfind my way back to the sky-ded and fly away to freedom.

It was certainly worth atry.
However, the wine had a somewhat different effect on my girl captors than the one | had hoped for.

One by one, thelittler girls became woozy, then deepy and went off to their deeping-furs. Eventualy |
was eft donewith Varda.

The wine she had imbibed heightened the color in her cheeks and put avivacious sparklein her eyes. It
also heated her blood.

“Come here, dave,” she snarled, tugging at my leash. She brought me over to where she sat, or rather
sprawled, and forced me to my knees before her. Then shelooked me over carefully, thoughtfully, a
feverish glitter in her eyesthat | did not like.

“For aman-cub, you're not at all bad-looking,” the girl said hoarsely. Shelicked her lips, glancing about
amog quiltily, asif to make certain we were unobserved.

| said nothing.

Then she bent forward suddenly, seized a handful of my yellow hair, tugged my head back, and kissed
me. When | resolutely failed to respond to her kiss, she wrapped her arms about my neck and kissed me
again, thistime more deeply.

She broke off the kiss, gasping, to peer around, again asif half fearful we were being observed.

| did not like the languid glow in her eye, nor the way she moistened her lipswith the smdl pointed tip of
her soft pink tongue.

| opened my mouth, about to protest, but before | could say aword the girl abandoned al pretense and
flung herself upon me, covering my face and throat with hot, panting kisses. Her warm, lithe, body
pressed againgt mein afrenzy, and her feverish, trembling caresses were curioudly intermingled with
sobbing endearments.

She behaved asif possessed. As| failed to respond, and strove to maintain aclear head, remaining



adamant to her entresties, her trembling caresses turned into daps and blows. Sobbing wildly, tearful
eyes gleaming through her disordered tresses, she scratched me like awildcat and pummeled me
unmerafully.

Findlly, she collgpsed against me, weeping asif her childish heart were broken.

| had striven with dl the fortitude within me to avoid responding to her warm and wild caresses, turning
my thoughts to Niamh my beloved, and ignoring her entreaties as| ignored her curses. Throughout this
humiliating ordedl, then, | had managed, however barely, to remain aloof and unaroused, athough | must

confessmy hot young blood raged within me. The girl was savagely exciting in her disheveled, animd
passion. But my heart belonged to another, and | resisted her seductive enticements with might and main.

Andthen it wasthat | saw the face at the window.

For the purposes of ventilation, square openings had been cut in the bark-dab walls of Varda' s cabin,
and sections of dead yellow leaves hung over these, propped open by lengths of twig to permit the
circulation of air.

The white face that peered in at usfrom the square of blackness had evidently observed usfor some
time. It was pae, wide-eyed, distraught. Scorn and cold fury and the awful gleam of vengeance was
vigblein the green eyes, and the mouth was curled in afierce, gloating smile of vindictive triumph.

Only for amoment did the face hang there before it vanished. But in that moment the shock of finding
ourselves observed made me stiffen my body, and when | did so, Varda, whose arms were clasped
about my neck, raised her head and looked at the window.

She gasped in horror—for the face at the window had been the face of lona.

Chapter 20
The Moment of Truth

Varda gasped and sprang to her feet, staring wild-eyed at the window. But the white, scornful face of
lonawas no longer there. The girl ran over to the door, ripped it open, and stared out into the night.
There was no sign of the eavesdropper to be seen, apparently.

Vardareturned listlessly to the cabin and sagged wearily againgt the table. Tier face was drained, empty:
“I think she saw us,” she whispered faintly.

“I know shedid,” | said.

The girl’ stemper flared. She turned on me, spitting vicioudy. “If only you had never come among us,
with your vile maleness-” she hissed, her eyes murderous.

“I did not come of my own freewill,” | said reasonably. “Y ou forced me a spear-point.” The truth of
this seemed to exhaust her spiteful temper. She nodded dully, saying nothing. Then she began to
whimper; shewas, after al, little more than achild.

It suddenly occurred to me how | might turn this disastrous misfortune to my own advantage.

“What will lonado now?’ | asked urgently. The girl shrugged.



“Shewill tel therest of the girlsthat | broke our rule againgt men,” she sad listlesdy. “ Against—you
know—having to do with men. They will .. .”

“Givethe chieftainship to lona?’ | asked sharply. “ Depose you? Outlaw you—force you out into the
forest done?’

She nodded dowly. “Perhapseven . . . kill me. | don’t know!” Then she whirled on me again, her eyes
narrowing and filled with venom. In thistemper she was very dangerous, | knew.

“Andit’ sal your fault,” she snapped.

“Then let me make reparations,” | urged her. “Let me save you from this danger. Cut me free-the knife,
there, a your bet! Let us escape together. My sky-ded-theflying vehiclein which | came here-is
tethered not very far up the branch. Only | know how to operateit. It can fly us away from here swifter
even than if werode agreat zaiph. Together we can be safe, and | will protect you againgt the dangers of
thewild.”

These words came out of mein abreathless rush, and she blinked thoughtfully, absorbing this new idea.
Her hand strayed to her belt, that bit of rawhide which held the skins about her dender body, and thetips
of her fingerstoyed absently with the handle of her knife.

She hesitated, glancing back at the doorway which stood open and was filled with empty darkness. The
girl bit her lipsuncertaintly, trying to think what to do. Asif | were another telepath like Zarga, | could
read the thoughts which seethed through her troubled mind:

Perhapsit would be better if | did this knife between hisribs, rather than flee into the unknown alone
with only abrutal male to dominate and abuse me. . . There, when lonacomeswith thegirls, | could lie
and say heforced himsdf upon me and that | was only struggling to free myself from hisembrace. .. No
onewould ever be ableto provethetruth . . . | could say that lonalied. Everyone knows how jealous
sheisof me, and how she twists the truth to make melook bad . . .

Then sheturned, asif reaching adecision, and looked me straight in the eyes.

“If I run away with you, will you become my lover?” she asked. The knife-blade was naked and ready in
her hand.

The moment of truth had come &t last.

“No,” | said. Thelight that flashed up in her eyes was not pleasant to see.

Hushed with triumph, lona scampered agilely down the rungs of the ladder which led to the lower buts
wherethelittler girls of the band dept in dormitory style. The voluptuous teen-ager was aglow with
delighted gloating. At last, she thought, that bossy little hussy has played directly into my handd!

lonathrew back her head in agrimace of triumph that made her lovely face momentarily ugly. Her wild
ped of laughter rang loud in the humid gtillness of the night.

All around her, the world-forest was drenched in utter gloom. The moonless nights of Lao are abysses
of unbroken blackness, and the inhabitants of the forest world are unaccustomed to venture abroad
during the hours of darkness, except on furtive missions of stedth and secrecy.



lonawas, for thisreason, donein the night. Thewild band of Amazon girls were not used even to the
posting of sentinels during the night hours, there being no particular reason to do so.

The night was as black asthe bitternessin lona s heart, and as bottomless as the depth of rancor within
that heart. Long, long had she seethed inwardly with jealousy and envy of the pert tomboy who had
assumed command of the savage little band. Longer till had lona dreamed hungrily of somehow seizing
the position of dominance which, in her mind, the younger girl had far too long enjoyed.

At last thefulfillment of her dreamswas within her grasp.

The girl again permitted that grimace of triumph to play gloatingly across her features, in an expression
that was hdf smile, haf snarl. Shefet glorious, superb!

