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The First Book
FLIGHT FROM ARDHA

Chapterl
The Face at the Window

Into the life of each man there comes amoment of ultimate despair. A moment when the tides of
fortune have ebbed, leaving him stranded, aone, and friendlessin ahostile world.

Such amoment had come to me at last. The Goddess of Luck, by whose aid | had escaped from a
thousand perils before now, had turned her face from mein the end.

By acombination of courage and daring and happy chance, | had entered into Ardha, the city of
her enemies, in an attempt to set free the beauteous Niamh, Princess of Phaolon, whom | loved from
afar. Having become separated from my comrades, Zarga the Kaood and Janchan, princeling of
Phaolon, | found aplace in the secret order of the Assassins. My training in their subtle arts now
complete, | had been digpatched upon a secret mission. Accompanied by my mentor, Klygon, | had
penetrated into the temple-citadel of Arjaa, the Goddess Incarnate, ostensibly to day in secret Zarga
and my beloved princess, whom the Goddess held prisoner. The purpose of this nation wastotip
the balance of power inthiscity of Ardhain favor of the Assassins, whose lord and chief, the obese and
unscrupulous Gurjan Tor, had ambitions of extending hisinvisble empirein areign of terror which would
bring even the Crown of Ardhawithin hisgreedy clutches.

Needlessto say, | had not the dightest intention of murdering either the golden, winged immortal
who was my friend or the exquisite young girl whom | hopelesdy loved. But under the auspices of the
Assassins | hoped to gain access to the guarded citadd, there to somehow effect their rescue. The only
hazard | foresaw wasthat | should be accompanied on this misson by my erstwhile teacher, Klygon. It
was his assgnment to oversee my actions and to report to his master the manner inwhich |
accomplished my task. And it was a0, | had reason to suspect, his secret duty to day me should | fall
or seek to escape.

Klygonwasasmal, homdy, cunning, clever little man for whom | had conceived agresat affection.
It would have sorrowed me to have been forced to fight him, nor did | envision with any particular joy
the eventudity in which | should be forced to kill him. But the freedom and safety of Zarga and Kaood
and the little Princess of Phaolon camefirst inal things, and | had grimly resolved to dedl with the
problem of Klygon asbest | could, when the fatal moment came.

But the whim of Fate decreed otherwise.

We had flown to the temple-citadel on winged steeds, observed by none. Descending by alineto
the window of the chamber in which Niamh the Fair was imprisoned, | observed aremarkable sequence
of events, without being able to affect or to partake in them. For it seemed that, having become parted
from my companionsin this adventure, and being thus forced to pursue the rescue of Zargaand Niamh
on my own, my companions had not been idle. For another attempt at rescue had been plotted and set
into action, unknown to me.



Black night hung over the grest city of Ardha

Swaying dizzily in midair, far above the branch of the colossal tree upon which the city wasbuilt, |
descended dowly, hand over hand, to the window of Niamh’ s apartment. Above me on the ledge,
Klygon kndlt, seadying theline.

Asl| climbed down the line toward her window, amuffled exploson came to me from within Niamh’
schamber. Then | observed theflicker of flames.

And next, as| clung to the line, descending as swiftly as | could to the window but sill some
distance from it, a succession of astonishing events transpired.

A glittering metal craft floated out of the darkness to hover near Niamh’ swindow. It wasthat flying
marve, the skyded, which we had retrieved from the treasures of Sarchimus the magician.

At the controls of the agriad machine was a gaunt, bewinged creature who could be none other than
Zargathe Kaood, the last, undying survivor of hisextinct, prehuman race.

Asl clung to theline many yards above their heads, invisblein my black Assassn’srament, and
gpeechless with amazement, | watched as Janchan lifted to safety through the window my beloved
princess and the unconscious figure of Arjalathe Goddess.

A moment later he sprang into the craft himself, and it curved about and arrowed off into the gloom—
before | could think to cal out.

Thuswas| forced to stand idly by and helplesdy watch as another hand rescued the young girl |
loved and carried her to safety—while | was|eft, done and friendless, in ahodtile city filled with my
enemies,

It was accomplished in amoment, and after the gleaming sky-ded vanished in the night, | clung to
theline, my mind awhirling chaos.

Out of this chaos, one thought emerged to redization. | had failed in my mission, and by failing had
earned death at the hands of the Assassins. For in assgnments of thisimportance, only successis
permitted. No excuseis dlowed for fallure. And from that moment on, my life wasforfeit.

Above me, ablot of blackness, motionless against the carven stone of the ledge, Klygon knelt.

Werel to clamber back up the line, | must come face to face with the ugly, humorouslittle man
who had been my mentor in the arts of stedlth and murder. And Klygon was sworn to kill meif | failed.
So | could not climb back up theling, for there my killer waited.

Neither could | complete my descent to Niamh’ swindow, for whatever had transpired within that
room, it was now an inferno of flame in which nothing could survive.

For amoment, helplessin the cold grip of despair, | thought to smply loose my grip on theline, and
let mysdlf fal to death on the paving-stones far below. |, who had aready died once, in my former
incarnation on this World of the Green Star asthe mighty warrior Chong, knew that death is not
permanent—that it is not an end but merely anew beginning.

Having passed once through the Black Gates of Eternity, | know that the spirit is shining and
immortal, and lives on through life after life, while the body isbut amorta and transient abode.

Why, then, should | fear to face death a second time, when | have dready lived through the mystery
of desth and resurrection?

The dark portd holdsfew terrorsfor me.

But . . . to have my bodiless spirit thrust forth again into the empty spaces between the stars, to drift
and wander on thetides of eternity, would mean to lose my last glimpse of Niamh the Fair.



Hopeless, it may be, my love for the beautiful Princess of Phaolon will prove: yet shelivesand had
just escaped from the clutches of her captors.

And whilel and Niamh the Fair yet live, and share the same world between us, | shall not give up
hope. For somehow, though a thousand perils stand between us, | can yet aspireto battle my way to a
place by her sde, and to win again the heart that once | won, when | was Kyr Chong the Mighty.

What doesit matter that the girl-queen of Phaolon thinks me dead? What doesit matter that the
mighty Chong expired at her feet in the Secret City of the Outlaws, and that she mourns me to this hour?

Somewhere, somehow, | will return to her sde again, and win her heart again, as once before
wonitin my former life.

Andthusit wasthat | shrugged al such black thoughts of degth from me. | determined that | would
not willingly part, with this strong young body that was now mine. The sheer animd ingtinct that bids one
to survive at dl costs has kept me aive through a thousand adventures, and it burnswithin my breast to
thishour.

While one chance remains, however dim and dender, | will not yield to the insidious poison of dark
despair.
Nor will I gowillingly through the Black Gates of Oblivion while yet one single hopelingersthat |

may find my path through awilderness of perilsto stand beside the child-princess| love above dl esein
thisworld or another.

Thusit wasthat | put my mood of despair from me and tightened my grasp upon life.

These thoughts had gone whirling through my tortured brain while | dangled therein the darkness,
helplessto thwart the flight of my princess, as she was borne from meinto the unknown depths of night.

She at least had escaped, and was in the company of friends.

Now | must somehow make my escape aswell.

By somemiracle, | must €ude my present perils, and flee from the city of my enemies.
But—fird—there was the question of Klygon.

| looked up.

Above me another window yawned open to the night. | neither knew nor cared what might lie
waiting within. It was a place of refuge, however temporary, from the twin desths which crouched for
mea ether end of theline.

I had no plan, no scheme. Caught up helplessy in the swift tide of events beyond my contral, |
merdly drifted from moment to moment. So | clambered back up the line and climbed into the window
of the gpartment above.

It was dark, and empty of occupancy. | did not at once redlize that this was the apartment in which
Zargathe Kaood had been held prisoner by the Goddess, until set free by Prince Janchan. Then, ina
glass case set againgt one wall of the ornate room, | spied severa articles which must obvioudy have
been taken from Zargawhen the minions of the templefirst captured him. He must have forgotten to
take them with him in the rush and confusion of escape, but there lay the zoukar, the powerful
death-flash, the Witchlight, and the Weather Cloak! These magical implements were among those we
hed carried off from the Scarlet Pylon of Sarchimus the Wise on an earlier adventure.

Swiftly | tripped mysdlf of the black, close-fitting Assassin’s garments, leaving myself naked save
for boots, loincloth, and the warrior’ s harness | had donned before leaving the house of Gurjan Tor.
Then | broke open the crystal cabinet with the hilt of my poniard and took out the articleswhich his
captors had taken from Zarga. | dipped the Weather Cloak over my shoulders; the Witchlight was small



enough to fit into the pocket pouch of my harness, and | dung the death-flash about my shoulderslikea
badric. The other magical implements we had retrieved from Sarchimus were the Live Rope and thevid
of Liquid Flame. These | had carried off with mewhen, earlier, | had |eft Zargadeeping while | sought
to enter the city of Ardhaon my own. The via now dept inasmall pouch concedled in my harness, and
the Live Rope wasthe line by which | had descended the outer wall.

Having retrieved these articles | was now aswell armed as aman could hope to be, under the
circumstances. Clipped to my trappingsin their scabbards were the poisoned stiletto and a dim-bladed
longsword of superb workmanship and balance which | had persondly selected from the armory of the
Assassns.

Now | was prepared to attempt my escape from the temple of the Incarnate Goddess.

It would not be easy. By now, the darm had been given and the fire was raging unchecked on the
tier below me. The corridors were thronged with shouting men running hither and thither, attempting to
douse the flames and secure the prisoners. It would be achancy business, seeking to mingle with the
excited, clamoring guards and servitors, and escape notice, but in the confusion | thought it at least a
possibility. So long asthere remained afighting chance for freedom, | waswilling to risk it.

All I have ever asked from life was afighting chance.
| turnedto go. . . and felt achill creep up my back.

| felt the pressure of unseen eyes. That mysterious sixth sense that gives warning of danger warned
me now. | whirled on my hed, my hand going to the hilt of my longsword.

A black-masked figure crouched on the silI of the open window, watching me with expressionless,
inscrutable eyes.

The bony frame of the crouched figure was entirdly clothed in black, and the visor of asilken mask
concealed hisfeatures from me. But there was no concedling that great beak of anose, or the clever,
humorous twist of that thin-lipped mouth.

It was Klygon the Assassin.

Klygon, who had accompanied me here on zaiph-back from the house of Gurjan Tor.
Klygon, whom | had |eft on the ledge above, steadying the line down which | had clambered.
Klygon. .. whowasswornto day meif | failed inthismisson—as| had failed.

Chapter 2
The Vengeance of Gurjan Tor

Klygon climbed nimbly into the room, whipped off his mask, and peered at me with shrewd, clever
eyes. The expression on hishomely, wizened face was one of profound bewilderment.

“Now, by The World Above, lad, what isgoing on?’ he demanded queruloudy. He rubbed his
knobby lantern jaw with along-fingered hand. “ Saw you that remarkable flying thing? ‘ Twere gold, I'll
swear on my Mother’ sPyre, but how athing of heavy gold can fly aslightly asafluttering leaf, | know
not. Witchcraft—aye, that’ sthe name of it—witchcraft!”

| relaxed my warlike stance a bit, but held my silence, and my hand hovered very near the pommel



of my sword. Klygon paid it no notice, peering around with bewilderment, cocking an ear at distant
shouts and the thud of running feet in the corridor beyond our chamber. He lifted his huge besk of anose
and sniffed loudly: the smdll of burning wood was very distinct. And we could hear the hissand crackle
of flames from the inferno that raged beneath our feet. We could dmost fedl the heat of the conflagration
besting up againgt our soles.

The ugly little man shook his head woefully.

“Here’ sasorry business, lad! Gurjan Tor will not take the news swestly, | fear! Aye, our kills
snatched away to freedom from under our very noses, and dl our clever little plans set at naught. There
will belong facesin the House of the Assassinsthis night, aye, and long knives out and ready—for the
two of us”

| seized on that phrase and repeated it questioningly.
“The—two of us?’

“Aye, my lad, there’ll betwo necksto be dit from this night’ s sorry business-thine and mine!” He
cocked his head, beady, clever little eyes peering up a me humoroudy, “What ails you, lad? Think you
that ‘tisyoursdf alone for whose blood old Gurjan Tor will thirgt, after thisnight’ sfailure? If so—not o,
me boy, not so! Y ou be amere. novicein the craft, after al, and even old Gurjan might be lenient on
you, thisbeing your first time out and al. But not so lenient will he be on poor old Klygon, nay! | bea
Master Assassin, and for meto fail in amission of such importance, why, ‘twill mean my degth, lad.
Aye, and adow, lingering matter ‘twill be, if | know the cold brain of Gurjan Tor . . . dow and lingering,
aye, with acid needles and heated hooks and many another cunning little toy.” He shuddered, turning

pae.
“Thenwhat’ sto be done, Klygon?’ | asked.

He dapped hispalm against hisbrow and jerked his bony shoulders skyward, asif despairing of my
faculties.

“ “What’ sto be done?’ the poor nitling asks *What' s to be done? Why, heaven blessyou, lad,
there’ sonly fright! We must be gone from this * cursed place, aye, the both of us, as swifter than a zaiph
in mating month.”

“Gone—you mean escape? Both of us?’

“Aye, lad, both of us. And why not? Two can flee aswell asone, and if it comesto fighting—wdll,
tiswell to have afriend at your back whenit’s sword and gullet-ditting time. Why do you look so
puzzled, boy? Because you fear I’ ll remember me oath to Gurjan Tor and dip me knife * tween your ribs
asprice of falling? Aye, old Klygon can see by your face you knew dl about that: but think, boy—use
your witsl What’ s me oath to Gurjan Tor worth now, with me own weasand ripefor the knife?1’d be a
sorry nitling, that | would, to sink abit of stedl into the only comrade | got |eft intheworld, and hima
sturdy younker with awrist of iron and courage enough in his guts for three full-grooved fightingmen!
Forget it, Kam melad! When every hand’ sagaingt you, afriend isagood thing to have.”

“Where shdl we go, then, Klygon? What shal we do?’

“Get asfar gone from this place as we possible can, aye, and asfast as can be done! The hand of
Gurjan Tor isalong one, lad, and it reaches farther than you might think; and the vengeance of Gurjan
Tor never degps. Ardha be not big enough to hide ustwain, with the Black One snuffling a our hedls.
Aye, that fat, giggling hog knows every hidey-holein thiscity, and will root benesth every stoneto find
us...

“But what can we do, then?’

“What can we do? What can we do! Blessthelad, hiswits befailing, and him so young and al.”



Thelittle man crowed in mock despair. “ Right above our beads be two zaiphs, primed and ready, and
just waiting for usto climb in the saddles—

“The black-painted zaiphs that flew us here from the headquarters of the Assassins’ Guild,” |
murmured dazedly. The swift turn of eventswas making me dizzy. But it waslike drink to athirsty man
to learn that the grim Assassin | thought had become my enemy had, in fact, become my friend. | should
have guessed as much: Klygon was pragmatic, aredist from napeto toenail, and an oathisjust a
mouthful of empty air to aman whose very life has been thrown into hazard by agrim trick of fate.

| could have amost laughed aoud with joy. To be done and friendless, ringed about with enemies,
in the very stronghold of your deadliest foes, isasorry position, in truth, and makesfor agrim and dire
predicament:

| did not object to danger; he and | are old comrades, and many has been the time we have
matched our swords against each other.

But—to have a staunch friend by your side! —a comrade, ready and willing to share each danger with
you —that isacausefor rgoicing.

All I have ever asked from lifeisafighting chance.

Givemeasword in my band, and aplaceto stand, and | will gladly face whatever peril comes my
way; and | will ask no quarter.

But, give me acompanion in my travels, acomrade to sharein my adventures, afriend to stand by
my sde. .. and | fed truly fortunate, and ready to face death itself.

Loyd, ugly, cursing little Klygon. Could | have asked for astauncher comrade to fight by my side,
than the bandy-legged little spawn of the gutters of Ardhawho had been my mentor in the house of
Gurjan Tor—my friend and tutor among the Assassns?

| think there were tears of happy gratitudein my eyes; if so, | blinked them back, for homely little
Klygon was dancing about in disgust a my obtuseness over the matter of the zaiphs, and in his hurry to
be gone from here,

“Of course, the oneswe flew here on—blessthelad!” he screeched, dancing on onefoot in afrenzy
of impatience. “Now get your wits about you, and out the window with you, before half the temple
guards come thundering in on us, or the ‘ cursed temple goes up in smoke, and us still jawing herelike
two graybeard philosophers!”

So | climbed back out of the window of Zarga' sformer apartment and seized agrip on the dick,
glassy substance of the Live Rope and began climbing up it, with Klygon a my heels. Smoke boiled up
around us and the glassy coil waswarm and vital with pseudo-life under my hand. We gained the safety
of theledge without incident and as | helped Klygon climb, wheezing and puffing, up over thelip, |
peered about for our flying steeds without a once finding them.

For amoment, not seeing them, my heart sank within me. The smoke of the flaming templetier
might well have driven the two untethered mongter-insectsinto panic and flight. But then | saw them,
vague shapes indistinct againgt the dense gloom. The nights on the moonless World of the Green Star are
black and lightless asthe Pit, for no starlight can penetrate the thick vell of miststhat shiddsthe planet
fromitsfierce and emerald sun. And, aswell, the zaiphs’ glittering scales and stiff vans of sheeted opal
had been rubbed with sooty powder to render them al but invisiblein the darkness.

But there they hovered yet, the faithful brutes, stiff wings beating. And when Klygon pursed hislips
and voiced alow whistle, they obediently floated down to us. It was agreet relief to climb into the
high-backed saddle again. And belt myslf in securely. And, suddenly, for thefirgt timein many days, |
fet mysdf the master of my own fate again.



It was agood feding.

True, the numberless hordes of Ardhawere againgt us. The warrior legions of Akhmim the Tyrant,
the fanatic temple guards sworn to the service of the Goddess, and the invisble army of Gurjan Tor—l
hands were set against us now. But | had asword in my hand, a staunch comrade at my side, astrong
steed beneath me, and dl the wide world in which to venture.

Life no longer seemed 0 black and grim and hopeless. Thereisno drink so exhilarating asthered
wine of adventure—no drug so uplifting to aman’s spirits as Hope—and now &t least we had a chance for
freedom. It wasal

| ever asked, and having it, gave me the courage to face athousand perils more, if only at theend |
could find my way to stand beside my beloved princess and serve her in her hour of need.

The zaiphs spread their great dragonfly wings and soared up into the darkness. Flames soared up
the sides of the mighty temple now, and those whose duty it was to watch and guard were much too
busy trying to extinguish the conflagration to pay any attention to two unimportant men mounted on flying
steeds.

We circled the burning temple once, then soared off in the same direction Zarga had flown the
sky-ded. My friends were far ahead of me by now, | knew, for the weightless agrid contrivance of the
Kaoodha can fly swifter by far than any zaiph yet bred. But | was on their trail, and now that it seemed
my luck had turned just abit, in time I might well hope to catch up with my fleeing comrades.

Ardhadwindled behind us and was soon logt in the forest of mile-high trees. Before long, Klygon
and | permitted our steeds to settle down on the branch of another of the grest trees. To fly in utter
darkness between trees as tal| as Everest, through a black gloom blocked by unseen branches broader
than six-lane highways, is, to say the least, dangerousfally.

So we perched for the remainder of the night, tethered the zaiphsto atwiglet, and curled in our
cloaksto deep till dawn, when daylight would make it possible to fly again. There was no danger that in
our deep we might roll from the great branch and fal to our deathsin the lightless abyss below, for the
Laoneserace had dwdt in the mighty trees since Time' sforgotten dawn, and amillion years of evolution
had stamped deep in brain and bone a superb and unconscious sense of balance.

So we dept the deep, refreshing deep of nervous exhaustion, after the trids and perils of the
evening, and woke with dawn to continue our flight.

Chapter 3
Death Has Blue Wings

When | awoke it wasto look upon a spectacular vistawhose like could be seen nowhere on the
digtant planet of my birth.

Ail about me towered enormous trees of such height and girth asto dwarf into minuscule
insggnificance even the famous redwoods of my native Earth. The sky-tdl trees of the World of the
Green Star soar literdlly milesinto the mist-veiled heavens of thisamazing planet, and some aretaler
than Evered.

Down through the inconcelvable panorama of branches and layer upon layer of innumerable golden
leavesfilter the danting emerad sunbeams of the Green Star. When these mighty beams of lucent jade



drike the glittering golden foliage, thair light is transmuted into amarvel ous shade of green-and-gold
whose radiant glory isindescribable and has to be seen to be comprehended.