“How could | not have guessed that the man-cub would tempt her to betray hersdf,” the girl panted with
awild, shaky laugh. “ She likes men after dl. How she must have enjoyed the way the davers handled
her! Shelied dt the while, saying we did not need maes, and that she loathed them, and would kill more
if she could! And then—o kissand caress askinny, haf-grown forest boy! Ahh! Theliar!”

It was not easy to make one' sway down the ladder rungs in the dark, for the pitch was precarious, and
some of the twig sections nailed to the branch were wobbly and insecure. More than once, lona dipped
and dmot fell.

Finally, she reached the big cabin where severd of thelittle girls she had particularly tried to enlist in her
following dept. She paused on the porch for amoment to cam her thudding heart and to catch her
breath. Then she unlatched the catch and threw the door open and strode inside to rouse the deeping
children,

It did not take lonalong to awake the deepy, befuddied, haf-intoxicated girls from their dumbers, nor
to breathlesdy spew forth the story of that intimate scene which she had spied upon through the open
window, nor to gting the little savages to anger with her maicious interpretation of what she had seen.

The hatred and loathing of everything male had been with the forest girls so long that it seemed natural
and normd to their way of thinking: auniversa law that preached the mae of the specieswasvileand
cruel and nasty, and the fema e pure and noble. By thistime, the younger girls quite believed in this
perverted gospd, and, in al fairness, the abuse and mistreatment they had endured at the hands of the
brutal band of dave-marauderswho had torn them from their homes, and used them asthey pleased, did
much to rétify their biasagaing al men.

Now, to learn that Varda, their leader, their lawmaker, the older girl they al idolized and admired, had
betrayed this most vital and sacred doctrine by fondling and cuddling with the captive boy-dave seemed
to them an outrage too vile to be endured.

They came bailing out of their cabinin afury, like aswarm of zzumaak whose nesting place has been
violated.

Shrieking, the girls swarmed up the ladder rungs to the branch above, rousing some of the older girls
who dept doneor in pairsin the smaler huts. Before long the entire band of little savages was clamoring
at the door to the house of their leader.

lona shouldered her way through the yelling mob, her face glowing with the emation which gripped her



heart, her eyesflashing with triumph.
Signding for silence with an imperious gesture, she flung the door wide.

The savage girls peered in, to confront asurprising sight . . . asight they had not expectedto see. . . and
agght at which the heart of lonafrozein terrible consternation.

The Fifth Book
SWORDS AGAINST PHAOLON

Chapter 21
OntheMarch

Now it is perhaps time that we returned to consider what has happened to Zorak the Bowman. When
we last saw the stalwart captain of Tharkoon, he had been rendered captive by the scarlet horde, a
gigantic army of warrior ants, under the despotic rule of Rkhith. And, it should be added, of that wily and
cunning arch-villain, Delgan, formerly Warlord of the Blue Barbarians, now counsd or-in-chief to the
insact monarch.

The ant-army advanced through nightly foraysuntil a length it wasin the vicinity of Niamh'sown realm,
Phaolon, the Jewel City. Zorak assumed, probably with some accuracy, that it was Delgan’sown
schemeto assault the city of Karn's beloved princess. The mighty bowman of Tharkoon by now had
begun to redize the tenacity of Delgan’ s nature; once your enemy, he was your foe forever. If he could
not destroy Kam and Niamh himsdlf, he could at least conspire to overthrow their city and butcher its
inhabitants.

During the period of hisimprisonment by the kraan, it had so chanced that Zorak had enjoyed no
occasion to converse privately with hisformer comrade, the great ant, Xikchaka. But asthe last day of
the march on Phaolon drew near, Xargo, the forger-of-weapons, who had been put in charge of Zorak
by the ant-king, had cause to dispatch the bowman on an errand. This errand, as it happened, took the
Tharkoonian near the squadron commanded by Xikchaka.

Thusthe two met again, for thefirgt time since Xikchaka had betrayed the human into the hands of his
fellow ants, after Zorak had helped the ant warrior to escape from the canniba blossom, and tended his
needs when Xikchakawas too feeble to tend to himself.

The two confronted each other. Zorak drew himsdf up to hisfull height, crossing his massive arms upon
his broad chest, and regarding the monster insect with alevel, expressionlesslook.

Thewarrior ant returned his gaze. Since his head was armored in tough scarlet chitin, the features of
Xikchakawere incapable of any display of emotion or ateration of expression, and the glitter of his
ink-black eyeswas smilarly devoid of any sign of feding or remorse.

“Greetings, Zorak,” he hailed the human warrior in his buzzing, clicking, rasping imitation of man-speech.
“How has Zorak adjusted to hisnew condition in life? Has he been mistrested at the mandibles of
Xikchaka skind?’

“I return your greetings, Xikchaka,” replied the bowman in acalm, dignified tone. “Xikchakawill
perhaps be gratified to hear that Zorak has been treated well, and is comfortable in al ways, save one
done”



“Andwhat isthat?’ inquired the insect-creature solemnly.
“I amnot free,” said Zorak. The warrior ant regarded himin sllence for atime.
Then: “What is‘freg 7’

Zorak could not restrain the dight smile which touched hisgrim lips. It was, after al, aquestion which
might give pause to the most learned of philosophers.

“Tobefreeisto be one’ sown magter,” he said fedingly. “To come and go a one swill, and asone
wishes, without the permission of any other individual. Thisisthe one qudity of lifewhich Zorak lacks.
And, lacking it, al other things have lost their savor and are meaningless.”

The giant kraan considered thisfor atime, his knobbed antennae jerking and twitching.
“Isoneever truly free, whether kraan or human?’ the emotionless cresture questioned in return.

“Some of usare freer than others, a any rate,” said Zorak stoutly. “In the wilderness we were free, you
and|l.

“Free, yes—to starve, to perish from thirgt, to fall beneath the rending fangs of the first predator which
came upon us,” commented Xikchaka. “Inthe horde, dl of the difficulties of life are made smple; all
decisions are made for us, dl wishes are anticipated and answered before they can be articulated. There
isno question of what to do or how to do it: one but follows the directions given by one' s superior.
Surely, Zorak will admit that one is more comfortable when there are no decisionsto be made, no
problemsto be solved, and when one has only to follow orders.”

“More comfortable, perhaps; but not more hedlthy. For to rely upon another for ingtruction in every act
isto sarve and difle theinitiative, to blunt and sap the will, and to reduce dl of one’ sfaculties. Suppose
Xikchakamore clearly perceivesthe necessities of the moment than does his nominal superior? Suppose
Xikchakahas yearnings, aspirations, and intellectua interests for which his superior has neither
understanding nor patience. Will not, then, the heart of Xikchaka go unsatisfied? If he has but no other
purposein life than to obey ingructions, he limits himsdlf to arolewhich is purely mechanica. Itisno
wonder to Zorak that Xikchaka skind have lost or submerged the gentler and more humane emotions
love, kindness, mercy, and that very noble and precious qudity we term ‘friendship.” When one ceases
to be personally responsible for the outcome of on€e's actions, one becomes an emotionless robot. In
Zorak’ ssociety, each individua bearsinnumerable responsbilitiestoward one sfamily and

friends. A kindness must be repaid with akindness, or the balance of civilized society turnsto either
indifference or sdlfishness”

Xikchaka absorbed this, his antennae twitching asif in agitation of mind. Finaly he spoke, and when he
did the words came dowly.

“To accept persond respongbility for al one' sactionsisto assume afrightful burden,” the warrior ant
observed. “It isto accept respongbility for one sown fate. . .”