By the light of the Green Star | saw theincredible vigtafal away to every sde: treesas mighty as
mountains, bearing up masses of foliage like enormous clouds of glittering gold. And, here and there, the
weird and dien life which teemed on thisworld of marvels could be glimpsed. Dragonflies the Sze of
galions. . . gauzy-winged moths and creatures which resembled enormous bees.. . . scarlet-mailed tree
lizardswhich are like nothing so much as the fabul ous dragons of Earthly legend. Confronted with this
tremendous view, my own concerns shrank into insignificance. | felt likeamote lost amid the colossd
towers of Manhattan.

| yawned and stretched, taking in the bresthtaking view. Oh, it was good to rouse oneself with
dawn, to fed the hot blood pouring through your veins, to stretch snewy musclesin the cool of morning,
with al the day ahead of you.

To bedive—and young and strong and vigorous—what athrill it was! |, who had lived thelife of a
hopdess cripple al my days, the coddled, sickly, pampered son of amillionaire whose fortune could not
purchase hedlth and vitality and strong legs for ason stricken with polio decades before the perfection of
the Salk vaccine— knew, better than most, the pricelessness of hedth.

And| gloried init, even lost amid unknown dangers parted from the girl-princess| loved, pursued
by ahost of enemies. | stretched my armsin the glory of morning and felt my sinewsripple. | drew deep
into my strong lungsthe clean, fresh air of dawn, and could have laughed aoud from the sheer joy of
merely being dive.

All about me, to every side, stretched the worldwide forest of giant trees—avigtaof such incredible
and awe-ingpiring magnificence asto be breathtaking. True, dangers there were aplenty, in thisworld of
marvels and mysteries, where weird beasts and dangerous foes fought continudly for lifein the savage
wilderness.

But | had youth and strength and courage—a princessto fight for and a. kingdom to win—asword in
my hand and aloya comrade by my side. What had | to fear, even amid athousand perils? And | smiled
to mysdf, considering, not for thefirst time since | voyaged herein spirit and found ahome in the body
of the youthful warrior, Kam of the Red Dragon, that on this strange and awesome world of marvels and
mysteries, the deeds and the doings of men are of little moment. His very cities are but jeweled toys
clinging to the mighty branches of trees whose crests touch the misty sky above; and hiswarsand
wanderings of no more importance to the mighty crestures who make this worldwide wood their home
than the scurryings of aband of grubs or termites would be on my native Earth.

My dreamy thoughts were jarred from these tranquil and philosophical meditationswhenmy idle
and wandering gaze chanced upon the figure of my companion. Hislean and wiry form till clad inthe
somber black of the Assassins’ Guild, homely, humorous little Klygon was crouched on the terminus of
the branch, peering through a screen of golden leaves, each of which was aglorious tissue of fibrous
gold the size of aship’ ssail. Hisfigure was tense and motionless, and € oquent of danger.

Danger is ever-present on this World of the Green Star, where the very insects areimmense and
dangerous predators whose ferocity and blood-lust makes them the equa of Bengal tigers.

“What isit, Klygon?’

He hushed me with ahasty gesture and | got to my feet and scrambled out on the end of the branch
beside him. On Earth, it would have been afest to chalenge the coolness of aveteran Alpinig, for the
branchlet to which we clung was, at thisend, no bigger about than a city sdewalk, and to every sidethe
world fell away to an unplumbed abyss of impenetrable gloom two miles beneath our hedls.

But the Laonese, as the men who inhabit the World of the Green Star name their race, are amiracle
of evolution. A million generations of tree-dwelers have, by now, bred the fear of heights entirely out of



the race. And the body my star-wandering spirit inhabited was as L aonese as was Klygon, and immune
to vertigo.

Peering through the rustling foliage, | perceived aremarkable expedition. Delicate, dender, graceful
men in fantastic garments of gilded and lacquered leather which resembled antique Japanese samural
armor, mounted on immensg, brilliantly colorful dragonflieswith drumming wingslike thin sheets of
glistening opdl, flew in double file between the boles of arbored immengties. They were armed with
swords like needles of glass, with long spearslike gigantic thorns, from which floated pennons of fierce
canary-yelow, charged with an emblem of ominous black.

They were theflying warriors of Ardha.

But they were not hunting us, that much was certain. The escape of two Assassinswas amatter of
no importance to either Throne or Temple, asthe mgor politica factions of Ardhaare termed. No—they
pursued aquarry far more lustrous and desirable.

They pursued my beloved, Niamh, the fugitive Princess of Phaolon, a city with which the Ardhanese
were a war. And they sought my friends, Janchan and Zarga, who had carried off the sacred and
inviolate person of Arjaa, whom the folk of Ardharegarded with veneration astheir Incarnate Goddess.
And thisflight was, must be, but one of the several the Ardhanese had dispatched on thetrail of the
fugitives

Other eyes than mine, then, had observed the escape of the sky-ded. And when the absence of the
temple captives, and of the Goddess hersalf, had been noted, it had not been difficult to put two and two
together, and come up with four.

Grimly, | watched the aerid entourage dwindle from sight down the vista of gigantic trees. We were
two men alone, and could do nothing to assst Niamh and the othersin eluding their pursuers. All | could
do wasto hope that the sky-ded could outdistance, or outweary, the wings of the swift zaiphs on which
the vengeful soldiery of Ardhawere mounted.

“They aren’t after us, lad; that’ s plain,” Klygon said in his hoarse, whiskey-voiced way. “Must be
hunting them as carried off the Goddess and the Phaolonese girl. Still and dl, best we take to the high
terraces.”

| agreed, and we scrambled back down the branch to the place whereat we had spent the night.
We broke our fast on globes of fresh dew the size of watermel ons, caught on the upper surface of
leaves, and on the sweset flesh of afruit which tasted like strawberry but resembled the coconut. These
horny, hard-husked “berries’ grew wild on airplants which had rooted themselves amid the branches
here at the two-mile level. Our zaiphs fed from syrup-sacks we had brought along in case of need: they
thrust ahairy proboscisin the leathern sacks and sucked noisily at the sweet, heavy fluid which wastheir
provender. | repressed agrin, for they looked for al the world like horses with feedbags hung about
their noses.

By “the high terraces’ Klygon meant aleve of the forest which was about amile above our present
position, and which was thus some three miles above the actual continental surface. The high terraces are
seldom used by fliers because the greater proliferation of tree branches makes flight hazardous. It dso
reduces the velocity at which you may safely fly by zaiph or dhua (asthe huge, gauzy-winged moths are
caled); but our primary consideration was to elude contact with the sky warriors, rather than making any
considerable speed.

Once our steeds had finished their repast and had refreshed themselves by drinking of the giant
dewdrops, we mounted, strapped ourselves securely in the saddle, and were off. For atime we flew
upward in awide spird, following the danting glory of agreen-gold sunbeam, until that uniquely Laonese
sense of height informed us that we had reached the three-mile level. Then we continued in the direction
we had been traveling the night before, which was more or lessin the same direction Janchan and Zarga



had taken in the sky-ded.

“Wall, lad, now that we do be free of Ardha, whither shall we wend, en?” Klygon asked,
expansvely. His seamed face contorted in a grotesque wink. “On to Phaolon, or off to join the forest
outlaws? There be ready employment for our skillsin either camp, I'll warrant!”

| cudgeled my witsfor an appropriate answer. Phaolon was the city nearest to Ardha, so Klygon's
suggestion was a natural one, and there was no reason for me to suspect that he had cause to think my
loyatieslay with the Jewe City. And | would prefer flying to Phaolon to searching out the Secret City of
the Outlaws. For during a previous adventure | had found the desperadoes of Siona’ s band dangerous
and fairly inhospitable company. There was no reason for meto fear that Siona or her foresterswould
recognize me on asecond visit, since then | had been atowering and magnificent warrior, Kyr Chong,
and now | wore the body of a snub-nosed, gold-thatched, long-legged boy half Chong’sage and only a
fraction of hisinches. But it was, of course, to the Jawe City of my beloved princessthat | most urgently
desired to travel.

But, just then, Destiny took the decision out of my hands.
A gigantic black shadow fell upon us.
We looked up, and Klygon’ sugly, humorous face went pasty and livid with fear.

“Zawkaw!” he croaked, hoarse with terror. And, snatching at the reins, Klygon the Assassin
swerved his zaiph about and sent his dragonfly-steed into a steep descent.

With one glance at the creature he had seen, | made haste to follow suit. My dragonfly hurtled into
the dive on the heds of Klygon's, asit were. And, indeed, the zaiph hardly needed our touch on the
reinsto flee from the zawkaw and seek safety in the lower terraces of the great forest.

For, whereas most of the brutes| had yet encountered during my perils and adventures on this
weird and wondrous world had been the Laonese equivalent of insects, the zawkaw was something el se.

The dhuais an enormous moth, the zaiph adragonfly the size of ahorse, and the zzumaak agiant
bee swollen to the proportions of abull. But the zawkaw is a bird—abird more enormous than any whale
that ever swvam in Earthly seas, and a thousand times more dangerous than any creature of the Careen
Star World | had yet encountered.

Chapter 4
Lightning Unleashed

A world where insects grow to monstrous size and where scarlet tree-lizards are ashuge and as
deadly as Bengd tigers should have other forms of life gppropriately gigantic.

Thiswastrue of the avian forms aswell asthe other denizens of the sky-tall trees.

| suppose the closest Terrene equivaent to the zawkaw would be the hunting hawk or falcon. Back
on Earth, such raptors are dangerous enough—swift, vicious, and deadly—athough limited in szeand
seldom large enough to do more than wound aman.

But here on the World of the Green Star the ferocious hunting hawks grow huge as dinosaurs.

The monster zawkaw that came floating down upon us from the cloudy heavens above could make
amouthful of afull-grown man, and snap and gobble up haf adozen more. The monster looked rather



like asort of parrot or macaw and its plumage was blue—ametdlic indigo, glittering and stedly. Its
hooked beak, though, was canary yellow, and the topknot or feathered crest upon itslean head was a
gartling crimson.

What was even more startling was that the zawkaw wore a saddle—and carried arider astride its
neck.

These things, of course, we but briefly glimpsed . . . and | am not certain whether or not my
companion even saw the beautiful man who rode the gigantic hawk as aman might ride an e ephant.
“Beautiful” isacuriousword to use when describing aman, for it generdly suggests effeminacy. But the
zawkaw-rider was manly enough, his broad-shouldered, long-legged physique as superbly developed as
aGreek god, and nearly as naked, since he wore only alength of shimmering, silvery cloth wound about
hislean waist and tossed carelesdy over one powerful shoulder, so that it floated behind him likea
glittering cloak of metdliclame.

For dl hisobvious masculinity, however, hewastruly beautiful. Hisfeatures, dthough cold and
proud and arrogant, and set in a contemptuous expression of aloof hauteur, were of classic perfection.
Hisface was like some mask of glistening black jet or obsidian, turned under the delicate hand of a
measter sculptor of superna genius. They had no warmth or humanity or laughter in them, those cold,
perfect features: but beauty was there, however frigid and soulless. His pate was as smooth and bald as
that of my friend Zargathe Kalood, save in that it lacked the feathery crest that crowned the Kalood's
skull.

Theseimpressions| derived from asingle, flashing glance. And, in the next ingtant, our zaiphs mad
with terror of the blue hawk-thing, we hurtled down through the branches of the colossal trees. The
zawkaw flew after us, and with every wingbest it gained on us, despite our headstart, for its speed was
incredible.

To be perfectly honest about it, my heart wasin my mouth. Although destiny has cast meintherole
usually reserved for ahero of romance, I am no braver or more indomitable than any ordinary man
would be, were he to be thrust into such a sequence of perils and adventures as have been my lot. But
having somehow come through a thousand fantastic adventures more or less unscathed, | have
discovered apeculiar fact. And that is, while an adventure is happening to you, things are just happening
too fast for you to afford the luxury of fear. Caught up as| have been in the whirlwind of events, | have
found mysdf amply too busy to have leisure sufficient to be afraid. But afterward—once the excitement is
over and the hazard is conquered and you can breathe easily again—then fear comes over you, leaving
you wesk in the knees with reaction.

Thus, with nothing to do but lean back in the saddle while my terror-maddened zaiph fled for itslife,
| had enough leisure to entertain fear. And | have sldom been asafraid in al my lifeas| wasthen.

Most of the ferocious beasts | had thus far encountered on the World of the Green Star had been
dangerous adversaries, surely. But even the most terrifying of the monsters against which | had by this
time matched my wits—or my blade, or both—had been more or less on the same general scat; asthe
brutes which roam the jungle wildernesses of my native world. There was the ythid, for instance, the
scarlet tree-dragon | had fought that time we went hunting out of Phaolon to celebrate the mating of the
zaiph. Theythid wastwice the size of afull-grown tiger. And then there was the monstrous abino spider
cdled the xoph, into whose mile-wide web Niamh and | had fallen after my faithful warrior friend,
Panthon, had dain the ythid with hisbow. The xoph had been as huge as any eephant.

Gigantic and fearsome as these terrible predators had been, they were nonethdess of asize
whereof aman might have afighting chanceto fight and day them. After dl, Earth adventures such as|
had faced and fought tigers or tuskers many times, and often from such encounters they had emerged
triumphant and unharmed.



But the zawkaw . . . wdll, that was a bird of adifferent hue.

The mighty indigo-winged raptor was ahundred times the Size of anything | had yet had to face on
thisterrifying and beautiful and mysteriousworld.

And, to fight it with but adim-bladed longsword was madness and folly! But fight it somehow |
mud.

For the zawkaw fed on human flesh.
It would feed on anything it could day.

And—with its crudl, hooked beak and horrible, sabrelike talons—it could day anything that lived on
theworld of the giant trees.

And it had seen us. And it was—hunting.

Like ahurtling meteor, the blue-winged deeth fell from the skies upon us. Indigo wingsfolded, it fell
like athundering avalanche. It was dready so close| fancied | could fed its hot breath against my naked
shoulders, asit panted hungrily, sharp yellow beak gaping open.

And wefdl beforeit.
Down—down—down.
But not fast enough.

It was probably agood thing that in such tight spots | seldom had enough free time to become
afrad.

For fear blurs the brain and tangles the wits.
And fear had caused meto forget dl about the weapon that hung a my side.
Asmy fleeing zaiph fell into agiddy downward spird, | wasthrown forward in the saddle.

And atubular object the length of aman’s arm dapped my upper chest as| tilted forward, the
draps that bound mein the saddle creaking from the strain.

It was the zoukar.

A shaft of sparkling crystd was this miracle wespon we had salvaged from the magical armory of
Sarchimusthe Wise. A glassy, transparent rod, capped with silvery metal at either end, and within its
mysterious crystaline substance abolt of captive lightning writhed and sparked.

“The death-flash,” Zargathe Kaood had caled the thing.

How could | have forgotten it, even in my panic? It was a dread and potent tool by which the
Winged Men had dain their foesfrom afar. | had found it in the cabinet in Zarga' s cell back in the
temple, and had dipped its badric about my shoulders.

Although | had never had occasion to use the death-flash, | had observed its operation. For, in
spirit form, | had watched the science magician employ it to day the phuol that timethe
scorpion-monster had crept upon the hel pless boy whose body | now wore like agarment. And | had
seen it used again, when Sarchimus had rescued me from the writhing, duglike saloog on the lower level
of histower, thetime | had disobeyed the instructions of Sarchimus and had gone exploring on my own.

By thistime we had fled before the zawkaw for some minutes, and—such was the speed of our
descent—by now we had falen amile or more, perhaps two, toward the unknown floor of the forest. But
farther we could not flee, for aready the monster hawk was upon us, its hideous beak snapping and
clashing only yards behind thetail of my dragonfly-steed. In mere moments our last adventure would
end, and Klygon and | would become morsalsto glut the blood-lust of the killer hawk that dived after us.



| twisted about in the saddle, did the zoukar from its wrappings, pointed one end directly in the
glaring mad eyes of the gigantic hawk—and loosed the lightnings spent within the crystal rod as| had seen
Sarchimus do.

Wewere falling through the lower branches of amighty tree. Its colossal bulk blocked away the
sky and shut out the green-gold light, casting usin its shadow. Asl fired the death-flash, the gloom lit
brighter than day and the air ripped asunder with adeafening retort. It was like athunderclap!

And like athunderbolt was the jagged stesk of dectric fire that darted between the crystal shaft and
the hawk’ s head.

Over the shoulder of the giant bird | gazed directly into the cold, contemptuous features of the
superhumanly beautiful black man who rode the winged and monstrous hunting bird. Theicy and aoof
arrogancein his perfect festures was samped into my mind.

In the next fraction of asecond that cold, ironic face dissolved into screaming terror!

For the bolt caught the hunting hawk directly in the face—and its head exploded in aflying splatter of
blood and brains. Naught was left but acharred, smoking stump! Sparks smoldered on the edge of blue
feathers, but the terrible wound did not even bleed, for the lightnings of the zoukar had instantaneoudy
cauterized the sump.

| was blinded and dazzled, and haf deafened by the power of the incredible weapon.

Never before had | had occasion to employ the mysterious death-flash againgt any adversary, either
beast or man. | had seen it used in the hands of Sarchimus the Wise, true, but that had been long ago.
Many things had happened since the science magician employed the weird power of the zoukar to save
me from the clutches of the terrible sloog. | had dmaost forgotten the frightful energiesthat dept inthe
crystal rod we had carried off from the Scarlet Pylon of the Sinister magician in the Dead City.

I have not the faintest notion of bow the weapon worked. Seemingly, it generated eectric force
somehow, deep within the crystdline lattice of the glassy substance from which it had been fashioned.

Perhaps it operated somehow like alaser, in which acrysta focuses the wavelengths of light into a
burning and intolerable beam of coherent force. | cannot say: and it may be that not even Zargaithe
Kaood, for al hisancient and timeless wisdom, could have explained the mysteries of the desth-flash.

But work it did indeed—and like the thunderbolt of Jupiter himsaf!
The blue-winged hawk was smitten by lightning in midair.

Dead in an ingant, wasthat flying mongter.

The dead bird fell past us, whirling end over end.

And the magnificent ebon-skinned being who had ridden it fell whirling from hisjeweed saddie and
was gone. The echoes of hisscream rangin my ears.

Now darkness closed about us.

We had flown too far: we were terribly near the floor of the forest, that abyss of impenetrable
gloom where dither unthinkable monstrous worms—that black tangle of gigantic roots where no human
denizen of the jewelbox cities ever voluntarily had set afoot—that unknown and unexplored abyssthat is
the Hell and Sheol and dreadful Netherworld of Laonese myth.

For we had lost control of our dragonfly-steeds, Klygon and I. They flew madly down and down in
adizzy spird, and we fdl with them, helplessto avert their descent

Into the abyss!



The Second Book
CITIESIN THE SKY

Chapter 5
I ce, the Sky-Sled

The sky-ded siwung away from the templetier and arrowed off into the night. Gasping for breeth,
Janchan clung to the hand-grips, gratefully feding the cool, clear night air wash over him. Fresh air tasted
indescribably delicious to one who had, mere moments before, sood amid the flames of a seething
inferno. At hisside, Niamh the Fair lay, her wide eyes mirroring her amazement. Never in her life before
had the youthful Princess of Phaolon conceived of anything as strange and inexplicable asthis glittering
golden thing that sped through the night sky asif borne on invisible wings. Nor had she, in her wildest
dreams, pictured abeing quite so peculiar asthe gaunt, winged, and hairless Kalood who sat at the
controls of the amazing flying vehicle.

In afew moments they would have soared beyond the limits of the Y élow City, and would be lost
in the darkness. Janchan wasfilled with excitement and relief; againgt dl chance, he had at last
succeeded in rescuing the beautiful young Princess of Phaolon from the very stronghold of her enemies.
Before long the darkness would conceal them from al eyes, and then, with the aid of the map which the
sky-ded contained, they could fly on to Phaolon. His quest would be accomplished: he, done of dl the
nobles and aristocrats who had sworn to search the world for the lost princess, would have the
unequaled honor of returning her safely to her kingdom. And, now that he thought of it, it ssemed likely
that the future would hold only peace for Phaolon. For the power of Ardhawas hopelessy split into
warring factions, and in the struggle for supremacy between these factions the captive princess had been
apawn of unthinkable value.

He grinned, remembering. Akhmim, Tyrant of Ardha, had taken Niamh captive. But Arjaa,
marshaling the stirength of the Temple faction, had trumped his ace by offering her “ sanctuary” in the holy
precinct. This sanctuary, of course, was but another prison; but at least Arjalahad rescued the young girl
from aforced marriage with the Tyrant, which would have brought the Throne of Phaolon the Jewe City
into his grasp without war.

And now, with the theft of the princess by unknown hands, Throne and Temple would be at each
other’ sthroats here in Ardhafor some time to come. For the Temple faction, of course, would naturaly
think it had been agents of the tyrant who had stolen the girl back.