Zorak nodded somberly. “That istrue, Xikchaka, my friend. It isfar easier to shrug off persond
responsibility by saying you but followed the commands of your superior. But he may be your superior in
rank, while remaining your inferior inintelect. It isin the nature of intelligent beingsto desireto bethe
masters of their own fate. Any other condition, such asthe servitude in which both Xikchaka and Zorak



now toil, isdavery. And davery is desth to the will, to the mind, and to the spirit.”

Theinsect warrior said dowly, “Isit not more comfortable to be protected, and to belong to avast
common purpose? Thething which Zorak cals‘ freedom’ sounds dangerous and lonely.”

“Itis” Zorak admitted firmly. “ But there is moreto life than merely to be comfortable. A baby inits
mother’ sarmsis comfortable and protected—or agrub, in the nesting place of afemae. But to be aman,
or amature kraan, is better: and to be aman, in the truest sense of the word, isto be free. Which
includes the freedom to be in danger or in discomfort.”

“Xikchakawill never understand the ways of men,” said theinsect with avery human shaking of its
immense, gleaming head.

They parted, then, without further words, and each pursued his own route.

That evening the ant horde hated in its march, for now it was only a branch-length away from the fork of
the nelghboring arboreal monarch in which Phaolon was built.

A kraan scouting party was sent out under Xikchaka from the parent body to investigate asmall,
artificia structure which was suspected to be of human workmanship. After atime, a scout returned to
requisition ahuman captive, in order that the man might be questioned on the nature and purpose of the
structure, asto whether or not it was an outpost of Phaolon, something in the nature of awatchtower,
and perhaps inhabited by a body of armed human warriors.

Asluck would haveit, the man chosen for this purpose was Zorak the Bowman.

Under close guard, he ventured down the night-black branch until he came within sight of the artifact. It
was atower, the color of opas, which glowed softly with agentle, al-pervasive luminance whose many
hues were congtantly shifting and changing, one color mdting into another, like aray of light directed to
pass through arevolving prism.

From aforward vantage point, the scout ants observed the strange building while themsdaves remaining
hidden behind a screen of foliage. Zorak was led forward until he, too, could observe the building
unseen.

Hefound it curious and puzzling. It was patently obviousto the brawny bowman that the spire was not
the work of human hands, or at least not the work of any civilization remotely akin to hisown, for the
design and fabrication of the tower, and the materia from which it had been erected, was acomplete
mystery to him. Moreover, the building looked somehow deserted, athough had you asked Zorak why
hefelt o, he could not have given you areason.

“Isthisawatchtower, guarding the approachesto Phaolon?’ Xikchakainquired in arasping smulacrum
of human speech.

Zorak was on the horns of adilemma. In fact, he knew, or very strongly believed, that the Opa Tower
was an artifact of one of the prehuman races which had formerly been the inhabitants of this planet. Since
these races were known to be long extinct, lie did not question that the tower was empty. However, he
gpoke up in equivocd terns, urging that the war party explore the structure, and did not give voiceto his
opinion asto itsorigin and history. From Zorak’ s point of view, every conceivable excuseto delay the
advance of the horde in its march againgt Phaolon was legitimate and most desirable. Every hour that the
horde remained stationary gave thefolk of Niamh's city an extramargin of safety, and the opportunity to



discover the kraan army before it attacked the outskirts of the city.

The ant warriors gpproached the base of the building with circumspection. The portal yawned widdly
open and unguarded.

They went in.

Chapter 22
Under theKnife

Within the Opa Tower the days passed dowly, and time seemed nonexistent. Niamh went about her
waking hoursin amanner which can only be described as somnambuligtic. Her first fearsthat the
dwarfed madman had preserved her for one of his horrible experiments seemed demonstrably fase. She
guessed that he reserved her for another purpose, one as yet unknowable.

Nightly he conversed with her through the concealed opening in her room, while Number Nine served
her dinner on low tablesinlaid with precious stones. Each of these nocturnal monologues was like along,
rambling dissertation by abrilliant but warped intelligence. Quoron described with feverish excitement the
progress of his experiments, and announced that he was very close to achieving his ultimate goa, which
was the severance of ahuman head in conjunction with the perfect preservation of al of its cognitive
faculties.

On more than one of these occasions, Niamh thought that she glimpsed the flicker of awarenessin the
dull, glazed eyes of the many-limbed automaton. It was almost asif the double-headed monstrosity was
capable of understanding the import of Quoron’s conversation, and somehow remembered the
operations which had served to render it the monstrosity it had become under his cunning knife.

For some reason which she could not explain, even to hersdlf, that wan and feeble glimmer of
understanding—almost of resentment—in the eyes of the monster gave her cause to hope. But to hope for
what? She did not know.

Quoron gppeared in her suite one evening, his hunched, diminutive form quivering with tenson, hisnoble
brow glistening with the perspiration of pure excitement.

“Tonight, young woman, you shal witness an event of unparaleled magnitude in the annds of scientific
achievement!” the dwarf announced, his voice croaking and harsh with repressed eagerness.

“Andwhat isthat?’ sheinquired faintly. He lurched forward on bowed legs, thin lipsfixed in acold smile
of triumph.

“My experiments have proved successful!” exulted the science wizard. “ At last | have conquered the
find obgtaclein my path!”

“Do you mean you have discovered how to remove a human head without killing the brain?” asked
Niamh, filled with gpprehenson. The dwarf leered with gloating in hiseyes.

“No lessthan that,” he crowed triumphantly. “It is now fully within my power to sever the braincase from
the trunk while the brain retainsiits cognitive faculties unimpaired. An ingenious contrivance of my own
design continues to supply oxygen to the brain-cells even after the mgjor arteries have been
disconnected. And in this historic experiment, you-you!—shal play avitd role. Y our name shdl not go
unforgotten in the annas of our age, for you, my dear, shal witness the operation and shall bear your



testimony to my achievement of the miracleto the civilizations of this planet!”

“But—-who isto be the subject of the operation?’ the girl faltered, faint with relief that this grim honor was
not to fal to her.

“I, mysdf,” exclamed the cripple. “No longer shal | suffer theignominy of possessing abrilliant intellect
which isforced to go forever chained to this misshapen and revolting carcassl My head shdl liveonin
solitary speculation, serendly aoof to the body, immortal—undying—godlike!”

“But who, then, will perform the operation?’ the girl asked wonderingly. “ Surdly, it isnot still your
intention to permit this pitiful mongrosity toto-?’

He chuckled. “Aye, but it it Number Nine has been carefully trained and coached repeatedly in dl
steps of the process. With three hands a Nine' sdisposal, my faithful monster will be able to perform the
most delicate of dl surgica operationsin amere fraction of the time possible to an ordinary human.”

With these words, the dwarf reached up, patting and stroking the motionless limbs of theimmense
creature which towered blank-eyed above him.

Niamh shuddered, but said nothing: A nameless foreboding filled her with apprehension. . .

The operating theater was in readiness, and without further ado the fiendish experiment commenced.
Quoron commanded his giant servant to chain the princess to the wall so that the girl could not possibly
interfere during the procedures. Then he assumed his position on the white metal table under the glare of
derilelamps.

The ghoulish operation began.

Fird, theinjection of aloca anesthetic rendered Quoron totally insensible to pain. The dwarfed madman
would remain fully conscious during every step of the process of decapitation.

Then, one by one, the hideous col ossus severed the veins and arteries of the neck, attaching these to
throbbing pumps by means of transparent tubes. Quoron explained that the device he cdled his“ artificia
heart” would monitor the circulation and purification of blood during the actua operation. Not for asngle
moment would his brain be deprived of itsvital supply of freshly oxygenated blood.

Then Number Nine began severing the head of Quoron from his deformed body.

Severd times during the process, Niamh averted her eyesin disgust and revulsion. But asick fascination,
for the most part, kept her attention to the incredible surgical fest.

For dl its ghastly appearance and gpparent idiocy, the four-armed monster had been meticuloudy
trained. It was amazing to watch those uncouth limbs, performing miracles with the razor-thin scapels,
never fatering, never betraying their innate clumsnessfor an ingtant.

Throughout the operation, the head of Quoron remained awake, following every step of the procedure
with glittering eyes, dthough unable to speak or to comment until such time as the head was completely
severed and its voca organs were atached to the artificia breathing device which would make it possible
for the decapitated head to make audible sounds again.

Thefina step-that of cutting through the spinal column—was performed with asmall power saw. When



the column was completely severed, the head was now independent of the body.
Thelast attachments were made. Number Nine stepped back asif to observeits grisy handiwork.

The head of Quoron hung in midair, supported by the various tubes and pipes which connected it to the
life-support system. It smiled triumphantly a Niamh, thin, colorlesslips drawing back from dry teethina
rictus devoid of mirth. All that remained now was for Number Nineto attach the end of the air-hose to
the stump of the neck, and the severed head could spesk.

Number Nine returned the small saw to thetray of surgica implements, and’ reached for the organic
jdly with which it would fasten the breathing apparatus to the head. But asit did 0, its glazed eye was
caught and held by asmall and seemingly inoffensive piece of apparatus on the metd table.

Thiswasasmall tube of flame, resembling a Bunsen burner, in whose blaze the instruments had been
Serilized.

Something flickered within the opaque eyes of the two-headed mongter. Wasit awisp of memory-the
resdue of pain—recollection of that moment when its magter, for an idle whim, had commanded it to hold
itsfingersin the flame of the candle in order to demonstrate to Niamh its complete helplessnessto
oppose thewill of Quoron?

Perhaps. . .

The lumbering giant stared at the naked flame and something like awhimper escaped from itslax,
loosely open lips. An expression moved over the masculine head which was repeated, afew ingants
later, by the feminine head.

An expression of fear was followed by another expression, which was unreadable to Niamh.

In amoment, however, the twin brows were distorted in a double scowl, and the expression became
discernible.

It was anger.

Quoron’' s eyes had followed this, and now they glittered with feverish impatience and with the first, faint
gtirrings of apprehension. Time and again the lips of the bodiless head opened asif to frame words, but
no sound could escape from that twitching mouth, as yet unconnected to the air supply. The tongue came
out and moistened dry lips, and again the mouth strove to frame avoca command. But no words came
from the helpless head.

While Niamh watched with shuddering revulsion, the monster bent over the equipment table, and
carefully selected along, thin-bladed knife.

Then it dowly approached the dangling head, the hilt of the knife clenched in its huge upper right hand.
Whilethe eyes of Quoron widened in afixed and ghastly stare of unbelieving, uncomprehending horror,
the giant reached forward with the knife. Itsfour eyes glared down at the helpless head of its master. The
expression in those eyes astonished the princess, for the eyes of Number Nine now mirrored neither
hatred nor anger nor even rage.

Their gaze was the cold, thoughtful, level, measuring look that appearsin the eyes of ajudge as he



camly pondersthefate of adespicable crimind.

Then the hand which held the knife lifted, drew back, and plunged the blade to its hilt into Quoron’s
brain.

Chapter 23
Unexpected Meetings

The decision which Varda reached was the only one possible to one of her temperament. Madly
infatuated with me, she could not endure the idea of daying me herself; but neither could she permit meto
escape without her. So she set mefree.

Donning my garments and resuming my weapons, which she had kept stored in her cabin, | was soon
ready to depart. Indeed every moment counted, for even now the vindictive lonamust be hafway back
to Varda s cabin, at the head of the troop of girls.

Together, Vardaand | propped open the rear window-the same one through which lona had spied
upon usonly minutes earlier. | lifted the dender girl over the sill and vaulted through the opening as soon
asshewas clear of it. Hand in hand we crept through the gloom of darkness, seeking the place where the
wild girls had tethered, my skyded to the farther side of the branch.

I could not see my hand in front of my face, so deep and thick was the unbroken blackness of the night.
But Vardaknew every step of the way, and guided us with swift, unerring skill to the spot.

Examining the vehicle, | was rdieved to learn that the teen-aged savages had merely emptied the ded of
its stores, but had not tampered with either the controls or the engines. | lifted VVarda aboard and showed
her how to strap hersdlf into one of the long shalow troughlike depressions scooped out in the shape of a
human body. Then, assuming the pilot’ s position, | energized the vehicle, and drew in the anchor-line that
held us fastened to the twig. By the time lonahad burst triumphantly into Varda s cabin, to find the
surprise of her life, we had glided away from the limb and soon becamelost in the dense gloom.

It isdangerousto fly by night through the world-forest, because of the dangers of collison with abranch
or bole, and the ever-present hazards of becoming enmeshed in one of the monster spider webs spun
between the giant trees by the immense albino spidersthe Laonese cal the xoph. So we flew only asfar
asthe adjoining branch before tethering our craft in asafe place.

Or, at least, in a place we assumed to be safe.

With dawn we had a surprise of our own, however; and it was every bit as much of ashock asthejolt
our inexplicable absence probably gaveto lona

When the kraan scouting party burst into the gleaming white room under the blaze of the sterile lamps,
they beheld an unfathomable tableau.

Suspended amid amaze of pipes and flexible tubing, the lifeless bead of anoble-looking man hung with
ascape thrust directly between its eyes.

Shackled to the farther wall, adim, exquisite young woman stared at them with eyeswide and frightened
inthetense white ova of her face.

From adistant chamber came the sound of shattering glass and the crash of overturned tables. A



moment later there appeared in the doorway atowering colossus with four arms, threelegs, and two
heads, brandishing alength of metdlic tubing.

It was Number Nine.

After wreaking adire but deserved vengeance upon its mad creator, the shambling horror had run amok.
Firdt it had gone on arampage through the outer laboratory, smashing the vessalswhich held in aghastly
semblance of vitdity the saverd organs removed from human bodies, which Quoron had striven to imbue
withlife

Then it entered the white chamber and put the idiot head of Wa-Wa out of its misery.

Now it burst into the operation theater and charged the ant scouts, waving itsimprovised meta club. The
berserk giant went crashing through the great warrior ants, hurling them aside, shattering their carapaces
of horny chitin with terrific blows, swinging itsmeta club with irresgtible force,

The kraan, their antennae jerking in agitation, withdrew from the chamber, forcing Zorak to accompany
them. Crowded together in the narrow corridor, the ant warriors could not easily bring into play their
mighty pincers or the fierce claws with which their multiple-jointed limbs were armed. One by onethey
died under the blows of the mad giant’ s club, but not before their sharp, toothed mandibles had wrought
savage wounds in the torso and arms of the colossus, which soon streamed blood from adozen injuries.

Clustering at the base of the tower, Xikchaka dispatched two ant warriors and Zorak the Bowman to
rgjoin the main body of the horde and report their discovery.

They had not got far from the Site of the Opa Tower, however, before anew marve burst uponthemin
theform of atall, gaunt, naked manlike figure with leathery golden hide and immense batwings.

It was Zarga the Kaood!