And, with Ardha split in two, on the brink of civil war, there would be no time or reason to mount
the long-delayed invasion of Phaolon. The Jewd City was saved!

A muffled groan cameto him as he lay there againgt the smooth flanks of the sky-ded, feding the
cool air wash over hisweary, soot-smudged limbs. He peered around to find the source of this groan.
Beyond him, the body of avoluptuouswoman lay sprawled, her glorious hair tangled, her jeweled tiara
askew. Hefrowned, wishing hisinnate sense of chivalry had not forced him to rescue the Goddess
Arjalaaswedl as Niamh from the roaring inferno that had been the cell of the princess. But he could not



gand idly by while she suffered ahorrible death in the flames.

Now she was wakening from her swoon. Her long lashes fluttered, then opened. Wide dark eyes
peered about at the flashing gloom as the sky-ded soared beyond the edge of the branch whereon the
Ydlow City of Ardha stood, and flew into the impenetrable darkness. Her eyes were wide with
unbelieving terror; for, no more than had Niamh, the Goddess had never dreamed such aflying vehicle
existed.

“What—? How?’" she gasped, throwing hersdlf erect.
Janchan reached up to steady her.
“Cam yoursdf, madam,” he said. “Y ou are not in the Second Life, and neither isthisadream.”

“But...” Arjdacried. And then her voice broke off and she paled as her eyesfell upon the
golden, winged creature who sat at the controls of the craft.

“My amphashand!” she shrieked.

Janchan repressed a grin. The Temple faction had seized upon Zargawhen he had been captured
by huntsmen, employing him for his symbolic vauein the war between Temple and Throne. For indeed
the gaunt and naked cregture, with his enormous batlike wings and bulging, hairless brow bore agtartling
resemblance to the winged heavenly messengers of Laonesefable.

“Y our amphashand is no amphashand,” Janchan said, “but a Kalood—the last survivor of a
prehistoric race of winged beingswho ruled dl thisworld in the days before mankind arose from the
murk of brutehood. He and his kind achieved great wisdom and knowledge of the secret laws of nature,
and by their science-magic were able to congtruct flying vehicles such asthis sky-ded wherewith Zarga,
for such is histrue name, has rescued us from the flames.”

“Butbow...?

“How doesthe ded fly?" Janchan asked, guessing the import of her unspoken query. He shrugged.
“I do not know that myself. | believe, however, that it is somehow attuned to the magnetic currents
produced by this planet, and rides the magnetic waves in much the same manner asadrifting peta rides
upon thewind. It does not really matter, of course. What mattersisthat by its means we have been able
to escape from the city of our enemies, and will be able to restore the Princess Niamh to her people.
With that purpose in mind, Zargaand I, and ayoung companion of ours named Kam, who has since
unhappily disappeared or been dain by abeast of the wild, flew hither to Ardhafrom adead city of the
Kaoodha”

Arjdaabsorbed thisin slence. Then, when Janchan had finished his explanation, she drew hersdlf
up and said, imperioudy:

“Very well, dave! | understand little of the madness whereof you rave, but explanations matter
naught. Command the winged one to turn this craft about and return to the Temple precinct at once. |
desireto return to my own people.”

Janchan shook his head reluctantly.

“I'm afraid that will be impossible, madam. It would endanger us, the Temple legions may have
Seen our departure, and may even now be flying after us. | had no intention of forcing you to accompany
us, but it was either that or abandon you to a horrible death amid the flames.”

Arjdadared a him with flashing eyes.

“Did you not hear me, dave?| command it! And do not call me ‘madam’—| am Holy Arjda,
Incarnate. You' will addressme as ‘ Divinity,” or ‘Goddess.” *

Janchan could not help laughing.



“Very well, Goddess. But please do not addressme as ‘dave.” | am Prince Janchan, of the House
of the Ptolnim, anoble of Phaolon. And, goddess or no goddess, | fear | must disobey. We cannot take
therisk of returning to Ardhain order to release you to rejoin your people. However, if you wish, | think
it would be safe enough for us to pause at the next branch we approach, and set you down there—*

The Goddess gasped.

“Such insolence! Y ou would thrust me forth into the night, helpless prey to whatever monstrous
beast may roam the nighted ways, thirsting for blood. | will never permit it.”

Janchan shrugged.
“I cannot say that | blame you. But then we shall have to take you with us, wherever we go.”

Recovering her sense of humor after the desperate tension which had preceded her rescue, the
Princess of Phaolon smiled wickedly, and said in asoft, demure voice: “ Surely, the magica powers of an
Incarnate Goddess should be sufficient to protect your Divinity from the menace of the wild?’

Arjaashot the girl asuspicious glance, uncertain asto whether the suggestion had contained an
element of sarcasm. But the face of Niamh was bland and innocent. The Goddess sniffed.

“Doubtless so, girl. But it isnot wiseto trust entirely to the Gods of The World Above, my Divine
cousinsthough they be. It iswritten ‘ Inscrutable be the ways of the Heavenly Ones.” Therefore, if this
young man refuses, | ingst on accompanying you—but only until such time as my warriors have taken you
prisoner, one and al. Then you shall have reason to learn it was not well to flout the commands of the
Goddess Incarnate.”

With that last rhetoricd flourish, the Goddess seated hersalf once again upon the sky-ded, and,
wrapping herself in cold dignity, lgpsed into an doof silence.

By thistime, the sky-ded had flown acrossthe gulf of empty air, perhaps ahaf-milein width, which
stretched between the giant tree in whose arms the city of Ardhanestled, and its nearest neighbor. The
ded soared through the branches, speed dwindling, asthelights of the Y ellow City shrank and became
swalowed up in the darkness.

Pursuit, if any there wasto be, would be hot on their hedls, and the flying warriors of Ardhawould
wring every last bit of speed they possibly could from their dragonfly-steeds. This being obvious, it was
perhapsironic that here Zarga must reduce speed himsdlf, for it was quite dangerousto fly by night on
theworld of giant trees. If the planet had any moon at al, which was doubtful, it was above the clouds
that enveloped the planet and its rays were too dim to penetrate the cloudy veil. Neither did the stars
serveto illuminate the world during the hours of darkness, since. they were but rarely visble, and then
peered down timidly through momentary rentsin the cloud-veil. The nights on this planet were thus nights
of utter and absolute gloom, and to fly at dl during the nocturnd period was dmost unheard of, for the
danger of collision with abranch or even atwig was ever-present.

Prince Janchan leaned over and touched the gaunt, silent Kalood on one naked shoulder.

“Friend Zarga, | think we would make better time if we ascend to the high terraces. The branches
thin out not far above. And our departure may have been noted by some, even on thisnight of festival
and revelry. The Ardhanese may be hot on our track already.”

Hiswords were clearly audible to the two women on the ded, despite the rushing wind. But the
reply of the Kalood, which also was clearly received by dl, brought an uncanny thrill to the two women,
neither of whom had yet heard the Kaood “ speak.”

Y our assumption is correct, Prince, Zarga agreed in his cold, telepathic mode of communication.
Already aflight of Temple guardsfollow fast behind us.

The Goddess Arjdadtifled ashrill cry of mingled horror and awe and clasped her handsto her



brow at the uncanny sensation. For the Winged Men do not speak aswe do, which isto say “mouth to
ear,” but communicate directly mind to mind. They possess no organs of audible speech, dthough their
sense of bearing is as acute as that of humans.

If the Goddess reacted with chill horror to the sensation of telepathy, the younger girl found it more
curious and interesting than frightful.

“Oh, itislikeasmal ill, quiet voice gpeaking within my own head,” she exclamed. “Ask the
creatureto do it again, please, Prince!”

The Kaood smiled at the child over his gaunt, bony shoulder.

Do not be afraid of me, ladies, he advised gently. | am arationa being and your friend, and nothing
you need fear.

The Princess of Phaolon examined him with interested eyes. The Kdood was naked and sexless,
his lean, attenuated, and not unhandsome body covered with acool, dry, tough golden hide. Therewas
truly nothing monstrous or abnormal about his appearance, dthough it was strange to her eyes. It was
the high, arched, batlike wings—ow negtly folded upon his shoulders—which made him seem so different
from the common run of humankind, but even these were not horrible or beastlike once you got
accustomed to them. Indeed, they looked somehow natural and fitting on histall form, with the high,
bony shouldersand long Snewy arms.

But hisfeatures were in no wise particularly different from the faces of men. True, he had asweling
dome of abrow, and along, lantern-jawed, lugubrious face, with huge, sad eyes of luminous and mystic
purple, devoid of the whites. He seemed to be entirely hairless, his domed brow bad but crowned with
adtiff crest of darkly-golden feathers that began between his eyes and extended in anarrow strip over
thetop of hisskull, from brow to nape—for al the world like the clipped horsehair crest on an ancient
Greek hemet.

His mouth was smdll, thin-lipped, but perfectly formed. The oddest thing about his features was not
at once noticeable. And that was that he lacked the organs of hearing, and where the ears protrude from
the sdes of aman’ s head stretched only smooth, unbroken flesh.

But hisfeatures, dbeit strange, were not unhandsome, certainly not repellent; neither were they
devoid of expression. There was gentle intelligence and wisdom and asurprisingly human flicker of
humor about his mobile features. And when he smiled at the girl, hisfeatures|it up with inner warmth and
friendliness.

“Why, I’'m not afraid of you a al— Zarga,” isthat your name?’ she cried. He nodded, and she said:
“It must be extremely sad to be thelast of your kind: sad, and lonély, too, | am sure. Thank you for your
shareinrescuingme. . .”

Zarganodded gratefully. It isindeed sod and lonely to be an immortal, my child. But sincethe boy,
Karn, ayouth no longer with us and whom | judge to be only ayear or two older than yoursdlf, rescued
me from the magician’ stower in the Dead City of Sotaspra, it has beerslesslonely. For now | have
found hood friends among your race (among which | hope to soon be able to count your charming sdif),
and so numerous and exciting have been the adventures through which we have recently passed that,
why, | have had no timeinwhich to fed lonely.

Janchan and the princess laughed at this dight attempt of humor on the part of Zarga, but asfor the
Goddess, she shuddered at the unspeakably weird sensation of telepathic communication, and viewed
the vaunt, golden man with superdtitious horror and loathing. Indeed, when Zargaturned back to his
work at the controls and set hisfull attention to the problem of ascending to the high terraces, Arjda
leaned over and touched Niamh’ s shoulder.

“Becareful, girl, with that winged mongter!” she hissed in the princess’ ear.  The amphashands



occupy an equivoca rolein our legends; they have been known to tear heroes asunder, and in certain of
the Sacred Books they are depicted as having an obsession with human females. Beware lest the
creature delude you with a pretense of friendliness, and lure you aside, only to subject you to his
mesculine lugts”

Niamh would have laughed, but she repressed it. Instead she turned awide-eyed stare on the older
woman, whom she found addight inteasing.

“Do you mean—ape?’ the girl asked, with astraight face.
“That . . . or even worsel” the Goddess affirmed.

Pausing for just amoment to wonder what could possibly be worse, Niamh leaned over and
whispered: “1 will certainly beware of the eventuality, Goddess.. . . but, in case you haven't yet noticed,
Zarqgalacks certain other organs besides those of speech and hearing.”

Arjaaflushed, started to speek, then turned afierce, suspicious eye on the girl. Completely lacking
asense of humor herself, the Goddess continualy suspected that others were making fun of her, but
could seldom be quite sure.

However, the young girl’ s face was demure and smiling, and if there was just the dightest glint of
mischief in her eye, Arjdacould not perceiveit. So, with a stiff and haughty nod, sheretired to silence
again, while Niamh continued chatting in alively and animated fashion with her two rescuers.

Arjalahoped her guardsmen would soon arrive and overtake the sky-ded, and set her free from the
company of these curioudy relaxed and friendly persons, whose casua impertinence was beginning to
exagperate her. Arjdanever fet fully comfortable, save when among people who regarded her with a
fitting degree of superdtitious awe, and who had been imbued from the cradle with a consciousness of
their own lowly and inferior Sation.

Chapter 6
The Descent of the Cods

They spent the few hours of darknessthat remained in that long and busy night camped upon a
small branchlet atop the nearest tree. By ascending into the high terraces, Zarga correctly assumed that
he had managed to e ude the Ardhanese warriors pursuing them. Hungry, exhausted, drained from the
tension and excitement of their escape, the four adventurers dept deeply.

All savefor Zargathe Kaood. In the immeasurable centuries of his existence, the Winged Man had
to agreat extent falen out of the habit of dumbering during the nocturna period. Sleep, for hiskind,
anyway, was little more than a habit, for the heady and honeyed syrup on which heinfrequently fed was
sugtenance enough for his extraordinary vitdity, and theimmense vigor and staminaof hisaien body was
such that it seldom actudly required deep.

So Zargakept guard over his companions while they dumbered. Sitting on the edge of the
branchlet, hislong arms hugging his knees, the gaunt, naked, golden Kaood stared thoughtfully into the
depths of the dark night where no moon rose and no stars shone. What were the thoughtsthet filled his
cam and vast and agel ess mind during those long hours | cannot say—I will not even guess—but itislikey
that more than once his memory conjured up the likeness of the boy Karn, hisfirgt friend among human
kind, and thefirst mortal who had won his affection in amillion years or more.



They were very unaike, those two. The boy, sixteen or seventeen at most, an untutored savage, a
young orphan huntsman of the wild, with his gawky adolescent body, al long legs and strong shoulders,
hiswild tangled shock of raw gold hair, snub-nosed face with wide, amber eyes bright and clear and
aert, bore no dightest resemblance or affinity to the gaunt, lean, seven-foot, winged Ka ood who had
outlived the last of hisweird race ten thousand centuries ago.

But, somehow, from oppaosite ends of the world (from opposite corners of the very universe itsdlf,
athough Zargaknew it not) these two had come together and had found a common ground on which to
build afriendship. A friendship which gtill endured, athough the Kaood little guessed thet |, Karn of the
Red Dragon people, yet lived.

Zargaheaved adeep sigh and hisface fell dowly forward until hislong, pointed jaw rested on his
bony knees. Immense purple eyes solemn with melancholy, the ageless Kadood brooded in the ftillness
of the night, remembering with a strange warmth mingled with sadness the quick, bright, daring youth
who had rescued him from the prison of Sarchimus the Wise, and had offered him the precious gift of
friendship.

Sunrise on theworld of the giant treesisadow and gradud thing, an affair of imperceptible degrees
of lightening. The vast orb of emerad radiance that is the Green Star, whose name | shdl never know,
rises behind athick vell of slvery clouds—clouds by which the shafts of burning jade—green light are
diffused into acommon and sourceless brilliance. By delicate graduationsthe light of the Green Star
auffusesthe cloudy heavensinto adim, rich luminance.

Dawn, thus, was upon Zarga the Kalood before he was fully aware of the gradual illumination. But
when at last he perceived that it was day, he rose, refreshed himsdlf with abrief sp from the stores of
golden syrup that were dl the sustenance he would require for years, and went to rouse his companions.

They broketheir fast on afrugal medl. Before they had left the Scarlet Pylon of Sarchimusthe Wise
in the Dead City of Sotaspra, Zarga, Janchan, and Karn the Hunter had stored provisions for their
journey aboard the sky-ded. These stores consisted of preserved mests, dried fruits, ajug or two of
resinous red wine, loaves of coarse but singularly nutritious black bread, and severd canteens of fresh
water, aswd| as supplies of the golden syrup on which Zargainfrequently fed. In the interva between
the departure from the Dead City and this dawn, amatter of dightly more than two weeks, these
supplies had necessarily dwindled. There were enough supplies|eft to assuage their hunger and thirst,
however, but before long it would be needful to kill fresh game and procure fruits, nuts, or berriesfrom
the trees of the forest.

Arjadacomplained fretfully over the Spartan smplicity of their morning med. The Goddess
customarily broke her fast on a superb repast of ddlicately spiced sausage, honey-cakes, sugared melon,
brandied whipped cream, and an astringent white liqueur which savored of anise.

“Why, thisisfood for peasants—fodder for daves!” she fumed, refusing to accept another bite.
Prince Janchan shrugged good humoredly.

“Asyou wish, Goddess. All the more for the princessand |, in that case.” But Arjalawas not
amused.

“We of the Heavenly lineage are not accustomed to dining on sustenance of such crudity. As befits
our nearness to the Divine, our senses and our being are more highly refined and attenuated, in
comparison with the grosser breeds. We require a more eegant and subtler fare—which you must supply,
noble. | will sarveif | must endure another medl of this nature.”

“Starve, then, if it pleasesyou,” the prince said affably. “ For we can supply no daintier cuisnethan
that spread before you; and by tomorrow, we shal have to hunt and kill in order to havemest . . . "

The Goddess was too appalled at the thought to be offended by his easy shrug.



“ ‘Meat’—meat?’ she gasped, paing. “ Do—you—expect—me-to devour raw mest, like-likea—a
savage?’ They eyed her with amusement, exchanging awicked glance of mischief.

“Alas, | fear we must stoop to it, Goddess.” Janchan smiled. “I should think you would find it a
refreshing change, after al those rich spices and precious sauces. And we shan'’t exactly rip our meet all
raw and dripping from the bone, you know. | think we shall be able to manage a bit of afire, with luck,
and char just the outer portions of the gory, sseaming flesh abit.”

The Goddess gulped, turned sickly green, and almost lost what small share of the breskfast she had
been able to down. Then she waxed € oquent on the bestial and sub human lineage of her captors, and
the loathsome and degrading manner in which they forced her to subsist on food little better than stinking
offd.

Janchan began to lose his own temper. It was one thing to go aong with the voluptuous but
ill-humored priestess who amused him with her pretense of divinity in which, gpparently, she devoutly
believed. But one could endure her airsonly up to a point, and he was near that point.

“Oh, do stop your whining and complaining, Arjada Y ou begin to sound like a spoiled child, instead
of amature woman of breeding, character, and intelligence. The food we have to share may not be
worthy of aprince’ stable, much lessa Goddess’, but it isall we have, and it isnot only edible and
nourishing, but not unflavorful. Remember, you ins sted on coming dong with us, when | would have let
you dismount in the tree next to that wherein Ardhais built. Having eected to share our lot, it ill befits
you now to whimper so.”

Arjalawas so astounded at being upbraided by a mere mortal that she dmost forgot to be angry.
Never in her entire life had she been spoken to in so blunt and unsympathetic amanner, and the
sensation was thoroughly beyond her experience.

Always before she had been addressed with obsequious and suave flattery, by underlings and
inferiorswho, themsalves raised in the same system, accepted without really thinking about it her Divine
satus and their own lowly place in the hierarchy. Now this mere noble, this ordinary aristocrat, this
young man whose very lineage and ancestry were unknown to her, had the amost inconceivable
effrontery to address her in so rude and inconsiderate a manner. The experience was o new to her that
she hardly knew how to deal with it. So she stuttered and stammered, flustered and looking foolish—and,
what was even worse, knowing that she looked foolish.

And then Niamh added the crowning injury to the insult she had aready endured.

“Y es, do try to make the best of things, dear. Asfor thefood, well, it may be hardier than you or |
are accustomed to, but it is agreeable and even paatable. And, remember, dear, my digestive processes
areevery bit ascloseto Divinity as are your own?’

Arjaaturned on the younger woman agaze of speechlessindignation. Niamh smiled merrily.

“Oh, didn’t you know? |, too, am the Goddess Incarnate. We are spiritual sisters, dear . . . but |
doubt if our Divine cousins of The World Above are very likely to rescue either of usfrom our perils”

Unableto think of afitting rejoinder to this ultimate affront, Arjalaturned on her hed and sat
awkwardly, with her back to her companions. She had been aware, in ahazy fashion, that the Goddess
reigned over the Templein every Laonese city, incarnate in adifferent fleshly vessdl in each dominion.
But she had never redlly thought about it before, since the various cities of the forest world had very little
commerce with each other. She knew that in the Jewd City of Phaolon theriva factions of Throne and
Temple had resolved their differences ageneration or so ago, through intermarriage between the
Incarnate Goddess of that eraand the tempora monarch. Thus both Throne and Temple were mingled
in the solitary person of Niamh the Fair, the present queen—and a so the current avatar of the Goddessin
Phaolon.



But there is adifference between being aware of this Stuation as avague part of one’sgenerd
knowledge of theworld, and in having the truth brought, so to speak, right beneath your nose. Arjda
would dearly have loved to have been able to give the lieto Niamh'’ s outrageous claim to be the
Incarnate Goddess of Phaolon. The trouble was that she could not, for she knew it wastrue. She stolea
furtive glance over her shoulder at the two. Niamh and Janchan, ignoring her presence, sat chatting and
laughing together, drinking with apparent relish the harsh red wine that had burned her throat, and
sharing between them the coarse dry bread she had found bitter, and the spiced preserved mests that
had a most made her nauseous.

The girl ssemed quite free and easy, relaxed and natura, she thought to hersdlf, grudgingly. It could
not be pretense, forced upon her by harsh circumstances.

Could there be. . . could there possibly be . . . something wrong with her own way of thinking . .. ?

Arjdadtiffened, clamping her lipstogether. Nonsense! And sacrilege, aswel! She must never forget
—could never forget—that she was Divinity Incarnate, and al others were of a coarse and mundane
breed. She must cling to that belief, or shewould lose. . . belief in everything, even in herself.

“Youwill see” she hissed venomously under her breeth.

“My Divine cousinswill yet come to rescue me from these intolerable circumstances! They will.
They ... mus.”

Their morning meal completed, the four travelers rewrapped what meager scraps remained of their
amost exhausted supplies of food, and stored the packages in the compartments of the sky-ded once
agan, againg future need.

They were engaged in climbing aboard their craft and in strapping each other securely in place, in
preparation for launching forth on the last leg of their flight, which, with just abit of luck, would see them
safely homein nearby Phaolon before the shadows of evening lengthened. . when another kind of
shadow darkened the tregtop in their vicinity.

An enormous shadow.
An unthinkably enormous shadow.
A shadow nearly three mileslong.

Astherim of darkness glided across them, they stared up in amazement—frozen—appaled—
fascinated!

All but Arjaathe Goddess Incarnate. Her beautiful features flushed with color, her imperious eyes
flashed with radiant joy. Suffused with exultant emotion, she threw back her head in asuperb gesture
and laughed triumphantly &t the vindication of her most cherished beliefs concerning her own divinity.

From the circular rim of the dark thing which floated far above them, incredible winged figures
launched forth upon the brilliant skies. Figures such astheir eyes had never before beheld . . . figures
unknown even to their wildest dreams.

Fantadticd, gigantic winged cregtures with human riders came plummeting down toward them like
fdling stars. They stared upward, petrified with astonishment.

Except for Arjda. Shefdt no dightest twinge of fear, only the heady, ecstatic emotion of one who
has been mocked and persecuted for an unpopular belief, who beholds hersalf proven correct after all.

“Foold” she shrilled, glorious, radiantly beautiful in what she fancied her moment of triumph. “You
thought me mad—me, mad! But | wasright, in the end, and now you know it. Did | not say my Divine
cousinswould rescue me from your impious hands?’

Springing from the sky-ded, she threw her bare arms a oft and cried: “ Descend, descend,



Divinities Rescue mefrom theseinsolent mortald”

Her companions were too enthralled by the incredible thing floating above them to pay heed to her
rantings. And in truth it was an astonishing vision to behold—the vadt, clearly atificid, perfectly ovd
dishlike thing, crowded with fantastic and complicated Structures.

So incredible was the flying thing above that they scarcely had time to notice the superhumanly
beautiful black men, mounted on the immense blue-feaethered hawk-creatures, which came hurtling down
toward them from the hovering structure above. It was the hovering thing itself that held them rapt.

For it wasagigantic city . . . acity floating in the sky.

Chapter 7
The Skymen of Calidar

Janchan stared up, openmouthed in awe, at the incredible thing that floated above them likea
metallic cloud. Beside him, Niamh the Fair shrank into the circle of hisarms, which closed about her
protectingly. She, too, Stared in amazement at the incredible sight.

The city was afantagtic affair, a bewildering maze of many-tiered domes, truncated and oddly
geometric towers, and strangely-shaped, dender and soaring spires. Everything was built of metd—a
srange, brilliantly scarlet metd that flashed and glittered in the rich sunlight.

The style of architecture was bizarre and elaborate, and what they could see of the flying city was
exceedingly ornate. The city was built on the upper rondure of an immense, bowl-shaped meta disk
which must have been milesin diameter. For dl the evidence of its metalic composition, and immensty,
it was an undeniable fact that the scarlet city floated weightlesdy on the air, no heavier thanacloud or a
drifting leef.

And this only compounded their astonishment. It wasincredible that such acity should exist at all,
since metas of any kind are extremely rare on the World of the Green Star, or, at any rate, are rare and
difficult for the people of the tregtop citiesto obtain, snce they never willingly descend to the actud
continenta floor of the gigantic forest, which isto them an unexplored abyss of utter darkness, filled with
mythologica horrors.

But that such acity should fly through the heavens was completely beyond belief, and struck them
dumb with amazement. For, however cleverly constructed, or however light the metalic substance
whereof the weird scarlet city was built, even the most conservative estimate of itsweight would bein
the millions of tons. It was so far beyond the technology of the Laonese civilizations, that a Flying City of
scarlet metdl was completely dien even to their wildest flights of imagination.

Neverthdess, the Flying City wasred and actua and solid.

And from the mathematically regular lip of the vast metal saucer on which the city was constructed,
giant hawklike flying crestures with plumage of metalic indigo launched themsdvesinto theair and
swooped down upon the astounded travelers who stood in asmall group on the upper branch of the

mighty tree.
It was merely one more amazing fact that these immense blue hawklike predators carried saddles

strapped to their shoulders between their wings and at the base of their necks, and that they carried
human-seeming ridersin these saddles.



That the riders were members of arace or abranch of the human race hitherto unknown to the
travelerswas but onefinal incredible fact for their dazed brainsto cope with.

The zawkaw—for such, of course, the indigo hawk monsters were—dived toward the branch
whereon the four travelers stood dazzled with amazement. Coming to rest on the greet branch, their
savage hooked talons crunching into the hard wood of the branch asthey landed, the zawkaw stared
hungrily at the four with bright, flaring eyes. Their godlike riders dismounted from the giant birds and
descended to the surface of the branch, and approached the four.

His mind still dazed and uncomprehending, Prince Janchan made no resistance astheriders of the
zawkaw disarmed him and bound hiswrigts behind his back. There was not the dightest chance that he
could successfully defend himsdlf against the magnificent black demigods, for they had descended to the
branch afull scorein number and each of them was fully armed. To have fought at al would have been
tantamount to committing suicide.

They were agtonishing to look upon, the men from the Flying City. Each was a superb physical
specimen, and most were agood head taller than Janchan himsdlf, who was severd inches abovethe
height of the average Laonese male. The blackness of their skinswas afurther cause of amazement to
him, for such avariation in skin-coloring was hitherto unknown upon the World of the Green Star. A
vigtor from the Earth, | should perhaps add here would aso have found their gppearance surprising.
For, despite the darkness of their integument, which was similar to that of the Negro race, their features
bore no dightest resemblance to Negroid features, being ddicately carved, thin-lipped and narrow
chinned, with a high-domed and completely hairless skull. Obvioudy, the brains of the beautiful black
men were of a superior order of development beyond the ordinary run of human kind.

Niamh shrank from the touch of the black warriors, but they offered her no insult, merely binding
her wrigtsin asimilar manner to Janchan’s, their manner cool, doof, and impersona. She could hardly
take her eyes off them, and regarded them with amazement and fascination as they went about the
business of disarming and binding the four travelers with smooth efficiency and dispatch. It wasthelr
incredible physica perfection and the almost superhuman purity and beauty of their featureswhich
roused her awe. For their clothing, which consisted quite smply of low sandals and along narrow length
of some sparkling fabric like silver lame—wound about the hips, one end tucked nestly into the wai stband
with an effect like a cummerbund, the other end draped across the chest and tossed carelesdy over the
|eft shoulder—left the rest of their bodies quite bare. And the superhuman degree of physicd
development, to the point of amazing masculine beauty, |eft her quite speechless.

If Janchan and Niamh were struck dumb with astonishment, the Goddess Arjalawas exhilarated
and virtualy transformed with exultant joy. Her voluptuous womanly beauty, aready remarkably
handsome, was flushed and radiant. Her opulent breasts heaved as she panted in transports of bliss. Her
glorious dark eyes flashed like perfect gems as she watched the descent and approach of those she
unhesitatingly deemed her Divine cousins, the Lords of The World Above. A dight frown creased her
brow as she discerned the surprising ebon hue of their skins; for just amoment, the shadow of adoubt
dimmed theintensity of her joy.

But then her brow cleared and she shrugged off her momentary twinge of disillusonment. For, in
beauty of feature and magnificence of bodily devel opment, they were unquestionably godlike.

It was just that they were . . . different than she had expected, that’ sdl.

And in the next moment her doubts returned, and this time they were redoubled.

For her cousins from The World Above made absolutely no reply to her filia greetings. Infact, her
wel coming words roused within them not the dightest response of any kind. They did not even pay her
any particular attention, merely removed the various objects she wore at her gem-studded girdle, tied
her hands behind her, and turned indifferently to give their attentions to Zarga the Kaood.



It was strange—remarkably strange!

Their eyes, weird orbs of sparkling quicksilver, did over her indifferently. They dedlt with her
precisely asthey bad dedt with her companions, their manner distant, aoof, cool, their minds el sewhere.
Her joyouswords, her proud claims of kinship, they ignored completely. It was amost asif they did not
hear her, or did not comprehend her meaning. Perhaps they were ignorant of the Laonese speech;
perhaps they were—deaf?

But that was nonsense, bordering amost on blasphemy. For the gods of the Laonese pantheon are
omniscient. They know al, and speak every tongue, and can even read the unspoken thoughts buried in
the human heart. And it wasinconceivable that they should be deef, for that condition impliesthe results
of disease or injury or genetic flaw. The gods can suffer no impairment of their faculties, no infirmity of
theflesh. ..

Arjdadgared after them with bafflement, almost with fear. It wasimpossble, it wasinconceivable,
that they should treat her so. Why . . . they handled her with such casud indifference, it wasdmost asif
intheir eyes she was but an animd, and her speech theinarticulate noise of abrute thing, the braying of a
mere creature.

Thefour adventurers saw little of the mysterious city in the Sky. The beautiful black supermen with
the cold, indifferent features and the inscrutable eyes of sparkling quicksiiver bundled them onto the giant
blue birds, leaving the sky-ded whereit lay. Wings of iridescent indigo spread wide, caught the wind,
and they rose from the branch and soared in a steep, swooping circle up into the heavens where the
Green Star blazed.

The scarlet city expanded before them, curioudy designed towers glinting in the sun. The great
zawkaw swept up over the curving rim of the enormous metd disk, and arrowed down into the fantastic
sky metropalislike homing pigeonsflying to their nest.

Thetravelers caught aswift, transent glimpse of enormous, complicated, multileveled structures—
broad avenues fanning cut from a centrd citade crowned with soaring spires—then, one by one, the
hawks swooped into acircular black opening which yawned in the metd flanks of animmense, bulbous
dome.

They found themselves within a tremendous enclosed space with adomelike roof which arched high
abovether heads. Spikes of the omnipresent red metd thrust out from the curving inner walls of the
dome, which walls, they saw, were studded with circular ports, some open, some lidded shut. Roosting
on these metal spars were scores of the great blue hawks, some deeping with their beaked heads tucked
beneath awing, some feeding from troughsfilled with raw meet, red and dripping.

Theinterior of the domewas brightly lit in some manner they could not identify. The noonlike
brilliance came from no visible lamps, and the source of the harsh glare remained unknown.

Scarcely had the travelerstaken dl thisin with dazed, uncomprehending eyes before their
unspesking captors whisked them out of the saddle, thrust them into acircular tunne of glistening metdl,
and conducted them in small, bullet-shaped cars that moved silently and swiftly on monorail tracks down
into the deeper levels of the citadd.

They were swiftly conducted through a series of chambers and antechambers, wherein cold-faced
black men worked at incomprehensible mechanisms of sparkling crystal and glinting meta, busying
themsalves over tasks of an unfathomable nature. Then they were suddenly thrust into alarge domed hall
through acircular door which did smoothly and ponderoudy shut behind them.

They looked about them bewilderedly. The room wasimmensg, lit by the same sourceless
illumination they bad observed in the grest dome of the zawkaw, and the floor wasllittered with rude
pallets whereon dozens of men and women of their own race lay curled in deep, or squatted, staring at
nothing with blank, hopel ess expressions.



One of these, an old man, his hair transmuted by age to dull silver, came up to them. Hisfeatures
were wrinkled with age, hisform lean, hisface weary and scored by suffering. But an unquenchable
vitdity glowed within him, shining through his eyes, which were bright, dert, inquisitive, and not
unfriendly.

“New additionsto our company, | see.” He smiled. “Wdll, be welcome, strangers, to the Flying
City of Cdidar.”

“Calidar?” Janchan repested in bewilderment. “Buit that is the miracul ous cloud-kingdom of the
Demigods and Avatarsin our myths—surely this cannot be—?’

“Of courseit is, you mocking morta!” Arjdasniffed with agloating smite. “What ese could this
amazing realm be but the sacred celestid City of the Thousand Gods?’

Theold man amiled faintly.

“Y ou havefdlen prey to aregrettable deluson, madam,” he said gently. “'Y ou will find no godsin
residence here—naught but arace of murderous maniacs, who regard us as no more than mindless
beasts. But, come, let usintroduce ourselves—there will be time aplenty for idle conversation later. | am
known as Nimbalim of Y oth, your friend, | hope, and, das, your felow captive. Permit meto
commiserate with you on thus becoming involuntary members of the Legion of the Doomed . . . ”

In the sllence that followed, hislast words echoed through the domed immengty of the chamber:
TheDoomed . . . Doomed . . . Doomed. . .

Chapter 8
The Legion o f the Doomed

Niamh gtifled agasp as the old man gave them his name, and turned her great eyes upon him with
astonishment and wonder.

“Nimbaim of Yoth!” she said in hushed tones of awe. “Naot, surely, the same Nimbaim of Y oth
who composed the celebrated Notes on a Philosophy of Fatalism?”’

Theweary features of the old man brightened at her words, and hisfrail figure straightened proudly.

“Ah, can it be my works enjoy awider popularity than even | could have hoped?’ He smiled.
“Thank you, child, for recognizing my name; for | am indeed Nimbdim of Y oth, and the only personage
of that name, insofar as| am aware. . . but you pae and look faint, my child. Are you unwell?’

Niamh shook her head doubtfully, gill eyeing the silver-haired old man with amazement, an
amazement now touched with something very likefear.

“No,” shesad faintly, “itisnothing; it’sjust thet, that . . . ”

“Pray speak your mind, child,” the philosopher murmured encouragingly. “We keep no secrets from
each other in thisdisma abode. What isit that disturbs you so?’

“It'sjust that . . . that Nimbalim of Y oth, or at least the famous philosopher of that name who wrote
the Philosophy of Fatdism...”

“Y es, yes? Speak up, my dear, don’t be shy! What about Nimbalim so distresses you?’



Niamh drew in adeep breath and faced the frail old man squarely.
“Y ou died aimost athousand years ago,” she whispered.

The old philosopher stroked hislong, glistening beard with one thin hand. He cocked his head to
one sdealittle, and watched the princess with eyes dim and oddly gentle.

“Hasit been so long, then,” he murmured, dmost to himself. “Ah, well! Oneday, or year, or
century, isvery like another herein the dave pens of the Flying City . . . ill, it iscurioudy unsettling and
strange to redlize that while | have been mewed up here among the Doomed . . . athousand years have
passed among mortal men in The World Below. How strange, and terrible, and wonderful! How very
srange. . ."

Janchan stepped forward and saluted the bent, frail old philosopher.

“I am Prince Janchan of the House of the Ptolnim, Master Nimbdim,” he said, “and thisisthe
Princess Niamh of Phaolon, queen of the Jewel City. How strangeit isto speak to Nimbaim of Yothin
theflesh, if indeed you behe. . . why, | studied your famous works under my tutor when | wasbut a
child, asdid my father before me, and my grandsirein hisown day . . . How canit betrue, S, that you
have lived dl thiswhilein this remarkable place, whilein the lower world, among the treetop cities, fifty
human generations have been born and lived and died? Why, your very city of Y oth has vanished from
human knowledge in the intervening centuries, destroyed by the Blue Barbarians seven centuries ago,
during one of their periodic attacks of racia madness. . .”

Sorrow flickered in the eyes of the frail ancient.

“Ah!” hecried, lifting one thin hand, transparent aswax, asif to ward off ablow. “Isit indeed s0?
Y oth of the brilliant palaces, the gardens of laughing youths and maidens, the fragrant groves of flowering
chinchalia blooms, the great Academy with its grave scholars and cool arcades. . . gone? All—gone? Of
this| had not heard . . . S0 much has befdlen the world of my youth in the ages of my imprisonment here
in the dungeons of Cdidar by the murderous, jet-skinned maniacs—!”

Arjaa, who had stood listening to this exchange without comment, scarcely without comprehension,
as she never read aught but the theological dissertations of her own Temple scholars, drew herself up
superbly at this and made adramatic gesture.

“Waetch your tongue, old fool! Y ou mouth vile blasphemy againgt those of my own Divine lineage!
Bewarelest the ever listening, ever-watchful Lords of The World Above smite you with their thunders
for such imprudent impieties!”

Theold man smiled a her haughty speech and glanced inquiringly at Janchan.

“Thisisthe Lady Arjaacof Ardha, high priestess of the Temple and Incarnate Goddess, insofar as
the opinions of the Ardhanese go.” The Prince smiled.

Nimbalim nodded respectfully, but therewas aglint of mischief in hiseye.

“My greetingsto you, madam,” be said, smiling. “| fear, however, that you are [aboring under a
misgpprehension: if it isyour conception that the rulers of this cdestial metropolis are the divinities of
your mythology, then pray permit meto correct the error in your thinking. For you could not be more
wrong in believing the Skymen of Cdlidar to be divine beings.* Whether the Skymen drew the name of
their city from the Heavenly City of our ancient rligion, or whether the priests of The World Below
borrowed the name of the city of the Skymen for their name of the Heavenly City, | neither know nor
care. But it is, smply, afact that the blackmen who rule here are neither gods nor demigods, but an
unspeakably crue race of human monsters—as| fear you will soon discover from your own experience,
unfortunately. No, they are no Divinities, the Skymen of the Flying City; they are, instead, naught but
another branch of the tree of mankind—alost branch, one might say, who domesticated the grest wild
zawkaw of the high terracesin aremote age, and thus strayed into the marvelous Flying Cities and made



them their dominion. They have been separated from the rest of the Laonese race for uncounted ages
since, and, dueto the effects of a closed system of inbreeding over thousands and thousands of years,
they have devel oped the peculiar black skins, hairless pates, and quicksilver eyes that make them seem
S0 very different from us. Alas, these minor racid differences are the lesser and the least important of the
waysinwhich their solitary way of life herein Calidar have made them to diverge from the common
human stock. But they are not gods, | assureyou . . . they have become monsters of depravity, in fact,
and inhumanin dl but the biologica sense”

Arjalaopened her mouth to make some rejoinder to this, but Niamh interrupted; the princess,
pleading weskness and fatigue, due to the succession of remarkable events which had so swiftly befallen
them, begged for aplace to sit down so that she might compose herself. .

All contrition, the old philosopher led them to abench of some peculiar lucent materia in afar
corner of the hall, saw them seated, and dispatched ayoung boy in aragged clout for refreshments. To
the surprise of the travelers the boy returned with a heavy tray hegped with fresh fruits, berries and nuts,
morsels of delicious cheese, and alarge beaker of acold, refreshing, dightly effervescent beverage.
Sampling the drink, which was rather like champagne or sparkling burgundy, the travelersfell to this
repast with considerable hunger, while Nimbalim struck up a conversation with Zargathe Kaood.

The Kaood, who required no nourishment other than an infrequent sip or two of thethick golden
meed, found an instant basisfor friendship with the old philosopher, who so curioudy seemed to share
his own immortality. The two conversed excitedly while the others dined, and from their exchange a
number of surprising discoveries were soon unveiled.

I had thought it likely, Janchan, the Ka ood remarked, once the meal was finished, that thiswas one
of the Flying Cities congtructed by my own race before their extinction. During a brief flowering of
scientific technology, which only lasted fifty thousand years or so, as| recall, some of the Technarchs
experimented with aeria contrivances such asthis curious metropolis. The citiesfly on theidentical
system used in rendering weightless the sky-deds, which isto say, by riding the magnetic lines of force
generated by the planet itself. Now the learned Nimbalim confirms mein thisopinion.

“That’ svery interesting, Zarga,” Janchan said. “But for what conceivable purpose did the Kaoodha
build such amazing devices, and where did they obtain such an enormous supply of meta? Why, also,
once built, were the Flying Cities abandoned?’

The sad purple eyes of the Winged Man brooded on the distant past thoughtfully.