One of the ant warriorsthrust the long spear it held at the weird figure asit hovered on flapping, ungainly
wings two yards above the branch’ s surface. The Winged Man reached out with long arms and snatched
the wegpon from the grip of the kraan who wasjabbing it in hisdirection.

Then, with miraculous precision, Zargaflung the heavy spear directly at the great red ant, trangfixing its
body. So powerful was the impetus of his spear-cast that the spear not only penetrated the kraan
chitinous armor, but pierced its body, pinning it to the branch to which it clung with many feet.

Simultaneoudy, Zorak, ingtantly recognizing the gaunt Kalood as afriend, turned on the second ant
scout, jerked histether from its claws, and sprang upon its back. While sharp horny mandibles chomped
and scraped againgt his burly forearm, the stalwart bowman thrust one arm between the jaws of the huge
insect, seized its hooked snout in the other hand, and with one surge of massive thews, broke its neck.

Twitching spasmodically, the scarlet monster collapsed, and Zorak sprang free. Snatching away his
choke collar, the brawny bowman drew hisfirst deep breath as afree man in many days.

The Kaood came down to afluttering landing on the branch and in amoment they clasped handsin
heartfelt greeting.

| had not expected to find you, bowman, said the Winged Man in his solemn telepathic mode of speech,
which waslikeasmall quiet voice speaking amid your own thoughts.



“But | anvery glad you did!” Zorak said fedingly, grinning. “ Two againgt one are very unequa odds,
especidly when thetwo are grest killer kraan.”

| was searching by mental meansfor my lost companions, continued Zarga, and it seemed to methat |
detected the radiations of the mind of Princess Niamh, which were emanating from atower of my race
very near to where we are standing. Flying toward the spire | observed you being led along the branch
by these two insect creatures, and could not afford to | et pass the opportunity of rescuing you, as weld.

“For which | confess mysdlf extremely grateful.” Zorak smiled. “ And you are indeed correct: the
princessis bound to an upper chamber within the tower, which liesaways farther up the branch from
here. My kraan captors and | were just returning to the main body of the ant-army to summon
reinforcements to surround the tower, which isheld by amurdering monster with an unusua assortment
of arms, legs, and heads.”

Thenitisimperative that we repair to the tower at once, in order to rescue the princess from the clutches
of the ogre you describe, commented Zarga.

Zorak heartily agreed. Taking up the weapons with which the two ants had been armed, he and the
Winged Man headed at once for the tower of Quoron.

But they weretoo late. . .

After the berserk giant had driven the giant ants from the |aboratory, leaving her done and till helplesdy
manacled to thewall, Niamh sagged wearily in her chains, pondering the peculiar reverses of fortune.

Had it not been Zorak the Bowman she had, however briefly, glimpsed at the rear of the ant party when
they had entered the chamber? She could have sworn it was indeed the gallant * Tharkoonian archer who
had so recklessy sprung to her assistance many days ago in Komar, when the sky craft drifted free of the
palace roof.

Rdieved as shewasto discover that the stalwart bowman had somehow survived hisfal from the
branch, after their battle with the dragonlike ythid, the spirits of the princess wilted within her ashewas
snatched from her sight again by the monster insects, who seemed to be his masters.

Now she was aonein the Opa Tower with araving maniac!

It was asituation so dire and perilous as to dishearten even the most sanguine of heroines. But there was
more to come, as Niamh soon discovered.

For shewasnot dlone. ..

Appearing as suddenly as an gpparition, the huge form of amighty insect filled the doorway to the
operating thester.

The red ant stood observing her from its featurel ess casque of a head with multicellular eyeslike
enormous, many-faceted black crystals. No human emotion was readable in the cold glitter of those
uncanny eyes.

Beneath its head, alow-dung jaw moved dightly. Sawtoothed mandibles rasped against each other ina
dow, rubbing motion which sent athrill of fearful anticipation through the girl’ sdight frame.



Many-jointed feet moved spiderwise. Claws clicking againgt the whitetiles of the floor, the gigantic killer
ant moved dowly into the room.

The glare of stexilizing lamps gleamed on the aily red chitin armor that entirely covered its swelling
thorax.

While Niamh watched, eyesfixed in fascination upon the silent monster, it gpproached the wall to which
she was chained, moving gradudly. The stedthy, amost furtive, way in which it advanced upon her
reminded the helpless girl of the manner in which a cunning treedragon stedlthily creeps upon its
unsuspecting prey.

Acrossthe upper breast of the mongter kraan inexplicable signs or markings were painted. Severd of its
minor limbs grasped edged meta weapons. From these two facts, and the orderly manner in which the
party of ants had withdrawn from the room before the charging colossus, the girl deduced that the giant
insect was of coldly unhuman intdlligence.

But having never seen a specimen of the kraan so closely before, she had no way of guessing its mood
or its purpose.

She watched with eyes wide in hypnotic fascination as the enormousinsect came within afew feet of
where she was bound.

Then it reached with clawed limbs for her, and she screamed.

Chapter 24
TheKiss

The great ant reached for her and Niamh screamed and shrank againgt the wall. Grasping her binding
chainsinits claws, the kraan thrust its head forward and crunched the links of the chain between its horny
mandibular jaws.

After saverd tries, the kraan succeeded in biting through the chain.
And Niamh wasfree. . .

She stared with unbelieving eyes at the, giant insect asit asssted her in stripping away the last vestiges of
her bondage. Then, rasping and clicking its mandibles together inaweird and, at first, unintelligible
imitation of human speech, the warrior ant addressed the girl it had st free.

“Once amae member of your species assisted Xikchakato freedom from bondage,” the insect-creature
said. “Later, we assisted each other in the wilderness; but Xikchaka s human companion was captured
by the warriors and scouts of Xikchaka s own kind. In memory of the kindness which amember of your
gpecies once performed for this unworthy and ungrateful kraan, Xikchaka has served you as the human,
Zorak, served Xikchaka.”

“Thank you for your kindness,” whispered Niamh faintly. The insect-creature regarded her with solemn,
emotionless gaze. Then it dowly shook its huge hemlike head from sde to side in a negative gesture
obvioudy, copied from humans.

“Itisnot ‘kindness,” said the great ant. “ The kraan do not understand such human emotions as the one
caled ‘kindness” No; itissmply logical for Xikchakato do this. A returned favor balancesthe score.



Perhaps, at some period in the unguessable future, Xikchakawill bein adifficult or adangerous position,
and you will be ableto lend him aid. Go, now, to that freedom which it seems you humans prize so
highly. The night isdark. Xikchaka sfellow kraan will not be able to observe you pass, for he has
commanded them to withdraw from the vicinity of the tower into aplace of concealment. Asfor the
deformed human giant, it has been dain. Go, then. But if ever in your wanderings you encounter amale of
your species, one Zorak by name, say to him that perhaps he has been instrumental in teaching one
kraan, at least, the meaning of ‘friendship.”’

Niamh went, and speedily, fleeing from the tower and down the branch in the darkness to the place
where she had |eft the sky-ship of Ralidux.

Thusit occurred that when Zarga the Kalood and Zorak the Bowman came to the Opal Tower they
found it untenanted by anyone save the dead.

Among them, the body of Niamh of Phaolon, happily, was not to be found. Neither were the remainder
of the scouting party, or Xikchaka. Thusit wasthat the two had no notion of what had become of the
princess nor of where she had fled.

Do not worry, friend Zorak, the Winged Man reassured his comrade. She cannot have gone far on foot,
and by mind-search | shal soon locate her.