It was the thought of our savantsthat by adopting a new mode of lifein the skies of Lao, we could
sever the bonds which bound us, however remotely, to the brutehood from which we had emerged. That
we were akin to the lower beasts was ever athought which rankled in the hearts of my people, he
observed ironicaly. True, abillion years of evolution stood between us and the red, howling murk of our
begtia ancestry, and we had progressed far indeed . . . halfway to the stars. But this was deemed
insufficient, and by adopting anew lifein the skies, housed in aerial metropolises of a synthetic metal we
manufactured by molecular selection from the inert gases of the upper atmosphere, it was believed we
should for dl time prove our superiority to our origins. It wasthisinsane pride in our accomplishments,
and thisdenia of our common origin among the animd life, that proved in tune the fatal flaw in our
civilization. For it led in timeto the read quest for immortdity—for the perfection of the Elixir of Light—of
which | have aready spoken. And it wasthis, as you know, which led to our doom and to the eventua
extinction of the Kalood race.

“By an odd coincidence,” the Y othian philosopher interrupted, “ much the same poison has tainted
the mentdity of the Skymen. For they have launched themsel ves upon the same quest for immortality
which in time consumed and destroyed the Winged Men of remote aeons. Over uncounted ages their
wise men have managed to decipher theinexplicable records left by the Ka oodha, who built the Flying
Cities and then abandoned them as their race began to dwindle and die out. And thus the black men



have for ages sought to perfect thelost immortality serum of the Kaoodha, dthough by thistime, in their
ignorance and mad arrogance, deeming themselves to be gods, they have permitted themselvesto forget
the Kdood origins both of the FHlying Citiesand of the Elixir. By now, the pitiful maniacs have managed
to convince themsalves that they invented the Flying Cities, and that they are gods. In there experiments
to perfect the Elixir, they employ we human cattle from The World Below, whom they deem lessthan
beadts. | represent one of the more successful experiments, for they have managed to lengthen my
life-gpanto afull millennium.”

Niamh was horrified.

“Do you mean to say these creatures use men and women as mere [aboratory animals?’ she
demanded.

Thefrail ancient nodded, sorrow in his deep eyes.

“Itisfor thisreason that we call oursalvesthe ‘Legion of the Doomed,” “ he said. “ Day after day
the blue hawks are sent out to raid the treetop cities and the savage wandering tribes of The World
Below. Those who are captured are imprisoned here for the remainder of their lives. They are doomed
beyond hope, beyond even fear. Those who die early in the experiments are the lucky ones: their
cadavers go to feed the fierce cannibal zawkaw.”

“And . .. thosewho do not die?’ asked Janchan.
The features of Nimbalim were somber with an ancient sadness.

“For them the future holds nothing but the knife, the organ transplants. . . the injection, over and
over, of namelessfluids. . . the merciless blaze of the great lamps whose weird radiance brings madness
to some, deformity to others. . . immortality to afew. We have this horror to face, day after day, for the
rest of our lives. . . isit any wonder that we call oursalvesthe Legion of the Doomed?’

The old man fell glent then, leaving them to their own grim thoughts. And those thoughts were of the
same ghastly tenor . . . that to this doomed life of hopelessterror they, too, were doomed.

That night, asthe strange, sourceessillumination dimmed in the greet domed hall, they sought their
pallets one by one. Nimbalim set out for them places near the corner of the hall wherein he dept himself,
together with afew of the youths whom he tutored in his philosophy.

They tossed and turned, weary from the dreadful experiences of the day, but unable to find solace
in restful dumbers.

Janchan stared long into the darkness, thinking of the terrible fate to which they were condemned.
The two women werein his charge, and he was responsible for them. He grimly determined to go down
fighting, rather than to stand by as they were subjected to inhuman experiments at the hands of the black
skinned madmen who thought themsalves divinities.

But it would be smpleto fight and be dain. So smple, in fact, that it was dmost a cowardly escape
from the doom which now faced them.

Thedifficult thing—the impossible, the dmost heroic thing—would beto live.

Tolivein aworld controlled by maniacs who used human daves as men use beadts. . . aworld,
moreover, from which there was no possible escape.



The Third Book
INTO THE ABYSS

Chapter 9
At the Bottom of the World

While, dl unknown to us, these dark and terrible events had enveloped my comradesin the Flying
City of Cdidar, Klygon and | were descending into the unbroken gloom of that mysterious abyss of
unknown horrorswhich lay at the foot of the sky-tall trees.

Mad with panic from terror of the zawkaw, our dragonfly-steeds, completely beyond contral,
hurtled downward into the shadows that gathered about the floor of the gigantic forest.

True, | had managed to destroy the immense blue hawk-thing by means of the death-flash. But the
small brains of our zaiphs are able to contain but oneideaat atime. And ahbillion years of being preyed
upon by the great indigo hunting birds of the treetops had bred deep into the very nature of the zaiphsa
blind, unreasoning terror of the monstrous hawks.

Thetiny brain of our flying steeds, therefore, contained but one thought.
And that thought was—flight!

Down and down and down they fled, resisting our every effort to bring them under our contral. |
tugged and jerked on the reinswith al my strength, but to little or no avail. Below me, dwindling in the
depths, and vanishing from my sght in the gathering gloom, Klygon the Assassin was smilarly occupied.
But naught that | could do dowed in the dightest the terror-stricken descent of the maddened zaiph.

The dangersthat confronted uswere very redl.

| was not thinking of the shadowy, monstrous horrors which crawled and dithered through the
gloom of the ultimate abyss, according to the mythology of the jewelbox cities of the upper terraces.
Those dobbering nightmarish monsgtrosities might or might not exist—I neither knew, nor, at the moment,
did | redly care.

No—the fear which possessed me was of another, and avery different, danger. And that was smply
that, in their panic and madness, the giant insects we rode would dash usto death against the floor of the
foredt.

Within mere moments, the last faint gleam of daylight would be lost—and we would fly into aregion
of impenetrable darkness. Whatever obstructions lay beneath us, directly in our path, we would not be
ableto see, neither could we avoid.

Surely, there might be low branches, or great tangled roots, or even jagged and gigantic stones
there at the bottom of the world. Against these our maddened zaiphs, in their blindness, might dash
themsalvesto degth.

However, there was nothing we could do to avoid the perils of the black Abyss below.



So we flew down—down—down!
Darkness closed about us—thick, black, and suffocating.

Only with grest difficulty do the sunbeams of the Green Star pierce the great veil of cloudswhich
envel op the world whereon | now dwelt.

And the shafts of radiance which do manage to penetrate the silvery cloudsthat shield the planet
from thefierce light of itsfiery emerdd primary, those beams are transmuted to adim green-gold
luminance asthey filter through the immense masses of foliage which are borne up by the branches of the
gigantic trees.

The farther you descend through the layers of branches, the dimmer become the vagrant wisps of
green-gold light which havefiltered down through the leaves.

And at the very bottom of the world, among the tangled roots of the colossd, mile-tall trees, light
does not even exigt. Thereisfound only an unexplored region of utter blackness—a blind netherworld,
ruled by unthinkable monsters, where the clear and brilliant light of day never penetrates.

Down into that black Abysswe hurled!
| struck an ice-cold, yielding surface, which shaitered before my hurtling flight.
Theimpact sunned meinto insengbility.

In the next moment, icy waters closed over my head. And | sank into the lightless depthslike a
sone.

But the cold shock of the sudden immersion had the incidental effect of rousing me from my swoon.

| opened my lipsto cry out, and swallowed aquantity of cold, fresh water. And in the next moment,
| was kicking and struggling to free myself from the dead weight to which | was bound, and which was
dragging me down into the black deep.

The zaiph | rode must have been drowned aready, for it did not struggle asit sank into the cold
waters. The enormous dragonflies of the world of the giant trees are light and fragile, their bodies poorly
designed to absorb such an impact.

It was the custom of zaiph-ridersto strap themsalves securely into the saddle, lest they be did odged
from their seet in flight. Y ou can readily understand that falling out of the saddle is something to be
avoided at al costs, especialy when you areriding on the back of an enormous dragonfly two or three
miles above the ground. Thusthe custom of strapping onesdlf into the saddle, which until that moment |
had never had causeto regret.

But now, asthe dead weight of my steed dragged me down into the unknown depths of the lake or
sea or whatever it was, | fought against the straps like a madman.

And dl thetime my lungswere burgting, my brain reing with pain, and my entire being consumed
with araging lust for air.

After what seemed like an endless eternity of nightmare, | was suddenly free of the maddening grip
of the straps. | kicked wildly, driving to the surface, and burst free into the open air. Treading water, |
sucked clear, clean, fresh air into my starved lungs, clinging dizzily to consciousness.

After afew moments| regained control of mysalf and struck out for shore—if there was, indeed, a
shore. For | could see absolutely nothing. The world around me was one of utter darkness; | was
immersed in suffocating blackness. It was anightmare—it was asif | had suddenly been struck totaly
blind.

| swam through the water, which was invisible to me, gagping, battered, beginning to panicin this
lightless Abyss of black, unseen terror. The darkness had so disoriented me that for amoment | thought



| was going mad—
Then my outstretched hand brushed against something wet and dimy—but blissfully solid.

| clutched hold of the thing, and clung to it with that desperation which adrowning man—such as|
hed nearly been—is said to cling to astraw.

It was rounded, whatever it was, with arough, corrugated surface deek and dimed with some sort
of mossy growth. But its upper surface lifted afew feet abovethe levd of thelake, and that was all that
mattered to me. | reached up, fumbled about for a handhold, found aknob or boss, and dragged myself
up out of the black cold waters.

Atop the dick, rounded thing | hauled mysdlf into aSitting position and just squatted there, catching
my breath, resting for abit until my heart ceased its mad beating against my ribs and the incipient fit of
madnessinto which | had dmost falen faded from my numb and dizzy brain.

Striking out blindly with my arms, | touched other rounded surfaces, smilarly corrugated and
dimed. Feding with my fingers, | traced their rondure and dimension. It seemed to me that what | was
touching was insensate, for | sensed no movement, and the surfaces my hands encountered were hard
and unyielding, athough dick with dimy growths. But | also fancied that whatever it was| was prodding
was unnatura, for rocks should be rough and edged and jagged, while the things my hands were
exploring were smooth and rounded or coiling in some strange manner.

It was maddening, not being able to see, except with my sense of touch done. How | would have
welcomed the faintest gleam of light, however dim, in that unbroken blacknessthat clung around me,
pressing (it seemed) againgt my very eyeslike an impal pable weight.

But light therewas not, so | fumbled in the dark, groping along the curves of hard, dick roundness,
with no conception of what it wasthat | touched, nor of where | was, nor of whatever danger or menace
might be close beside mein the unbroken gloom.

Because of my blindness| fdt terribly, sickeningly vulnerable. In my present helpless condition,
anything might dink or dither upon me out of the blackness. Some vast, predatory reptile might, even
now, bevery near me. . . sensing my presence, my nearness. . . itsflickering tongue tasting the dank,
chill arr . . . searching for mein the gloom with subtle and mysterious senses. . . drinking in hungrily the
odor of hot blood and warm, living flesh. The thought was maddening!

But even more maddening was my helplessness. At asingle stroke | had become as acripple, for
as the gloom robbed me of the Sght of my eyes, so too did it unman me. Only amoment before my fal |
had been strong, vigorous, unafraid. With my longsword in my hand, pit me against a horde of enemies
and, at least, | could go downfighting . . .

But now—now the strength of my lithe body was useless, and my swordsman’ s skill futile. How can
you fight against athing you cannot see? Y our blade, however swift and sure, cuts empty air. Yes, it was
likebeing crippled.

That sound! That gplash—something wasin the black waters, something lived and moved out there
in the lightlesslake from whose cold embrace | had so narrowly dragged myself. My skin crept as|
drained every nerve-ligening, ligening. Wasit coming nearer—approaching me?—or wasit going farther
away, receding into the unknown depths? Curse this blackness that weighed upon my eyes, blinding me,
robbing me of dl ability to defend mysalf with whatever skills and strengths | possessed!

Again, that disturbance in the water. And thistime it was definitely nearer to me than before. My
eyesached as| stared into the black gloom, straining to pierce the blind darkness which enveloped me.
And my imagination conjured up athousand ghastly images, remembering the namel ess mongterswho
dwdt inthisblack Abyss, if nightmare mythsweretrue.

Theripple of something gliding through water! | pictured in my sightless brain some gigantic serpent,



cold eyes burning through the gloom, stedlthy coils diding suave and slent through the chill waters asit
sought out its helpless, defensda ess prey—mysf?

Then something touched the rounded surface on which | crouched. | felt the subtle, small impact by
some sense rarely used until this moment. And cold perspiration burst out on my brow and my stomach
knotted in atension of fear—not fear of fighting for my life, not even fear of deeth. Fear of the unknown;
fear of something that | could not see. . .

Hardly daring to breathe, | did my longsword from its scabbard, and sat there motionless, Sraining
every sensein hopes of penetrating the blacknessaround me. . .

And then it touched my leg and | shrieked and struck out blindly

Chapter 10
The White, Crawling Thing

A hoarse, guttura cry rang out in my ears. Water splashed. The cold, wet grip on my leg loosed,
athough my blind sword-stroke only diced through empty air.

The next moment the dimy, rounded thing on which | knelt trembled as an unseen weight heaved
itsdf dripping from the lake.

And then | heard afaint, weary voice groan.

“Gods and Avatars, what ablack, stinking—*

| gasped doud, and the voice cut off instantly. Then: . . . Lad? Beyou there...?
| amogt fainted from the sudden relief of tension.

“Klygon?Wasit you grabbed my leg, then? 1 dmost put my sword through you.”

“Thenit wasaleg | took hold of! Blessed me! | thought I’ d seized upon some crawling horror in
the dark—curse this black gloom! | can’t see an inch beyond me nose. Where are you, lad—give usyour
hand—"

We fumbled through the damp gloom, and caught hold of each other. Thelittle Assassn was
soaked to the skin as| was, his black garments dimy with muck from the lake. But he seemed dl inone
piece, and no more the worse for the surprise ducking than | was. Joy gusted through us both: | clapped
his shoulder, laughing alittle; he squeezed my arm with rough affection, curang avariety of gods, sants,
immortas, tutelary geniuses and the other quaint denizens of the Laonese heaven.

“Sages and Demigods!” he growled hoarsdly. “I had atight time of it there for awhile, boy.
Thought my cursed zaiph would fetch me up against the bottom of the world, before the ‘ cursed thing
would stop! Aye, and if *twere not for thiswet muck we landed on, *twould of been broken bones and
busted skullsfor us both, at very least! Ah, ‘tisgood to touch you, lad! ‘ Tisfood and drink, having a
stout comrade by your sidein thisblack hole! However do we get back into the light, the upper world
again? My steed’ s ill down there, somewhere, in the black water, same as yours. We can’t fly; that’s
certain sure. And we can’t climb, leestways | can’t! These old bones are weary-worn ... "

I laughed and said something to the effect that we should take one problem at atime, not al of them
at once. Time enough later on to worry over waysto regain our place in the safety of the middle
terraces. Right now we were worn out, trembling with the aftereffects of our mad fall, and soaked



through, cold and hungry and tired. What we needed first was a safe place of refuge, then abit of fireto
dry usout, and something to est.

“And light!” he groaned. “ Tislike being struck stone blind, this place. Old Klygon, bless hisweary
wits, fedlslike ablind grub crawling about in the black bottom of everything. Curse me for adoddering
granddire, I’d sall me placein The World Above for awee bit of candle no bigger’ n me thumb!”

Wl there was no use wasting breath on wishes. So, firgt, we tried to find out where we were.
Going dowly and carefully, we went out farther on the strange, dick, rounded surface, but in the wrong
direction, asit proved. For it dwindled in size and sank under the waters of the lake.

In the other direction, however, the hard coiled things grew larger and ascended. | began to conjure
up amentd picture of the thing we were on, the farther | crawled dongit. In short, | cametoredizeit
was, smply, aroot. A root asthick asaman standstall, and about a quarter of amile long, but ill just
aroot.

And, of course, it would have to be. For after al, we were at the foot of one of the giant trees
which soared miles above us. Such arboreal Everestswere surdly rooted in the black earth, and their
roots would have to be immense in proportion to their towering heights.

Finally we found ourselves on what seemed to be dry land, much higher up the dope. Underfoot
dead leaves the size of blankets squelched in rotten muck, and we brushed against toadstools or some
gmilar monstrous fungi that sprouted overhead, looming astal asfir treeswould, back in my native
Connecticut. The stench of stale mud and putrid decay was thick about us, moisture hung thick in the
black air asany fog; but gradualy adim light grew around us. Wasit only that, after atime, our eyes
grew adjusted to the pitch-black night, which was not so absolute as we had thought at first? Or wasit
the dim phosphorescence of decay our straining eyes at length percelved? Probably it was alittle of both
—at any rate, the dimmest ghost of light we sensed about us, and by the faint glow we discovered we
could just barely see.

Shelter was our most basic requirement, and luckily therewas no lack of it. The tangled roots of the
giant tree made half ahundred hiding places asthey coiled and tangled and intertwined. Clambering
about the twisted root-system, dipping and diding on the dick, dimy rootlets, we chose a choice
tree-cave. A double-whorl of roots coiled well above water level afforded us a smalish hollow space
wherein we could rest without fear of disturbance. The entranceway was narrow, and could be easily
blocked by employing shingldike dabs of bark which lay about, littering the root-area. Therewas
nothing we could do about drying out our clothes, however: for that, we should have to wait for time and
our own body-hest to do the job for us. But at least we could rest from our ordeals and recover our
drength in relative safety.

Therewas no lack of drinking water, with alake-sized puddle of unknown dimensionsright at our
doorstep, S0 to speak; and, so long aswe did not mind the rather brackish flavor of the scummed pooal,
we would not haveto travel far to quench our thirst.

Food, however, was an immediate problem. In the midterraces aloft there was seldom a problem of
food supplies, for edible berriesthe size of ripe pumpkins, and nuts like bushd baskets grew on the giant
trees of the forest, to say nothing of the various kinds of wild game which afforded awide variety of
mest. But here at the bottom of the world, nuts and berrieswere rareif not unknown, and the species of
game with which we were familiar doubtless did not come into this benighted region.

Thuswhen, a length, hunger drove us from our cozy cave, we faced the problem of hunting
unfamiliar game in regions cloaked in amost unbroken gloom, on footing made precarious by reason of
the dimy muck of the lake.

For atime we prowled about, climbing the roots, eager to spot game. But none came our way,
athough undoubtedly grubs and worms and other creatures dwelt herein the realm of darkness. Hunting



was atricky business, because it was easy to lose yourself in the gloom, which made one coiling root
resemble every other. So we kept within hailing distance of each other, and blazed our trail with our
blades. Thistrailblazing proved an easy trick—all we had to do wasto scrape away a patch of the dimy
mold that encrusted everything around us.

We searched for hours, finding nothing more edible than mushrooms. On Earth these spicy
dedlicacies are thumb-sized; here on the World of the Green Star, of course, they were ashuge as
Christmastrees. It was easy enough to dice away portions large enough to stave off the pangs of hunger,
dthough—aw and bleached white and therefore rather tastel ess—they proved sngularly unsatifying fare.
We chewed down the moigt, flavorlessfungi and made the best of things. At least they served tofill the
belly, if they failed to delight the palate.

Curled up in our little cave amid the roots, we dozed, trying to deep. The occasiona splash and
dither of disturbed water came to us as we sprawled in the darkness.

“What think you, lad? There must be fish in yonder lake,” Klygon mused plaintively. | yawned,
trying not to think how tasty fresh fish would be just then.

“Maybeso,” | said. “But, if so, they would be severd timeslarger than aman. I’ ve had enough of
that |ake, thank you. Y ou can try fishing, if you like”

He shivered distastefully.

“Thank you, lad, but let’ sleaveit for the morrow. With belly full, even of tastelessfare, | be only
speculating. Still . . . something’ s making that splash, now and again. Mayhap with agood spear . . . "

“Wedon’t have any spears, good or otherwise.”

“I know, | know! But another few medls on that stringy muck, and I’ [l be chewing bark, for want of
something tadtier.”

All indl, we spent adamp, hungry, uncomfortable night.
But the next day proved even worse,

It was ahoarse squall of terror that aroused me from my rest—if “rest” isquite theword | want for a
night spent wedged into adamp hole, curled up on hard, uneven wood.

| scrambled out of the cave, snatching up my blade. Klygon wasn’t there. Either he had arisen
before me, and had gone out, deciding to let me deep, or he had left our hiding place but temporarily, to
answer an urgent call of nature.

Crawling out, | straightened swiftly—trying to ignore the stiffnessin my aching limbs—and peered
around in the darkness for the source of the frightened cry that had awakened me.

It was Klygon, scrambling and dipping and diding down the root-tangle from somewhere above,
with the reckless speed only panic can produce.

A moment later | saw what was chasing him, and tasted the aily, acid tang of fear mysdlf. For,
crawling and undulating after Klygon came an immense thing that struck cold dread into my heart.

Itsflesh was gelid and sickly white, and it glowed with faint luminescencein the dark, like the wan
phosphorescence of something putrid with decay. | could make out no features at first in itswrithing
hugeness, but then | saw its faceless head and drooling, toothless maw.

It was aworm—-aworm the Sze of an eephant, and half aslong asafreght train!

| thought to mysdlf, with wry humor even through my sense of peil, that if Klygon had sought to
scare tip some breakfast, he should at least have tried to come up with something that was not going to
make a breakfast of him!



And the next second | froze with astonishment.
For the great, dithering worm was dreadful enough, but—thisworm had ahuman rider.

Chapter 11
Delgan of the lsles

Klygon came dipping and faling down to where | stood, clinging to atwisted rootlet like a banister,
garing up in awe and wonder a theimmense wriggling worm. Thelittle man’ shomely face was pdlid
and swesting with fear, hiseyeswild.

“Into the hole, lad, there be more of the horrors,” he panted, and made to dodge past me into the
low-roofed entrance of our hiding place. | gripped hisarm, holding him back.

“Not there!” | warned. “ There’ sonly one way in or out. We' d be trapped—and the worm-head
might be smdl enough to get in after ugl”

He shuddered, eyes glazing. Perhaps he pictured the nightmare image those words conjured up in
my own brain—that spasmodic, drooling mouth thrusting in upon us as we crouched helplessin the dark.

| sorang over the edge of the root on which | sood, and went dipping and diding down to alower
surface, with Klygon panting on my heels. The dim putrid phosphorescence strengthened about us.
Looking back | saw with athrill of horror four or five more monster forms dithering down through the
tangled roots after us. Each had a human rider clinging to its back, and each could move far more swiftly
than we could.

It was only amatter of time.
And not much time, at that.

They cornered us down by the water’ s edge. We had our backsto the wall, for there was nowhere
to run and we could not risk immersion in that scum-coated lake in whose midnight depths unknown
creatures splashed and hunted.

The wet, working mouths descended toward us, dobbering hungrily, panting avile, sinking fetor in
our faces. But the riders had the monster-worms under control— glimpsed something like rudereins
made of thorny strands—and the riders tugged back upon these, jerking the obscene mouths away from
us

In the next moment the riders did down from their perches and fell upon us. They were hulking
brutes, naked savages, their heavy, anthropoid limbs white as milk, their degraded, snarling features half
hidden by tangled locks of filthy white hair. They were true dbinos, | saw with a brief, momentary spark
of curiosity, their small eyes red-pupiled and doubtless week, glaring savagely through matted, coarse
manes of dead white hair.

But, for al that, they were strong as apes and bore the two of us down before their rush. Armed
with wooden clubs and stone axes, they swarmed upon us, and over us, for al our flickering blades. We
had poor footing, there on the dimy moss, to make a stand. With the scummed |ake at our backs and
our feet diding in the dick mass, we could not put up much of afight. Even so, | sent my point dicing
through the throat of one grunting abino savage and small Klygon, cursing and swesting, stabbed
another to the bone.



But with brute strength and sheer weight of numbersthey overwhelmed us. The swordswere
wrested from us. Heavy clubsrose and fell, rose and fell, and we knew no more.

Thelast thing | heard was Klygon’ svoice, shrill and raw with rage, caling on the saints and godlings
of theinnumerable Laonese pantheon. But he called in vain. And darkness drowned me in smothering
layers. ..

When | woke it was with aroaring headache, to find mysdlf lying in noisomefilth, the stench of
ordure srangely mingled with the smell of wet |loam thick in my nostrils.

| blinked my eyesinto focus, and found myself in a subterranean cavern, walled with beaten earth
through which hairy, glistening white rootlets crawled. It was difficult at first to ascertain the true
dimensions of the hole or tunnel or whatever it was, but as| peered around through the half-gloom |
discovered at length that the cavern was of immense proportions. The roof curved above me, lostin
gloom; the packed-earth walls receded to every sde.

Amid the center of the vast cavernous space, flameswrithed, fiercely scarlet, from afire-pit. The
hot light smote my eyes painfully, blinding me after long hours spent in absolute darkness. Bemusedly |
wondered how the albino savages could endure the glare of open fire, then saw the beestlike men,
grunting and shuffling about the cavern floor upon unguessable errands, each shidding hiswesk eyes
from the blaze of the fire-pit with dirty paws.

Klygon lay some little distance beyond me, propped against the earth wall, looking woebegone. His
arms were bound together behind him, aswere mine, or o | guessed from the dull pain that bit into my
numb wrists. Our legswere free, | noticed, not that we could do much with them.

There must have been thirty or forty of the savages scattered about the immensity of the cavern.
Some of them, | saw with faint surprise, were women, but women so degraded and brutish asto be
every bit as squat and anthropoidal asthe males. There were aso children—if you could so dignify with
the word naked and filthy little brutes like hairless monkeys, which snarled and spat and squabbled
noisly.

| saw no other captiveslike oursalves.

But there were gnawed bones and broken skulls and pelvis bones scattered about through the
trampled muck that coated the cavern floor, and most of them were human.

Lying there quite helplesdy, my head throbbing from the pummeling | had suffered under the heavy
wooden clubs, | wondered dazedly if these brutish creatures had sunk so low on the scale of humanity
asto have developed the habits of . . . cannibals.

Doubtless, | would soon learn that for myself.

We lay there for what must have been hours, Klygon and I, too far gpart to indulge in conversation,
beyond an e oquent glance or two of mutual commiseration. We were in no way molested; in fact, none
of the shambling abinos paid the dightest attention to us, and the only members of the tribe who seemed
to notice us at al werethe repulsivelittle—I cannot cdl them * children” —cubs. And whenever one or two
of them thought to approach us, whether from curiosity or adesire to torment the helpless, one or
another of the femaeswould cuff it, and it would scrabble avay squeding.

Astherewas nothing else to do, and as no present danger threatened, | fell to deep again, for the
warmth of thefire, thethick, smoky air, and the dirt inwhich | lay were, dl things considered, more
comfortable and conducive to dumber than the dank hole wherein | had passed an uneasy night.

| take no credit for my bravery in degping under these conditions. During my adventurings upon the
World of the Green Star | have evolved a certain, smple philosophy. One of itstenetsisthat you never
know when danger will be thrust upon you and your strength will be taxed to the utmost. Therefore, |
have fdlen into the habit of snatching anap whenever possible, for you never know when you will be



called upon to battle for your life, and abody that isfresh and rested fights better than one which istense
and exhausted.

My dumber, in thisdire captivity, however, must have seemed an example of the most heroic
fortitude conceivable. For when | roused, sensing the nearness of another, | read amazement and a
reluctant admiration in the face of the person who had approached me.

“Stranger, do you fear death so little, you can deep inthe very lair of cannibals?’

The person who addressed this question to me in surprise and seeming admiration was not one of
the hairy, uncouth cave-dwelling savages, but, in his dender, € egant mien, obvioudy a denizen of one of
the treetop cities. He had a broad, intellectual brow, a ddlicate, fine-boned face, and quick, clever,
inquiditive eyes. Hewas of uncertain age, but, then, as| have heretofore noted, | have dwaysfound it
next to impossible to ascertain the age of theindividua Laonese with any degree of precison.

| grinned & hisadmiration.

“Whilel live, | must deep,” | said. “And | ill live. It does not. therefore, require any particular
bravery to attend to the needs of nature, even though a captive.”

He smiled and said nothing. It was asingularly beautiful smile, and it illuminated hiswasted fegtures.
| could not help noticing that his face was lean and deeply lined, whether by the years or by suffering. He
was nearly naked, his attire congsting of worn rags patched together, and his body wasthin to
gauntness, hislean back and shoulders scored by red welts as from arecent whipping. | began to
develop considerable curiosity concerning the friendly stranger.

“There are yet other needs of the flesh,” he observed, setting bowls of rudely carved wood before
me. “Food and drink, being among them.” The bowls contained fresh water and scraps of meet. Asthe
odor of meat assailed my nogtrils, my mouth watered uncontrollably, and | became aware of a powerful

appetite.
“Thisiskindly of you,” | said, “but it isdifficult to est without the use of one’ s hands.”

He shrugged tiredly. “Our lord and master, Gor-ya, chief of the cave-people, permitsyou to be fed
but not to be freed. So let me assst you.”

| gratefully accepted the rude med from his hands, while continuing to sudy him with curiogty. In
delicacy and breeding and elegance of mien, he differed in no way from the pampered princelings of
Phaolon or the other highly civilized races of the World of the Green Star. However, hisorigin was
obvioudy different, for there were certain peculiarities about his person which intrigued me.

For one thing, there was the matter of hishair.

The Laonese who dwell in the jewelbox cities miles doft in the forks and branches of thetitanic
trees possess hair aslight and silken “ asthistledown, and generdly of shades varying between sparkling
puresiver and queer, ddightful green-gold, which lends them an aspect uncommonly efinin
gppearance. But the sparse growth of hirsute adornment which crowned his high, intelligent brow,
athough light and silken, was of jet-black, ashade| do not recall having seen before on this planet.

His eyes, too, were glittering beads of jet—quick, dert, shrewd, inquisitive. And his skin—!

The Laoneseraces | have met during my travels and adventures have skin colorings which range
from the tones of old parchment and mellow ivory to salow Oriental shades of amber. His complexion,
however, was adistinct and vivid shade of blue—unless my eyeswere mistaken, and his seemingly
peculiar coloration was merdly atrick of thelight, which was brilliant, richly colored—and wavering?

| filed the fact away for later reference; it was not something to inquire about, | thought, for sheer
polite



ness aone made me refrain from questioning him concerning hisrace.
When he had finished histask and | wasfed, | thanked him.

“| am Karn of the Red Dragon,” | said, smply. “It isgood to have found one friend, at least, among
S0 many enemies. | assumethat you are acaptive here, like mysdf?’

He nodded, with another of those quick, beautiful smileswhich lit up hisdrawn, weary fegtures.
“My nameis Delgan,” he said, “ Delgan of the Ides, acaptive for many years.”

“If the cave-folk are cannibas, as you suggest, | am surprised to learn you have remained in
possession of your own skin.”

Helaughed, astrange, musicdl, slvery laugh. “ Gor-ya has found my wits of serviceto him,” he said.
“The cave-dwelers have sunk so low in the scale of human society thet their intelligenceisal but
submerged in brutish lusts. For this reason, aman with aquick, cever mind—such as mysdf—finds
employment among them, other than as mere provender for thetable.”

| nodded a bit squeamishly at the empty bowl from which | had just been fed.
“May | hope that wasthe flesh of beasts, not men?’

“It was. Rest easy on that, O Karn! The cave-men partake of the flesh of their enemies, conquered
in bettle, only after they have fed the God.”

| was about to inquire what he meant by that, but an angry bellow roared across the cavern and
Delgan rose nimbly to hisfeet and hurried to the bidding of his master.

| gazed after the older man, speculatively.

If he had been a prisoner among these brutes for many years, my own chances for making an
escape to freedom would seem few.

But at least it scemed | had afriend in Delgan of theldes. . .

That night—if night indeed existed in arealm of perpetua gloom such asthis—KIlygon and | dept
huddled in aside cavern with other captives of the cave-dwellers.

Thesewereasorry lot of pitifully starved and spiritless men and women. Most of them had fdlen
prey to the albino savagesin much the same manner in which the homely little Assassin and | had been
made prisoner. Either they were travelers, whose steeds had precipitated them into the Abyssfor any
one of avariety of reasons, or they were members of the many relatively primitive tribes of nomad
hunters who roamed the worldwide forest of giant trees without allegiance to any particular city. The boy
hunter, Karn, whose body | now wore, had been one of this hardy breed, | recalled. But from strong,
independent nomad warriors, the captives had been starved, beaten, or brutalized into submission, and a
more timid and degraded lot | had never encountered. Some of them had been born to parents endaved
by the abino savages, and thus knew no other existence than this miserable way of life. A few, like
Delgan, had been captured within recent years.

Delgan himself held aposition of some trust and responsibility among his savage masters, for his
quick wits and clever tongue had won him their truculent admiration. Thus, he was not billeted with the
other captives, but had quarters el sewherein the greater caverns, where he served the chief of the
cave-savages an an overseer of the daves.

| speculated concerning the mystery of this Delgan of the I1des, as he termed himsalf. Never yet had
| encountered or even heard of ablue-skinned race on the planet of the giant trees, dthough there were,
or had been in former centuries, anation of strange savage marauders called the “ Blue Barbarians,”
given to periodic attacks of racia madness, during which they ran amok and destroyed everything in
their path. Delgan, however, was an urbane and civilized individud, and certainly no barbarian—and |



was not certain that the Blue Barbarians were so—called becauise of their coloration, anyway.

And what was meant by his appdllation “Delgan of the Ides’? What ides? | knew of no idands, nor
even of any seg, in al theWorld of the Green Star, which, for dl | had thusfar learned in my perilsand
peregrinations, consisted of aforest of titanic trees which stretched unbroken from poleto pole.

| resolved to inquire of these matters, when | had the next opportunity to converse privately with
Delgan. But it did not seem to be amatter of any particular importance, and certainly not one of any
pressing urgency.

What was important wasthat loyd, homely little Klygon and myself were hel pless captivesin the
clutches of atribe of savages given to unspeskable crueties, and even to cannibalism.

We were disarmed and hel pless; we were also completely lost here in the black Abyss at the
bottom of the world, without the dightest chance of escaping to the upper world again.

In such agtuation, it would be understandable if black despair did not settle upon us to dampen our
Spirits.

However, we had one hopeful aspect in our current Stuation. And that was that, in the mysterious
blue-skinned man of unknown race, we had, it seemed afriend and a potentia dly.

Yes, it seemed we had avauable friend in Delgan of the ldes. . . but, asto hisusefulness, only time
would tell.

Chapter 12
Condemned to Death

Beforelong | became adjusted to the rhythm of life here among the savages of the forest floor.

They were abrutish lot, the cave-men. It was Delgan’ s opinion that they were the inbred and
degenerate descendants of members of the higher Laonese civilizations, who had fled here for refuge
from war, invasion, or plague, or who had fallen into the Abyss as had Klygon and |. Over hundreds of
generations, it might be, they had been forced, by the crude redlities of this harsh life, to abandon the arts
of civilization one by one, in order to survive. By now they were little more than beasts, themselves.

Gor-ya, whom | soon met, was an immense, hulking brute with little piggish red eyes and the heavy
hand of abully. Hewasavirtua giant of aman, for dl hisbestid anthropoid form. Heruled the
cave-dwellers by smple virtue of superior strength and the possession of cruelties even more fiendish
than that of the other males of histribe.

There were perhaps haf a hundred albino savages of Gor-ya’ stribe. They dwet herein caverns
hollowed out benesth the roots of the giant trees for the greeat relative safety such ahaven afforded them
againgt the dire and dreadful predators which roamed and ruled the eternad darkness of the forest’ sfloor.

Their mode of existence was harsh and uncompromising, and the savages clung to lifewith a
tenacity and an ingenuity which would have been admirable had they not been so despicable and brutish
alot.

The central cavern of thefire-pit was but the largest of the subterranean places hollowed by patient
generations beneath the floor of the forest. In one such cavern, only dightly smdler than the onein which
| had first awakened, the cave-folk kept their “herds.” These partidly domesticated “ cattle” were fat



white grubs the size of full-grown bulls. I have since thought the yngoum, as the cavefolk cdled them,
resembled the aphids kept by the ants and certain other insects of my home world, but thisis merely my
opinion.

If there were other tribes of albino savages who dwelt here at the bottom of theworld, | never
learned. The cavern-dwellers, however, had their enemies here in the subterranean darkness, as| soon
discovered. Exactly what these enemieswere, | did not at first know. Gor-yaand his chieftains called
them the kraan. Thisisaword which smply means* crawlers,” and was employed by the cavefolk asa
term of disrespect and loathing. | did not at first understand the term, but it became increasingly obvious
that the tribe shared this cavern-world with unseen foes they hated and feared, for Gor-yamaintained a
system of guards night and day over the entrances and exits to those portions of the tunnel-system, and
the punishments he visited upon any guard who was discovered derdlict in hisdutieswas fearful.

Klygon and | were soon put to work tending the immense, fat, mindless aphids. Thiswas an easy
job, asthe yngoum were too stupid to do anything else but feed, which they did at al timesthey were
not adeep. Thewaddling herd of obese, repulsive “ cattle’” browsed on the crops of mould or fungi or
moss which sprouted in the dark, moist environment of the large, lightless cavern. Our duties consisted
samply of keeping an eye on them, to see that they should not stray into any of the sSide tunnelsor
passageways which led into the unused portions of the cave-system, where they might be seized by the
kraan.

Who or what these tireless, unseen enemies of the cave-people werel till had no idea. Whenever
Delgan and Klygon and | had a chance to spesk together, our conversation was on other matters than
the nature of the mysterious and dreaded kraan. For the ugly little Assassin and |, of course, were
preoccupied by our desiresto escape from this captivity.

“Thereis no particular problem to making an escape,” Delgan said in reply to our questions. “The
entrances to those parts of the tunnel-system unoccupied by Gor-ya’ s people lie open and unguarded
beyond the cavern where the yngoum feed. Y ou have merely to avoid for afew momentsthe eyes of the
guards set over the yngoum-herders, and dip away into the lightless tunnel s beyond. Nothing could be
eser...”

Klygon eyed the ascetic e derly man with suspicious eyes.

“Now, lad,” he said queruloudy to me, ignoring the doof smile on Delgan’ sface, “you can be
certain sure ‘tisfar more difficult than that. Elsawise your high-and-mighty friend, here, would of done
the same himsdlf, many along and weary year ago!”

Perhaps | should add here that Klygon, for some peculiar reason, had taken an instant didike to the
quiet, aristocratic person of Delgan of the Ides. From the very first he viewed our only friend in the
cavern-world with asuspicion and adistrust he did not even bother to hide. | am unable to account for
his distaste of the elegant, gentle-spoken, clever older man. Perhaps it was smply amatter of the
enormous difference between them, for Delgan, with hisweary, lean, aristocratic face, quick bright eyes
and sparseink-black hair framing a high, noble brow, his fastidious manner and clever speech, differed
enormoudy in every way from homely, blunt-spoken Klygon , with hisknobby, ugly face, sunted body,
and speech which savored of the gutters and back aleys of thethieves' quarter of Ardha. Two more
completely different individuasit would be hard to find across the breadth of the planet.

“Asthewise and clever Klygon so correctly suspicions” Delgan sad, “it isindeed more difficult
than that. Smply to elude the attentions of the guardsisamatter of no particular difficulty, for they are
ignorant, lazy brutes. The problem liesin the unexplored tunnel s themselves, for which no maps exit.
Therein onewould quickly become hopelesdy log, to wander for dl eternity without finding an egressto
the upper world, wereit not for the fact that you would die of hunger or thirst or from the attack of
predators long before that.”



“Aye, | thought there’ d beacatch to it!” sniffed Klygon.

“How can you be so sure no exit to the upper world exists beyond the cavern where the yngoum
feed?’ | asked.

He shrugged casudly. “1 don’t know it,” he said indifferently, “1 just say that no one knows of one.
No, my friends, the only exit to the upper world of which we know for certain isthat by which you were
carried captive here” And he nodded toward alarge opening in the wal of the cavern across from the
fire-pit.

The opening he indicated by his nod was closed with heavy doors of wood and kept under
perpetua guard. | had often noticed it, but had not known until now that thiswas, in fact, the way to the
upper world.

“| gather, Delgan, that in your opinion we have little chance of escaping by that means?’
Mischief glittered in hisbright black eyes.

“Unless you possess remarkabl e supernatura powers, O Karn, | believe you will find that exit
impenetrable,” he said softly. “For beyond that portd lie the pens wherein the atrocious duth abide; and
the duth feed upon human flesh, whenever they may doso. . .”

| tightened my jaw grimly, and, beside me, Klygon shivered with an involuntary grimace. For the
duth were the enormous worm-mongers the cave-savages tamed for riding—if “tamed” be the proper
word. We certainly had no chance of fleeing through a cavern thronged by the immense, glistening
worms, for they could writhe and wriggle many times fagter than aman could run.

Likeal of our previous conversations on the theme of escape, this one ended in silence and
hopeless frudtration.

But there must be away out of the caverns—and | was determined to find it.

It was Klygon’smisfortune, alittle while after this, to have been on watch during one of the
infrequent invasions of the kraan. The mysterious enemies feared by the cave-savages did not very often
make an incursion into the chambers of the degenerate albinos, but when they did it marked the
termination of our captivity, in asense.