“That isal very well, snceyou havewings, but | must go on foot,” remarked the bowman. “We must
part here, | am afraid. If you manage to find the princess, tell her that the ant horde is under theinsdious
influence of Delgan, the former Warlord of the Blue Barbarians, and that it is poised to march against
Niamh'’s own city of Phaolon, which cannot lie more than atree or two away from thisbranch. Alert the
warriors of Phaolon, | beg you!”

We shdl carry the warning to them together, you and |, advised Zargawith adight smile. For, having
once located you, it isnot my intention to permit us to became separated again. My wings are as strong
asthey are swift, and | can easily bear your weight for atime.

So saying, the tall Kalood bent and picked up the bowman. Spreading his batlike wings, Zarga sprang
lightly into the air to resume hismenta quest.

Niamh found to her delighted surprise that the vessel remained exactly at the place where she had left it,
and had seemingly not been tampered with during her absence. Entering the cabin of the craft the girl
examined the controls, anxious to be gone before other members of the ant horde might come upon her
and make her their captive.

Tugging a the levers and thrusting the control studs at random, the girl straggled to find the secret of
driving the agrid vehicle which earlier had eluded her. After some experimentation, she at last discovered
the correct combination of actions by which she was able to energize the sky craft, and she sent it gliding
intotheair.

The darkness of night was gill upon the world, but Niamh knew there were only afew hours until dawn.
Reaching the tree nearest to the one in which she had been held captive in the Opa Tower by Quoron,
she tethered the vehicle to atwig and composed herself for abrief period of dumber until dawn should
drive away the dark and make further flight possible.

She could not have guessed the astounding sight her eyes would behold with the break of day.



Vardaand | had taken refuge from the night in the branches of agiant tree. Here we decided to spend
the remainder of the night, to fly on with morning.

We werein no danger from pursuit by the angry and vengeful girls of Varda sband. The Amazon girls
had neither zaiph nor dhua and thus could not follow us between the trees* Thisfact notwithstanding, |
was in consderable danger from Varda, for the impetuous and amorous teenager indsted on snuggling up
next to me while we dept the remainder of the night away.

More than once | half awoke from adoze to find her warm arms entwined about my neck. | would, on
these occasions, disengage mysdlf as gently aswas possible without disturbing her. And once | woketo
find her head buried in my shoulder. The warm fragrance of her breath caressed my nogtrils.

| felt distinctly uncomfortable, and heartily wished for dawn.

When thefirgt beams of the Green Star began to lighten the nocturna gloom, we roused ourselves from
our rest and prepared to resume our aeria journey. But Vardawas in an obstinate mood. She pouted
and glowered and refused to permit me to take off from the bough until | granted her one request.

| did not require the humid gleam in her eyesto tell me the nature of that request.

| tried to be firm.

“Ligentome, girl,” | saidinalow voice. “| have dready told you that | cannot love you, for my heartis
foresworn and | am vowed to another. The most we can ever be isgood friends. Varda, do not make
our hazardous journey even more uncomfortable by ingsting upon that which can never bel Try to
understand that | love another girl, and must ever betrueto her.”

“But-”

“Y ou are no longer the master of the Situation, nor am | any longer your dave, and thus obedient to your
every whim,” | reminded her. “ The Stuation is now more or less reversed: | am the master of thisvessd,
andyoumust doas| say.”

“Very wel, Karn,” she said meekly. Then: “Oh, Kan. ..”

| sghed vexedly.

“What isit?’

“I will annoy you no further,” shesaid inasmall voice. “I ask only onefavor of you'. . . small
recompense, indeed, for my having freed you and assisted you to escape. One thing only do | beg of
yw.”

“Very wdl; wha isit?’

“A kiss,” shewhispered. “Only onekiss. . . alittle one, at that. To remember youby .. .”

| should not, of course, have givenin to her wheedling, but | did. After dl, she had set meloose, and fled

with me, giving up everything she had possessed, her friends, her position as chieftainess, dl for me. |
sighed and yielded to her coaxing.



“Very well, then, but only one. Come here.”

She came joyoudy into my arms and her dim, vibrant body nestled within the circle of my embrace. She
tilted her head to meet my lips, and her mouth was warm and tender and swest, | kissed her quite
thoroughly.

Then she broke off the kiss, giffening in my aamswith asharp little cry.
| glanced around behind me events, she shuddered, yawned, stretched, and got to her fedt.

The faint murmur of voices cameto her and she froze. The voices-there were two of them—were pitched
too low for her to make out the words.

Peering about, she found that she bad moored the aerid craft near the terminus of one mighty bough,
where the branch divided into numerous twigs from which sprang gigantic golden leaves. These leaves
effectively screened from her view whatever lay on the other sde.

Anxiousto discover theidentity of the other persons who shared this part of the branch with her, she
parted the leaves and peered through at a curious scene.

Tethered to one twig floated a strangely shaped meta craft.

Standing close together on the deck of this weightless vehicle were the half-naked figures of ayoung boy
about her own age, with shoulder-length hair the color of raw gold. His broad and suntanned back was
turned to, her and Niamh could not see his features.

Hewasholding in hisarmsadim young girl perhapsafew years younger than himsdlf. AsNiamh
watched, the two embraced and kissed tenderly.

Suddenly, the girl cried out and pulled away, taring a Niamh's face through the leaves. The boy turned
around and looked to see what had frightened her.

| stared a Niamh increduloudy, my face crimsoning. The features of my long-lost, beloved princess
whitened dowly, asthe color drained from them. Her eyes were wide, and filled with shock, with hurt,
and with disbelief.

Then they filled with tears. With a cold expression of disdain, Niamh looked me up and down, and
turned away.

Chapter 25
The Ending of It

With dawn the sentinels perched high aoft in the tallest towers of Phaolon discovered the advance of the
crawling horde of scarlet kraan. In their countless thousands the giant warrior ants approached the edges
of the Jewel City, brandishing ther glittering wegpons.

Although taken completely by surprise, the Phaolonese were swift to arm themsdves for the conflict.
Silver-throated trumpets rang from the tower-tops, and the warriors of the city donned their lacquered
mail, took up their dim lances, and belted their swordsto their sdes. Then, clambering into the saddles of
their great war-zaiphs, they soared in steeply ascending spirds, and darted down upon the vanguard of
the kraan horde.



Their metd sparkling in the glowing shafts of emerad radiance that streamed between the mighty boles
of theworld-forest, pennons of brilliant hues fluttering from the tips of their spears, mounted on immense
insects with giff wingslike sheeted opds, the chevaiers of Phaolon resembled so many dfin knights
flashing through the air on winged steeds to do battle with some goblin army which had crept upon them
inthe night, invading Fairyland.

The Phaolonese warriors had the advantage of being able to strike from aoft, while the crawling ants
were earthbound. But, although the shining lances and keen edged swords of the cavdiers cut aterrible
swath through the outer fringes of the advancing horde, the kraan were as numberless asthe leaves of the
trees. For every warrior ant which fell before the flying knights, there were a dozen ready to takeits
place.

Severd disadvantages fought againgt the side of thefolk of Phaolon, and the worst of them al wasthat
the Jewel City had no wallsto protect it from aninvasion. Thiswas only natural and understandable,
snce the humans who dwet in the world-forest used agrid steeds, and no city can wall itsdf againgt an
attack from the air. Now thisfactor weighed heavily againgt Niamh's people, for soon thefirst squadrons
of the ant horde were among the houses built upon the outskirts of the city, and were crawling down the
narrow streets, daughtering everyone they encountered. The flying warriors could not defend the streets
of Phaolon from above with any facility, due to the breadth of the zaiphs wings.