As| haveremarked earlier in this narrative, the fat white grubs the cave-dwellers herded like cattle
required little or no guarding. A day or two after our conversation with Delgan, Klygon was set to watch
over the herdswhile | was assgned the task of tending the fire-pit. My first intimation of the attack came
when Klygon, white-faced with terror, burst suddenly into the central cavern, squdling fearfully.

Behind him came afantadtic, clattering horde of chitin-clad monster-ants!

They were the Size of eephants, these ants, their dark red armor gleaming with an oily sheen, their
gaunt, bristling legs propelling them into the cavern with remarkable speed. There were scores of them,
and many crunched in their sharp-toothed mandibles the remnants of the juicy yngoum they had pounced
upon in thefar cavern. Glittering compound eyes sparkling with cold intelligence, the clatering horde
poured into the centra cavern, snatching up howling albino savages and ripping them asunder. They
moved like lightning and were upon the tribe in a second.

Roaring, some of the savages seized up rude flint-bladed spears and hurled them against the
foremost of the attackers, but to little avail. The crablike armor of the kraan were proof to the blades,
and, in mere moments the gigantic ants had swarmed over the defenders, daying most of them.

And then, as suddenly asthey had come upon us, the horde of giant ants vanished back into the
farther cavernsfrom which they had come. | later learned that, while they possessed a cold, emotionless
intelligence perhaps equad to that of the degenerate savages, they were totally unpredictable. They could
have invested the cavern in another few moments, and would probably have dain thetribe downtoits



last member. But someinexplicable message flashed among the scuttling, many-legged mongters, and as
if by some prearranged signal, they turned and poured back into the cavern in a chittering horde, and
were gone, leaving the herds devastated and perhaps a dozen of the tribe daughtered.

Klygon fell sobbing at my fest.

“I but nodded off, lad!” he blubbered. “ Forty winksis al—and the giant red creatures were upon
me, and | ran!”

“Y ou fool, you were supposed to sound the larm!” Delgan hissed. For once, his urbane elegance
had vanished, and hisface was a pae, twitching mask of ferd rage.

“I know—I know!” Klygon blubbered.

Then ahuge dirty hand snatched him to hisfeet, shook him asaterrier worriesarat, and flung him
facedown in the muck of the cavern floor. It was Gor-ya, wild-eyed with rage. Spitting with fury, he
began to vent hisrage on my smal, hapless friend. In one hand the savage chief held along barbed whip;
in the other he clutched my wriggling comrade. The whip rose and fdll, whistling through the air. Blood
spurted from the flesh of the squedling, kicking little Assassin, and | suddenly understood where Delgan
had got those raw, half-hedled welts that crisscrossed his back and shoulders.

| lost my heed.

I could not endure to watch idly, without intervention, while the brutal Gor-yawhipped Klygonto a
pulp.
The cave-man was head and shoulderstaller than |, and twice as heavy. Hisbroad, doping

shoulders and long, dangling, apelike arms lent him tremendous strength. | could hardly hope to engage
him in battle without a sword or spear or some manner of wespon.

And then the grest fire that roared in the shalow pit caught my eye.

Swift asthought, and without conscious volition, | stooped and snatched up a brand from thefire,
and sprang upon the growling bully whose whip rose and fell, scattering droplets of blood on the smoky
ar.

| thrust the flaming brand at his bowed legs, sngeing hisflesh.
Gor-yalurched back from the huddled, hapless figure of Klygon, bellowing with surprise and pain.

Hislittle red eyes, bright with rage and blood-lust, peered about, sghting me there with the blazing
brand clenched in my hand. With aroar of outraged fury he swung the whip up and brought it hissing
upon my breast. Pain licked through my flesh like atongue of fire.

Thelogica thing to do would have been to spring backward to avoid the stinging kiss of Gor-ya's
whip. But behind melay the shdlow pit filled with legping flames.

So | sprang forward, into the reach of histerrible arms.
Dropping the whip, he lunged for me with grasping paws.

If once those calloused paws closed on me, the unequal battle would be over. A half-grown boy, |
could not hope to fight the hulking savage on his own terms, hand to hand. Once those hands clamped
down on my arms, Gor-yawould maul and maim me, and in his present savage temper, he would either
kill me or cripple mewith hisbare hands.

So | did the only thing there was for me to do—and thrust the burning torch directly into hisface.

The matted tangle of hisfilthy hair caught fire and flared up with a crackling sound and a stench of
burning flesh.

Shrieking like agelded bull, Gor-ya staggered back, begting at his burning mane with scorched and



bligtering hands. Then hefel walowing in the muck of the cavern floor, franticaly daubing himsdf with
reeking mud to extinguish the flames.

| kndlt, dragged the blubbering form of Klygon to hisfeet, and thrust the whimpering little Assassin
into astumbling, staggering run, fiercely bidding him to get out of the vicinity while he could.

| would have fled mysdlf, hoping to elude the vengeance of Gor-yain the far tunnels, but | had
reckoned without the hulking tribesmen who flocked to the scene. One clouted me from behind with a
stone ax or club—I know not which—and the blow sent me to my knees.

Groggy from the smashing impact, | sprawled limply and in the next ingtant hairy, unwashed bodies
fdll upon me, pinning me helplessin the grip of many powerful arms, nearly crushing the breeth out of me.
Thetorch wastorn from my grasp.

A moment later they wrestled me to my feet and | blinked blearily into the enraged features of
Gor-ya.

In truth, hewas aghastly sight, hisugly, heavy-browed face amass of raw burns and blisters, half
his shaggy mane burned away, his venomouslittle eyes mad with killing fury. My heart sank within me
then, and | consigned my spirit to the gods, for the face of Gor-yawas murderous and | was helpless
and in hispower. A quick, brutal death waswhat | hoped for.

Panting heavily, clenching and unclenching his blistered paws, the shaggy ogrelike chieftain lurched
toward me. | had mere moments of lifeleft, and | knew it.

Then—to my complete surprise—adim, elegant figure interposed itsdf between the raging albino and
mysdif.

It was Delgan.

“No manner of death can be deemed fitting for such acrime, great chief,” he declared in aclear,
ringing voice, “but onel”

Growling an oath, Gor-yaraised one burly arm to deal him a buffet. But something in the smaler
man’s poise and demeanor made him check the blow.

“What death, cringing worm?’ Gor-ya demanded. Delgan bowed obsequioudy, shooting me a
nasty, smirking smile. When he spoke, his oily tones oozed servility, and had in them avile music of
sadigtic gloating that surprised me. Had | been wrong about the strange blue man with the clever,
glittering eyes? And had Klygon been right dl thistime, in his suspicions of Delgan’ strustworthiness?

“It hasbeen along time sincelast wefed . . . the God,” Delgan whispered suggestively.

Anevil littlelight gleamed in the piggish eyes of Gor-ya. Helicked hisbligtered lips. . . and my
heart sank within me. It was not going to be aquick degth, after all.

“Helifted his hand againgt the mighty chief Gor-ya,” hissed Delgan cunningly. “Isit not time the God
... fed?

A crud gloating expression came into the face of the savage who stood there, breathing heavily,
eyesglaring at mewith hideous malevolence. He grinned hungrily, revedling the rotting stubs of broken,
discolored teeth.

“Yah!” he grunted. “We feed him to the God—ow!”

Helifted one arm, gesturing. Armstightened about me to drag me away. But Delgan crept closer to
the huge form of his magter.

“Tomorrow,” hewhispered. “Give him al night to swest in fear.”
That tickled the crud fancies of Gor-ya. He threw back hisugly head and laughed harshly.



“Yah! Take him away! Tomorrow . . . the God eats!”

They dragged me off to adark pit and | caught a glimpse of Klygon’sface, white and wet and
distorted with horror, where he lingered on the edge of the crowd.

Then they thrust me over theedge and | fell into the pit, to await the morning. And the last thing |
saw asthey left meto the cold wet darkness and the misery of my own thoughts was the face of Delgan,
peering down over the edge of the pit . . . the cold, mocking face of Delgan, creased in aleering smile. .
. Delgan, whom | had thought my friend.

The Fourth Book
LORDSOF TIDE WORLD ABOVE

Chapter 13
Under the Peering Rays

For some days Janchan, Niamh, and the others dwelt undisturbed in the huge chamber of the Flying
City, as part of what the ancient philosopher Nimbaim had ironicaly termed “the Legion of the
Doomed.”

They were ahedthy, well-fed, physically robust lot, the captives of the Skymen. Nutritious broths,
cakes of highly enriched ceredls, and adelicious variety of meat Nimbalim assured the travelerswas
syntheticdly grown in breeding vats, comprised their diet. The perpetud radiance of strange lamps
suspended far above provided a stimulating and healthful illumination that was a precise imitation of
unlight.

For al their vigor and hedlth, however, the Legion of the Doomed were alistless, dispirited lot.
Their eyeswere empty of hope, dmost of cogitation, and, with nothing to do, they sprawled about on
mats or merely wandered to and fro without purpose. Janchan had never seen laboratory animals, for his
race was not of that level of technologica advancement, but the smilarity between the plump idleness of
guinea pigs being fattened for the experimenta lab and the healthy but spiritless humans penned by the
black men would have struck him, bad he known of such practices.

Therewas, quite literdly, nothing to do. And from long inactivity, the morae of the captives had
dwindled until will and ego were vestigial among them at best. They did not converse, or if they did, it
wasin the most desultory fashion. There was no activity among them, neither games nor communal
enterprises of any kind. They merely sat dumped, hands empty and dangling, eyes glassy with bore dom,
or wandered to and fro asaimlesdy as bubbles drifting upon a current.

The listlessness of their fellow-prisoners began to get on Janchan’ s nerves. He sought to engage
them in conversation, to learn of their origins and professions, to enlist themin games. To dl such
attempts to arouse them from their stupor, however, they responded with disinterested monaosyllables or
merdy with blank stares,



There were, however, afew who, like Nimbaim, stroveto retain their sanity. Nimbalim tutored
some of the brighter, less mentally dead of the captivesin mathematics, philosophy, logic. With thefew
younger persons who gathered about the ancient philosopher, Janchan struck up friendships. Many of
these, the till aert ones, had been born in captivity herein Calidar. They knew nothing of the outer
world, nothing of the great planet beneath them, where tens of thousands of men and women of their
kind lived and fought and loved and hunted, sang songs, pursued gods, created art, and worshiped gods.

Tothem The World Below was as much of alegend asthis very Flying City had been to those who
dwelt in thetregtop cities. It wasatwist of irony, and had Janchan been in better spirits, he might have
appreciated theirony of it. However, he was sinking into despondency and despair himsalf, and was
beginning to fed desperate.

“The only thing to do isto contrive our escape from this nightmare redlm of living deeth,” he
confided to his comrades.

“| agree,” said Niamh, “but how shal we manageit? The only door is of solid meta and must weigh
tons. Furthermoreit islocked or barred in some fashion on the outside, and here within it presentsonly a
smooth, unbroken surface.”

“I know—I know!” Janchan groaned.

“Our food and drink come from panelsin the wall, which seem to be operated automaticaly, and
which are gpertures too small to admit the passage of ahuman body, anyway,” she added.

“| am aware of that, aswell,” he sighed. “Nevertheless, | intend to keep my eyes and ears open.
Sooner or later we will be presented with the opportunity to make our escape, and | plan to be ready
when that moment comes.”

“It is blagphemy, to speak of wishing to escape from the Holy City of the Gods,” Arjdasaid, “and
my Divine cousinswill punish you for your iniquities.” But her heart was not redlly init, and, asno one
paid her any attention, anyway, she lgpsed into glum silence.

Thefollowing day there came abreak in their routine. The great door unexpectedly did open and
superb black men with disdainful faces, armed with curious glassy rods, appeared, and for once the
dull-eyed captives displayed animation. They squeaked, cowered, fled from the appearance of their
masters.

The black men stepped through the milling throng without glancing to left or right. 1t was the four
newcomers they were after, and, for al the interest they displayed in the mob of other captives, they
might have been aherd of frightened but harmless sheep.

Janchan permitted himself to be taken, and stopped his companions when they would have fled, for
he desired to discover more concerning the mysterious supermen who ruled this fantastic aerid city.

Light leashes were settled around their throats. Janchan, Arjaa, Zarga, and Niamh the Fair were
singled out of the throng and were led from the great chamber into a domed corridor beyond. From
thence they wereled into abrilliantly lit |aboratory, with openwork metal-frame tables rigged before
immense screens of ground glass.

Then they were stripped naked. When the Skymen laid hands on Niamh and Arjaafor this
purpose, Janchan sprang among them and knocked down two of the ebon-skinned attendants. Another
stepped up behind him and laid the glassy rod he carried against the back of the prince’ s neck. Frightful
agony exploded in hisbrain and Janchan redled and would have falen had not two of the Skymen seized
him and held him erect. The glassy rods evidently carried acharge of dectricity and served rather like
bull-prods. He was dazed but conscious, dthough temporarily unable to move hislimbs, dueto the
temporary paralysisinduced by the electrical charge which overloaded and, for the moment, had burned
out his motor-nerves.



They stripped him of his clothing and clamped him upright in the framework table of meta rods.
Then they did the same to the two women. Niamh endured their touch stoically and without protest, and,
infact, they handled her as casudly and impersonadly as a veterinarian might handle adomesticated
animd. But Arjda protested vehemently.

“My Divine cousins, isit possible you do not recognize one of your own kind? ‘ Tisl-Arjda,
Incarnate Goddessin Ardha. Take your hands off me, you—you—*

Then one of the black-skinned men touched her with the eectric rod and she screamed deafeningly.
They stripped away her gorgeous raiment, gems crunching underfoot asthey pinned her againgt the metal
framework and clamped her writhing limbsinto place. Janchan, till groggy from histaste of the rod but
scarlet with outrage and fury, struggled againgt his bonds but could not free himself in order to spring to
her assstance.

Two of the beautiful black men stood apart from this scene, viewing it dispassionately.

“Odd, isit not, Kalistus, how the brutes jabber and squea —-most asiif they were capable of
gpeech?’ said oneamusedly.

The other nodded thoughtfully. “Y es, Raidux, but | am more interested in the ingtinct by which the
male seeksto defend the female: a crude presentiment of the civilized ethic of chivalry. And then, thereis
the curious use of rags and scraps of vegetable matter, a sort of anticipation of the habit of clothing the
body. It never failsto interest me how closely the animas come to imitating true humans such as
oursglves”

“Wdll, thereisnothing in it to mystify the true scientist.” Ralidux shrugged. “ There are cregturesin
The World Below which gather together nuts and stones and bits of bright feathers or leaves, likearich
man accumulating ahoard of treasure; and insects capable of building hanging nests or even bridges
between the tree-branches, that employ some of the higher principles of stress-architecture. And, of
course, as everyone knows, there are forms of insectoid life which possess an ingtinct for certain forms
of rudimentary socid order, even acaste system. Theingtinctive mimicry by which the four-limbed
mammals, such asthese, imitate civilized humanity are but another manifestation of Nature’ s sense of
hurmor.”

“Of courseyou areright; but it never fallsto intrigue me,” Kaistus said indifferently. “Well, let us get
onwithit.

The four were now stripped and spread-eagled upon the framework of meta rods. Now, as
Kalistus gave the command, the huge ground-glass screens were whedled into place and strangely
brilliant beams of colorlesslight probed at the bodies of the four subjects. Peering through goggleswith
heavy lenses a the glowing screens, Ralidux and Kaistus could scrutinize the muscles, bones, glands,
and organs of the four subjects, visible to their eyes due to the peculiar penetrative power of the light
rays.

“Splendid subjects for the L-sequence experimentation,” Ralidux observed. “Thefemales, in
particular, are superb specimens. Look at the endocrine glands of the juvenile female, and the frontal
|obes of the older. And the musculature of the male, in particular. Admirable!”

“I agree,” Kaistus murmured. “But the fourth specimen is something new to my experience. An
unknown species, | am certain of it. | must inquire of the learned Clyon if be has record of awinged
proto-humanoid having ever been examined before. Observe that the wings are obvioudy functiond.
Notice the porous nature of the larger bones, and that ribs and minor bones seem to be hollow, to lessen
the weight. The musculature of the wing-systemsis particularly ingenious. This specimen we must surely
not waste on idle L-sequence experimentation. Mark the winged one specimen *X-1" and set it asdefor
the dissection chamber, will you?”

Zargafound himsdf able to understand the speech of the Skymen, as, indeed, did Janchan, to his



amazement. It was an antique variant of their own language, one which stressed certain vowelsina
peculiar manner, and durred certain consonants—but not to the extent that the words could not be hazily
followed.

“Gods and Demigods,” said Janchan hoarsely, “can’t you understand that we are men like you, and
not animals? It was Zarga’ skind that built this FHlying City of yoursin thefirst place, you black-skinned
maniacs Dissection—Zargal They can’t mean it—*

Kalistus and Ralidux, bent over the glowing screens, busily directing the penetrative raysto this
organ and that, paid precisely the same attention to the mouthings of the experimental subjectsthat a
Terrene scientist would to the squedling or grunting of the guinea pigs he was examining. Whichisto say,
not the dightest.

| fear they do mean it, friend Janchan, Zarga answered solemnly. Be of good cheer; it would seem
we are now to be parted, but we may yet meet again. Farewell!

“Zargal” Janchan shouted. But the Kaood, till strapped erect to the standing frame,” waswhedled
out of the room at the directive of Kdistus, who followed the attendants from the chamber, leaving
Ralidux behind to switch off the penetrative lamps.

“Y ou—damnable—unfeding—snakes!” Janchan panted, glaring at the indifferent black-skinned
Skyman. For amoment their eyes met, and the young prince glared furioudy into the cool, indifferent,
quicksver gaze of the black man.

At something in the eyes of Janchan, Raidux shivered involuntarily. It wasamost asif he had
discovered apark of intelligencein the blank gaze of abeast. Shuddering involuntarily, he hastily
averted hiseyes. It was only later that he wondered why he had done so; after al, however manlikein
form the brute might seem, hewas till only abrute.

“Removethem,” he said to the attendants, “and return them to their quarters. Oh, and return to
them their rags; | have noticed they are quieter and more tractable when permitted to clutch their scraps
of cloth about themsdlves.”

The three were taken down—Janchan grim-faced and glowering, Niamh pae but frigid with disdain.
Asfor Arjaa, the Goddess was sobbing in uncontrollable hysteriaat being so casualy handled—stripped,
coldly examined, and subjected to that frightful lash of eectric pain—and by the Gods she believed to be
her own cousins. It was an unthinkable humiliation, and dl the way back to the great domed room where
they were penned up with the others, she was scarlet with embarrassment, shaken, and in tears.

Niamh sought to sooth her.

“Dear Arjda, it isaswe have been trying to tell you, they are not gods at dl, but merely adivergent
branch of our own race, gone mad with pride and folly!”

Arjaasnatched hersdlf away from the girl’ s soothing touch, and once they had been returned to the
great domed chamber where Nimbalim anxioudy awaited them, she drew agpart and flung herself down
in acorner to weep in vexation until her eyes were red and puffy, her throat raw, and her brain so
exhaugted that she was ableto fal into a nervous, uneasy dumber, shot through and through with
haunted nightmarish dreams.

Her world was destroyed, her most cherished beliefs proven to be unfounded myths. Isit any
wonder she was distraught?

Mot horrible of dl-they had taken away her amphashand to be cut up aive, under the cold
scrutiny of the inhuman black mongters with eyeslike gelid pools of mercury.

Arjaacould delude hersdf only so far; shewasfar too intdligent to live alie forever. And she, like
Janchan and Zarga, had recognized the tenor of converse between the two black Skymen. She knew



what “dissection” meant. She knew the horrid agony that awaited the helpless Ka ood benegath the bright
lights and the sterile knives—and her mind winced and shuddered and recoiled in loathing at the
knowledge.

Her gods were not gods but monsters of inhuman cruelty. Not supermen, but cold-blooded,
torturing maniacs. It wasintolerable, unendurable! But it wasthe truth, and she must faceit. She had
been completely wrong, in her spoiled pride and vanity and stubborn blindness. And the others. . . they
hed beenright al adong.

Let usleave her to her londly agony of salf-knowledge, astherein the sunlit hall, among the vapid,
listless, wandering captives, the Goddess discovered hersdlf to be nothing more than awoman, and a
proud, foolish, overweening one, & that.

Chapter 14
Beast or Human?

Following the examination of the beast-creatures, Raidux returned to his quartersto make entries
concerning the newly acquired test-subjectsin hislog of experiments. He felt obscurely troubled, dmost
uneasy, but the cause of these perturbations was too elusive to be given aname.

Concluding his note-taking, the ebon savant drank agoblet of an effervescent beverage, supped
lightly on herbcakes, and strolled into his garden thinking to relieve his mind by meditating on the
beauties of cultivated foliage. But the peace of mind he sought continued to elude him.