In the center of the horde stood Delgan, a smile of doof amusement on histhin lips, as he waiched the
invasion. All of thishe had carefully foreseen, and thusfar it was going according to his plans. Beside him
crouched the gigantic figure of the ant monarch, Rkhith, hisimmense and many-legged form glittering with
be eweed trappings.

The battle progressed. Despite everything the aeria knights of Phaolon could do to prevent them, the
forefront of the insect invasion poured into the streets of the city.

Beforelong it would be al over, Delgan knew. And he smiled at the thought.

Then something happened which Delgan had not foreseen. Down through the morning sky hurtled a
gleaming metdlic craft bearing aboy and agirl. The girl Delgan did not know, but the boy he knew all
too well, and he ground his teeth together in rage at his untimely appearance.

It was Karn, with Varda beside him, on the sky-ded.

The ant warriors recoiled at the sudden appearance of this strange flying vehicle, and while they hesitated
intheir advance, a second sky craft materialized above the crowded streets of Phaolon. This one was
piloted by a young woman who was aso known to Delga-Niamh the Fair!

The two aerial vessals skimmed low over the streets, and the ant horde cringed beneath the shadows of
their kedls, and became disorganized and jammed together so that they could hardly move, asthe kraan
behind pressed forward into the ranks of those in the forefront of the assaullt.

While this momentary congestion lasted, while the advancing warrior ants hesitated to eye these flying
vehicles with trepidation and alarm, the archers of Phaolon seized the moment to pour their feathered
shaftsinto the packed mass of ants. The barbed hail swept through the horde and took a ghastly toll of
the attackers, for so tightly were the kraan jammed together that virtually every shaft |loosed from the
bows of Phaolon transfixed the head or thorax of an ant warrior.



As so0n as the attackers managed to overcome their momentary hesitation, and began to disentangle
themsalves and to pressforward again, yet athird flying enemy gppeared in the air abovethe
bel eaguered city. This one was the most peculiar of them al—a bat-winged, naked, golden manwith a
burly warrior in hisarms. It was none other than Zarga the Ka ood, with Zorak of Tharkoon.

The Tharkoonian had recovered hisbow and quiver of arrows from the Opa Tower, for Quoron had
stored the wegpon away when he had relieved Niamh of it in her dungeon cdll while she dept. And the
mighty bow soon wreeked afearful toll of kraan. Flying above the host of swarming scarlet insects,
Zargaand Zorak fought as ateam, the telepathic Kaood discerning the officers of the horde by mental
means, and calling Zorak’ s attention to these. The bowman then dew them one by one, while Zarga flew
high above, well out of reach of the wegpons of the kraan.

The socia system under which the insect-crestures toiled exposed its most crippling flaw then.

True, Zorak had guessed the identity of that innate weaknessin the kraan civilization early on, but now it
became obviousto all.

With their superiors and commanders dain by Zorak’ s bow, the ant warriors milled about, dazed and
bewildered, unable to adjust to a changein the Stuation of the moment, and unwilling to act on their own
intiative.

Without their officersto tell them what to do, the warrior ants were confused and helpless.

Sensing this, both Karn and Niamh landed their flying vehicles atop the tall buildings and took aboard as
many of the Phaolonese archers astheir craft could carry.

Then they flew out over the thronged streets again, firing adeadly storm of arrows down into the
staggering, entangled, befuddled kraan.

Taking heart, the armored chivalry of Phaolon, the princess and warriors and nobles, the yeomen and
the guardsmen, too, charged down the streets of the city to hew a crimson path deep into the heart of the
antinvason.

Smultaneoudy under attack from above and from their fore, the warrior kraan could think of nothing
else but to turn back, and regroup, and await new orders. Put the ant warriorsin the rear continued to
crawl forward in obedience to the last orders they had been given. In no time they were hopelesdy
jammed together, as the front rankstried to retreat. Soon, they were so closely packed together, that
they could not movein either direction.

Thearchersin the sky-ded and the other craft, and Zorak’ s mighty bow, and the flying cavary of
Phaolon, swept them with a barbed storm of death, again and again.

They died in their hundreds, and in their thousands.
And even Xikchaka saw the evidence of Zorak’ s arguments, and knew the human had spoken the truth.

Sensging theinevitability of defeat, Rkhith whedled about and commanded his retinue of advisersand
senior officersand his personal guardsto retregt. Delgan, however, refused. The blue-skinned man was
inafrenzy, hislean, arigtocratic features ditorted in aferd snarl, his skin glistening with cold perspiration,
the glint of maniaca fury in hiseyes. In one hand he brandished the zoukar, the death-flash, which he had
gtolen from the boy Darn long ago, and to which he had clung al thiswhile.



“Donot flee)” he panted. “All isnot logt. Listen to me, you crawling fool! With this| can bring down the
aeria warriors, and the day isyet ours—

But Rkhith was beyond the reach of argument or reason. The giant kraan had never before known the
acrid taste of fear, but he knew it now, and he did not care for the taste of it. Cold logica thinking had
deserted him, and the most primal of the emotions now reigned in its stead. The insect mongter, in his
frenzied haste to be gone from this scene of incredible carnage, did not recognize the wily human who
had insgdioudy worked hisway into Rkhith’sinner councils. He knew only that a despised human
blocked his path.

The many-jointed limbs of Rkhith were armed with terrible claws and pincers. These reached out and
seized upon the wild-eyed man. Crudly sinking their saw-teeth into hisflesh, they lifted hiswrithing,
kicking form high into the air, and cast him to one side. Then Rkhith crawled hadtily farther down the vast
bough, at whose base the sparkling spires and domes of Phaolon were built, and fled.

But not very far.

Streaming with gore from his many wounds, Delgan levered himsdlf up into astting postion from where
he had been flung, and with shaking hands aimed the zoukar after the fleeing form of his one-time magter.

Thebolt of lightning struck Rkhith from behind, with asizzling flash of dectric fire that momentarily
lighted the air to intolerable brilliance.

A wriggling mass of seething flames, the king-ant died. Crigped and blackened, his corpserolled down
the steep sde of the branch and fed to the unknown floor of the forest far below.

Sagging back, Delgan uttered one wry, croaking laugh. Then blood gushed from between hisgrinning
jaws and his eyes went dead and empty, and he sorawled lifdess, the zoukar till clutched tight in his
hand.

They had to pry hisfingers apart to recover the death-flash, when they found the body . . .

In this manner theinvasion of Phaolon was ended.

And so-dmost-ismy tae.

The Aftermath

And so it was that, in the moment of its greatest peril, Niamh and Zarqaand Zorak and Vardaand |
appeared, to turn the tide of the battle.

With the scarlet horde decimated, its broken remnants fleeing in disorganized retreat, we landed our
aeria vessa's upon the steps of the palace to receive the hysterical plaudits of the victorious throng.

Men and women wept openly at the sight of their beloved princess, lost to them so very long, and now
miraculoudy returned in the very hour of their supreme need.

The lords and courtiers of the palace pressed around Niamh, tears of joy coursing down their cheeks, to
wrap her dim form in sumptuous robes of crimson, and to set upon her smal proud head the glittering
coronet of royaty. Many among them | recognized, having known them during my previousincarnation



as Chong the Mighty. Among these was the old sage and philosopher of the court, Khin-nom, wah had
taught me the language of the Laonese.

But, of course, they did not know me. It isbeyond the ability of men to recognize aspirit clothedina
new body.

After greeting her courtiers and accepting their homage, Niamh turned to thank usfor our aid. She stood
on tiptoesto place a chaste kiss on the gaunt, leathery cheek of the solemn-eyed Kaood, and for one
moment | thought | glimpsed avery human emotion in the eyes of the Winged Main.

Zorak knelt and kissed her hand, and she raised the stalwart bowman to hisfeet and proclaimed him a
knight-baronet of Phaolon. She even spoke briefly with Varda, and the girl was shy and blushing at
suddenly being surrounded with such magnificence. But she whispered aterse messagein the ears of my
bel oved, who as yet had not given me so much asasingle glance. How | regretted having yielded so
foolishly to Varda s pleal Then Niamh and Varda parted, having exchanged a brief conversation. Niamh
seemed flushed and starry-eyed, and Vardagave me alook that was demure, yet conspiratorial.

What was the headstrong, impetuous, infatuated girl up to now? Hadn't she done enough to destroy my
hopes for happiness?

Niamh came over to where | stood, and took me by the hand, rather surprisingly, and led me before the
assembled throng.

“Greet the young hero who isto become your prince—and my husband,” she said.

There was amoment of silence. The Phaol onese seemed shocked, but not one of them was as surprised
as| was. Then they burst into cheers, and Niamh looked at me, with atender and tremulous smile.

“Vardahastold methetrue story of theintimate scene | witnessed thismorning,” said my belovedina
small voice. “1 should never have doubted for one moment your love for she whom you once knew as
‘ Shann of Kamadhong.” Can you find it in your heart to forgive me, Karn?’

For answer | swept her into my arms and there, before the vast assemblage, | kissed her most
thoroughly indeed.

Thuswas my world won back for me, now and forever mine.

There was one question left unanswered, and it was wise old Khin-nom who put it into words for the
rest of us.

“I dill do not understand why the center of the kraan horde broke and crumbled so swiftly into amilling
and disorganized throng,” he murmured, “when the agrid atack wasinflicting heavy losses only on the
forefront of the attack.”

Zorak smiled and supplied uswith the answer.

“Xargo the smith and | arranged the diversion long before,” admitted the bowman. “We had been
laboring to complete weapons for the kraan; while so engaged, we a so manufactured wegpons with
which to arm the human daves held in bondage to the horde. When the attack was blunted by
Phaol onese resstance, and by our triple assault from the air, Xargo seized the momentary distraction of
the horde chiefsto launch the dave revolt we had planned.” And, without further ado, he brought



forward the burly and battered and blushing figure of the smith, Xargo, whom Niamh ennobled for his
part in the great victory.

It must be related here that our flying troops followed the fleeing kraan and negotiated with their new
leader, that same Xikchakawho had freed Niamh from her chains, the release of al human captivesand
avow never again to attack the cities of men, in return for our permission to let the surviving kraan
escape the tree. We could otherwise have continued to pursue and day them until the entire horde was
destroyed.

These assurances Xikchaka solemnly gave us, and in greeting hisformer comrade, Zorak, the warrior
ant acknowledged that his criticisms of the wesknessesinherent in therigidly authoritarian ant civilization
had been demonstrably accurate.

“From now on, Zorak, know that under the chieftaincy of Xikchaka, individud initiative and freedom of
choicewill lie encouraged. Never again will the horde of

Xikchakatake human daves, nor attempt to attack a settlement of men. There isroom enough, and
more, on thisworld, for both human beings and the kraan to mutually coexist without conflict.”

With those words they parted, and Xikchakaled hisfolk farther into the world-forest, having
surrendered al captives,

Our victory left uswith many things yet to accomplish. Niamh dispatched Zorak and Zargain the
sky-ship, requesting them to return to theide of Komar and assist Prince Janchan, Princess Arjaa, and
my old comrade-in-arms, Klygon the Assassin, to join usin Phaolon.

Then Niamh hersdf, accompanied by the maid Vardaand Arjala, flew in the sky-ship to the camp of the
girl savages. They managed to persuade the Amazon girlsto accept Phaolon’s offer of assistance; some
of the girlswished to return to their former homesin the city of Barganath, to which they were flown on
zaiph-back under the escort of afull company of the flying Phaol onese cavary; others, however, decided
to accept Niamh's gracious invitation to come back to Phaolon with her, and find new homes and new
friendsat court.

Thewild girlsare settling in nicdy, and are beginning to lose thelr savage ways.

Varda has become one of my wife sladies-in-waiting. Changeful and mercurid as ever, theimpetuous
girl has now concelved of afurious passion for Zorak, and the sldwart bowman is hard put to resist her
enticements and blandishments. Since the women of the Laonese marry quite young, asin India, it isquite
possible that the former Tharkoonian will not long persst in keeping the willful girl & arm’ slength, and
Zorak and Vardamay, before long, follow Niamh and | to the dtar.

Y es, we are husband and wife at last, my beloved and I. We were wed in the great throneroom of
Phaolon by the high-priest, Lord Eloigam, before amighty throng which numbered in the thousands. All
of my dear friends were there to witness our long-delayed nuptia's, those who had fought a my side
during innumerabl e adventures—Zarga the Kal ood and Klygon the Assassin, Prince Janchan and his mate,
the Goddess Arjda, Zorak the Bowman and the maiden, Varda. Aswell, Prince Andar the Komarian
attended the festivities, with aretinue of his nobles, those who had toiled with us at the oars of the
daveship Xothun.

The ceremonies ended; | gathered my dear oneinto my arms, and sealed our nuptials with akiss. Then
swords flashed from athousand scabbards, and dl that mighty throng knelt in one flourish, sdluting me as



their Princeand ruler . . . and | discovered that the Laonese have no concept such asthat of
prince-consort: to wed the regnant Princess of Phaolon isto become aking!

Soon we departed on our honeymoon to asmdll villabuilt high in the branches of the greet tree which
houses our kingdom. Of our first days—and nights—of life together as man and wife, | will say nothing.
Some memories are too preciousto be put into words. My reader, if ever he hasloved and wed, will
understand my reticence.

There but remained one final task which | felt | must perform. And now it, too, is concluded.

| have placed the body of Prince Kam in atrance of suspended animation, by the employment of those
arts of salf-hypnotism | mastered long ago. Then, detaching my spirit fromitsclay, | returned acrossthe
vast reaches of the Universe to the planet of my birth, and resumed the body in which | had been born a
hopeless cripple.

In the days and weeks since | recovered consciousnessin my ancestral home in Connecticut, | have
compiled this record of my adventures on the World of the Green Star. And now, at last, my history is
finished. Surdly, it must stand among the annd's of adventure as one of the most astounding narratives of
quest and peril and exploration ever lived.

Only afew minutesremain to me on this Earth.

Soon | shdl quit forever the body in which my spirit was born. Thisrecord shall be sedled away ina
bank vault until such time asthe last spark of life has faded within my poor, week, crippled body, and the

executors of my estate determine (if indeed they ever do) that this narrative should be ddlivered into the
hands of a publisher.

Soon-soon!—| shall wing my way across the starry space again, to the World of the Green Star.

Here on Earth | am ahelpless cripple, unable to tend to my needs or take a single step unaided.

But there, on the World of the Green Star, | am awarrior and a hero, ahusband, alover, and aking.
Never thereafter shdl | wander the starry firmament again. For, on that weird and terrible and beautiful
and wonder-filled planet of strange beasts and even stranger men, | found my heart’s home.

| am caught in the Green Star’ s spell:

Nor do | wish ever to be freed from that sorcery.