The garden of Raidux wasafairyland of immense, hybrid blossoms, some of which glowed
luminously againgt the gloom, while others shed on the evening air exquisite perfumes. Narrow paths
strewn with radiant crystal dust meandered between banks of mysteriousflowers. Artificia fountains
tinkled in the murmurous sllence, and smdll bridges arched over wandering rivulets.

TheHying City generally floated at aheight of Six or saven miles above the surface of the planet, at
alevel some miles abovethetops of even thetadlest trees. Theair wasthin and cold, but breathable even
at this extreme height, asthe leafage of the giant trees, transmuting carbon monoxide into oxygen by the
process of photosynthesis, released copious supplies of the gasinto the upper layers of the atmosphere.
However, the temperatures at this extreme height were arctic, and the gardens of Ralidux were roofed
with domes of crystal so that the delicate blooms would not become blighted by the chill.

It was night on the World of the Green Star. The impenetrable mists which velled the skies of the
planet hid the stars from view, and, as thisworld went unaccompanied by any lunar attendants, the night
was one of intensest gloom. In the velvety darkness, the phosphorescent flowers shimmered like ghostly
lamps, dimly crimson, dark gold, glowing jade and amethyst and lucent azure.

The flowers were grouped so that their colored luminosities should show to best advantage by
contrast. The hybrids had been bred for thisluminosity through patient toil. Radioactive sdts, mingled in
their soil-beds, resulted in their phosphorescence. Generdly, the luminous beauty of his garden soothed
and made tranquil the mind of Raidux. On this particular evening, however, tranquility € uded him.

Theintelligence of the ebon savant was of far too high an order to permit him the luxury of
sef-deluson. Raidux knew the cause of his perturbation lay in the al-too-human emotion he had
glimpsed in the eyes of one of the ma e specimens—the one his notes listed as L-3394-M. Ralidux had
examined the bodies of many of the captive beast-creatures before; usualy, they were either pardyzed



by fear or duggish and agpathetic. The quick response he had observed in this particular specimen,
however, had been occasioned by the laboratory attendants’ handling of one of the femaes. Asit
happened, very few female specimens had ever been taken captive on zawkaw raids before, and those
few had generally been of advanced age. The protective instincts of the male specimens, therefore, had
seldom been roused before in the presence of Raidux.

That the specimen should possess such ingtincts, indicative of ahigher order of intelligence than was
generaly conceded to the beast-crestures, puzzled him. Raidux bad studied with greeat curiosity the
annas of the past, and knew that human beings such as himsdf possessed an ingtinct for the protection
of their women. Heretofore he had dways regarded the ingtinct as atoken of high intelligence, an ingtinct
denied to the lower orders of mammalian life. To observeit in the conduct of this particular mae
specimen intrigued his curiogty.

An interrogative mewling cry disturbed the tiliness of the dark garden. A small, deekly furred
creature emerged from the boughs of aglossy-leafed bush and sprang lightly to his shoulder. Absently,
he fondled its slken ears as his pet mlimnoth turned its huge, moony eyes upon him plaintively.

“By rights the specimens ought to display an intelligence no higher than yours, my littlefriend,”
Raidux murmured, stroking the silken blue fur of the dainty, marmoset-like cregture. “ And itseyes
should contain no brighter spark than do your own,” he added, asthe ddlicate little creature peered at
him with immense eyes of luminous amber. “1 wonder . . . isit possible the beast-creatures are evolving
into ahigher order?’

Onimpulse, the beautiful black man reentered his gpartments and touched dials set in the wall
beneath an octagon of dimly lucent crysta. Light glowed behind the crystal pane and, before long, there
formed within the plate the face of an older person whose lined features and glaring quickslver eyes

displayed ill-temper.

“Forgive mefor disturbing you at so late an hour, esteemed Clyon,” began Raidux. Theimage cut
him off with aquick gesture.

“To have thusinterrupted my preliminary meditationsis an affront,” the aged savant said.
“However, | was but sampling my variety of essences and extracts, preparatory to creating the
appropriate mood of inner serenity. What isthe cause of thislate call?’

“Kaistusand | were subjecting some recently captured beast-creatures to the penetrative rays. |
thought | detected signs of superior intelligence in one mae specimen, when afemae, perhapsits mate,
was being handled by the attendants.”

“Theingtinct of the maeto protect the femae should afford you no particular surprise,” sniffed the
elder with some asperity. “ The protective instinct has been noted in previous cases-the records of the
7-sequence, | believe, preserve the observance.”

Ralidux shook his head.

“Not so, honorable Clyon. | have just scrutinized those records, and in that particular the protective
ingtinct was displayed by abrood-female, angered by the molestation of her cubs.”

“Isthat 07" Clyon queried absently. “Well, perhapsyou are correct. At any rate, the datum is not
sufficiently important to cause me to postpone my meditations. The L-sequenceisin your hands, yours
and those of young Kdistus, and have naught to do with my own studies.”

“I waswondering if the beast-creatures might not be evolving into ahigher order,” Raidux
suggested diffidently. Clyon’ simage looked first amused, then indignant.

“An heretica concept, young Ralidux! Over nine millennia have passed since theimmorta Lysippus,
with the concurrence of the Council of Science, established the doctrine of the bestidity of the creatures,
and their innateinferiority.”



Raidux nodded. “Y es, senior, but the same Council aso established the doctrine of evolution,
according to which the lower orders are consistently striving toward superior forms and higher
refinements of their intellectua processes.”

Clyon eyed him sternly.

“The hour of my meditation approaches,” he said with findity. “My mood of passive receptivity
must be encouraged, dueto thisdday, by imbibition of anarcotic. Y our interruption was poorly timed,
and the direction of your thinking leads toward heretical doctrine. Beware of intellectud error, my young
friend. Continue the L-sequence as bade by Council decree, and cease pondering these dangerous
fdlacies”

Before Ralidux could protest, the image faded from the octagond plate and Clyon’ s voice faded
from the recelver, leaving the beautiful black man done with histhoughts.

Thevery next morning, Ralidux digpatched two attendants to the chamber where the specimens
were penned, with awritten order to deliver two of the specimensinto his persond care. An hour later
Janchan and Arjdafound themsalves imprisoned in an opaque cdl for two on ahigher leve of the
citaddl. The captives were unaware of the scrutiny of Ralidux.

Their sudden separation from Niamh and the ancient philosopher aroused in both inward
trepidations upon which they did not care to dwell. 1t had been bad enough, when Katistus had carried
off Zargathe Kaood for the gridy purpose of dissection. But now, to be removed from the common cell
indicated they were about to be subjected to torments al the more loathsome in that they were
undefined and even unimaginable.

Arjaacurled in thefar corner of the cubicle, awoeful and sullen figure. Janchan, striving to relieve
her of her unspoken fears, put the best interpretation on the events he could, and tried to hearten her

through optimiam.
When thisfailed, he made her as comfortable as he could, saw that supplies of food and water
were within her reach, and squatted before the entry pand asif on sentinel duty.

Through acleverly concedled spy-hole, Ralidux observed the way in which the mae tended to the
femaein asolicitous manner, and, seemingly, mounted guard over her nest. These seemed to himto
possess dl the earmarks of arefined and even civilized intelligence. He would have much preferred it
had the two specimens squalled and capered about, jabbering like frightened brutes. Their economy of
gesture and restraint of deportment, together with the obvious solicitude tendered to the female, roused
within him again those nameless and heretica forebodings against which the senior savant had issued
gern warning the night before.

After atime, Raidux inserted adumber-inducing essence into the air system of the cubicle.
Disdaining the use of attendants, once both specimens had succumbed, he then entered himsalf and
studied the form of the deeping femae. Her garments were rags and her ornaments seemed to histaste
barbaric baubles on a class with the colored pebbles or vivid feathers found in ajackdaw’ s nest or a
pack rat’ shoard. Y et her features were symmetrical and her limbs delicately curved. Had it not been for
the unearthly tawny amber hue of her flesh, so unlike hisownrich jet hide, and for the weird floating
mane of silken fur which hid her scalp and flowed uncleanly down her back and shoulders, she could
amogt have been ahuman being.

He examined her curioudy, with an inner excitement he was hardly aware of, noting the voluptuous
curves of hipsand thighs and the soft rondure of her magnificent breasts. Something stirred to life within
him—something which he had never previoudy experienced, and something which he found strangely
disturbing.

There were no female members of the race of the Skymen. According to authentic doctrine, the
race had aways perpetuated itself by cellular fission and the cloning process, followed by |aboratory



incubation. The decree of the Council of Science had been intact from time immemorid, that the race
was devoid of the female component, and that the division into sexes and reproduction by brute
copulation were marks of the beast, known only to the lower orders of mammalian life. Whence,
therefore, this strange excitement that welled within him? Whence this trembling urgency, this curious
hunger to touch—to caress and fondle? Why did his heart race, histemplesthrob, his breath comein fast,
hot panting?

Leaning over the deeping figure, his nogtrils distended so asto drink in the warm perfume of her
naked flesh, Raidux without realizing it extended his hand and dmost stroked the silken hair of the
UNCONSCious woman.

A moment later, he snatched his hand back, arresting the half-completed gesture. Thetips of his
fingerstingled, asif he had nearly touched live cods.

Abruptly, he turned about and | eft the cubicle, closing the entry panel behind him. The excitement
within him shook the very core of hisbeing with a violence akin to nausea. He mixed and drank a potent
beverage to cam his pounding heart and cool hisblood, and resolved to have the specimens removed
from their isolation in his private |aboratory and returned to their pen in the centrd citadd!.

But not now . . . tomorrow, perhaps. . .

Strive though he did to involve himsdlf in other matters, he could not erase from hismind the
speculation that if the female were painted black, her pate shaved of its unseemly growth of animd fur,
shewould resemblein dmost every detail ahuman being of hisown species. . .

A...femde... of hisspecies.
Now, why should that thought cause him such strange excitement?

Chapter 15
The Madnesso f Kalistus

After Kalistus saw the winged, golden-skinned creature safely ingtaled in the private laboratory
which adjoined his own apartments, he dismissed the attendants with a curt nod and bustled about,
gathering hisingruments.

Zargathe Kadood watched his every movement with close attention. Theinstruments which Kdistus
selected from wall cabinets bore no resemblance to knives or scalpels, but were calipers and measuring
devices of smilar nature. By this, the Winged Man perceived he was not a once to be subjected to the
horrors of the dissection table.

The black savant began noting the width, length, and circumference of Zarga’ slimbs, tracing his
skeletd system and outlining his musculature on a drawing tablet, after sudying the interior of the
Winged Man'’ s physique through glowing lamps obvioudy identica with the penetrative rays previoudy
employed.

Looking up abgtractedly from hisinstruments, Kalistus found himsdf looking directly into the eyes
of the experimenta subject. They werein nowise human, those eyes, lacking the whites. They werelarge
and purple and luminous, and the expression in them was one of habitud melanchaly.

If the eyes of abeast can be said to have expression, thought Kaistus wryly, in comment on his



own poor choice of phrase.

| am not abeast but a sentient being such asyou, yoursdlf, was the next thought that flashed through
the mind of Kdistus. He blinked bright quicksilver eyes, with an involuntary shiver. The thought had
come from no where, acool, dien message impinging upon hisown menta processes asif by telepathy.

That isthe correct term for the menta transmissions the members of my race use for
communication. We lack the organs of audible speech, arid, you will observe, the organs of hearing as
wall.

Inweird juxtapodtion to this peculiar sequence of thought, the winged creature touched with long
fingertipsitstemples, where the ears would gppear on a human being. The fingers touched nothing but
smooth golden hide tightly stretched over unbroken bone.

A prickling of awe, not unmixed with superdtitious fear, went through Kaistus. He sat, staring rigidly
at thetal, ungainly figurein the cage. Mad—|" m going mad, he thought dazedly.

Permit meto correct you. Y ou have been mad, like dl your race, who have for untold generations
ressted the arguments of evidence and reason, perssting in their insane delusion that the manlike
denizens of The World Below are mindless beasts, whereasin fact, they too are sentient beings, and
your own distant descendants, or at any rate, the descendants of a common ancestor.

Thistime there was no doubt about it. The thought sequences did not originate within his own brain,
but were somehow projected into his mind from an exterior source. The thought was frightening—
terrifying.

Do not fear me, | mean you no harm for al that you intend to dissect me asif | wereacrawling
worm and riot abeing asintelligent and as human as yoursalf. And here Kalistus observed avery human
smile on the lipless mouth of the winged creature. The expression in the sad purple eyeswas one of

gentle sympathy.

Kalistus sprang to hisfeet, shaken with the violence of hisemotions, and ddliberately turned away
from those sad, thoughtful purple eyesthat seemed to probeinto his heart as easly asthey probed into
the depths of hismind. With shaking fingers he poured aclear greenfluid into asmall meta cup from a
decanter and drank the heady liquid inasingle gulp.

“Isit possible that one of my rivals, jeslous of my eminence and favor with the Council, has
perfected amental communicator and seeks by its use to drive me mad?’ he muttered to himsdlf. His
limbswere trembling and his brow dewed with globules of cold perspiration. He felt the uncanny
pressure of unseen eyes and whirled with astartled cry, to meet again the sympathetic gaze of the gaunt,
winged creature, which shook its head.

There are none present but you and |, nor are you being subjected to the assault of acunning rival. |
am Zarqathe Kaood, the last of an ancient race of Winged Men who ruled this planet in remote,
prehistoric times before the evolution of other men. When theriders of your hunting hawks took captive
my winglessfriends and mysdf, we were en route to one of the cities of the wingless peoplein aflying
machine invented ages ago by my kind, who conquered the skies and built such aeria metropolisesas
thisvery city of Cdidar

“No!” Kalistus cried, asif to slence by the vehemence of hisretort the quiet inward voice that
threatened his reason. The Winged Man continued to regard him with thoughtful and sympathetic eyes.

Like mysdlf, the wingless people upon which you so mercilesdy experiment are human beings—n
every way as human asyou, Kaistus, or your compatriot, Ralidux, came the cool, dien thoughts which
intruded upon the whirling chaos of his dazed mind. Kadistus shook his head violently, asif to clear his
wits.

“You liel What you say ismadness! Y ou are not remotely human, and the wingless creatures taken



with you are squaid and mindless animas. Humans are erect, wingless bipeds with slver eyes, hairless
pates, and black skins, who dwell doft in the Flying Cities, of which Caidar isbut one of severd.
Intelligent races do not exist in The World Below—it isahowling wilderness wherein dwell naught but
savage bessts. But . . . why am | answering what can only be the seething thoughts of an insane brain?
Kalistus broke off bewilderedly.

To be human is not aspecific term of biology, but ameasure of theintelligence of abeing, and of its
affection and concern for other beings, came the quiet telepathic intruson once again. | am human, for |
love my friends and fed sympathy for you in your torment. | am, therefore, as human as you, despite the
trivid differencesin the design of our bodies. My comrades are human, aswell, and you must note that
they differ from you only in the hue of skin and eyes, and in the matter of hirsute adornment. But neither
humanity nor sentience may be defined by such triviaasthe color of skin; surely you are sufficiently
intelligent to grasp that obviousfact.

Kalistus again turned away and strode nervoudy the length of the laboratory. At the portd, he
hesitated asif undecided.

Y our race persstently clingsto the belief that you are the only intelligent creatures to inhabit the
planet. But you are wrong. The wingless creatures dwell in cities not particularly lesscivilized or less
beautiful than this, dthough with alower order of technology. Y ou cannot deny the possibility of this
information by the reiteration of dogma set down by the Council of Science, for neither you nor the
Council have ever bothered to explore The World Below; had you done so, even out of smple curiosity,
you would have discovered, ensconced in the branches of the giant trees, intricate and splendid cities of
glittering crystas, the homes of arace no less human and no lessintelligent, than your own . . . and
congderably more civilized, in that they would shrink in horror from the very thought of conducting
scientific experiments upon other human beings. . .

Kalistus touched the control stud. The door pand did open. He staggered into the next room, as
the pand did shut behind him.

Theingdious mental whisperings of an dien mind ceased.

Thefollowing day Kadistus found excusesto avoid hislaboratory. The winged creature, of course,
was safely penned up and the mechanism of the cage automaticaly supplied sufficiencies of food and
drink. Kdistus debated with himsdf a length that day, while wandering aimlessy through the public
ways, strolling in the central gardens, and seeted in atheater which projected intricate colored lights
delicately attuned to the fluctuationsin tone of adry, mathematica music.

At thefirst Signs of aberration, the Skymen of Calidar were supposed to report their conditionto a
system of thought-police employed by the Council to maintain order. The obligatory code of behavior
was deeply ingrained in the Cdidarians from birth. Kalistus, however, managed to restrain himsdlf from
diaing the thought-police due to the peculiar nature of his aberration, which seemed artificialy imposed
from without, rather than caused by disturbances from within. He had not entirely ruled out the
possihilities of amentd attack launched againgt him by ajealous scientific rival.

When at length he did reenter the laboratory, he found the Winged Man seated in precisely the
same position he had |eft him in, and the food and water apparently untouched.

Kalistus did not approach Zarga’' s cage until he had generated through al six sides of the laboratory
an eectricd interference barrier precisaly tuned to the wavel engths of human thought. Thiswould seem
to render impossible any mentd interference with hisbrain from an externa source.

As he approached the cage, however, the mental communications resumed, precisaly as before.

Intheinterval since our last conversation, | have conceived of severd teststo which you may
subject mein order to proveto yoursdlf that | am indeed an intelligent being, and that the telepathic
communication you are experiencing truly comes from my own brain and not that of some remote



enemy. Give me adrawing pad and awriting implement and | will, a your request, draw geometric
forms, smple or complex. Come! Use the intelligence upon which you so esteem your race.

Hisface haggard, his brilliant eyes dull and haunted, Kdistus reached with numb fingersfor the note
pad on hisdesk and took up the indelible stylus beside it and, without conscious valition, did them
between the bars of the cage into the waiting hands of Zargathe Kaood.

Clyon, senior savant of the immortaity experiments, had upon severa occasons secretly observed
the actions of hisjunior, the youth Ralidux. The system of spy rays used for this unsuspected scrutiny
employed vison crysta's embedded in the celling fixtures of each chamber in the gpartments assigned to
the younger Skyman. Similar crystds were to be found in every resdencein the citadd, save in those of
savants superior to Clyon’ s degree. In this manner the Council of Science kept under continuous
scrutiny, when necessary, those scholars suspected of heretical thought or antisocia behavior. Only the
hereditary monarch, alistless youth named Thalius, the nobles of his party, and those who adhered to a
riva faction led by one Prince Pdlicrates, were immune to this secret scrutiny.

The peculiar tenor of the questions Ralidux had asked of Clyon during their brief communication a
day or two earlier had aroused suspicionsin the mind of the older savant. Thus, through the secret spy
rays, he observed as Ralidux selected from the central pens two specimens, one mae and the other
femae, and penned them within hislaboratory. What he did with them could not be easily ascertained,
for the cubicle in which they were penned was constructed of a substance entirely opagueto light waves
and to the subtler frequencies of the vison crystas.

Whatever the nature of his experiments, Ralidux could not be caught in any suspicious activities, so,
consigning the younger sage to the scrutiny of one of his agents, Clyon thought of the companion of
Raidux one Kdistus, who shared with the other respongbility for the L-sequence of immortaity
experiments.

It was not impossible that the heresy, if heresy it indeed proved to be, had spread to Kaistus as
well thusinfecting both. As soon asthis thought occurred to Clyon, the old man attuned his spy-ray
equipment to the frequency of the crystals embedded in the ceiling of the apartments of Kaistusand
waited for the swirling miststo clear in the vison screen. When they did he watched as Kalistus busied
about with some idle business whose nature Clyon did not understand.

The young savant was seated at his desk staring with blank, expressionlessfeatures and
horror-filled eyes at severd sheets of tablet paper embossed with peculiar geometric designsin anest,
careful hand. Increasing the magnifying power of hisdia settings, Clyon narrowly scrutinized these
geometrica designs, dert for thetaint of heresy.

However, they were, or seemed to be, not only harmless but meaningless aswell. Upon one sheet
had been carefully drawn atriangle, asquare, acircle, an elipse, acube, and acone, and other sheets
contained drawings of more complex forms such as ahexagon, a pardleogram, an octagon, a pentagon,
and suchlike. Clyon could find in these drawings nothing which should warrant the blank-eyed horror
clearly visiblein the drawn features of Kaistus.

Hedid not observethe Kdood initscell, or if hedid, he thought nothing of it.
HQ resolved to bide histime.

Assigning asecond agent to the scrutiny of the gpartments of Kalistus, he robed himsdf in glittering
stuff and departed for asociad function in the palace of Prince Palicrates, to whose faction he belonged.

It occurred to Clyon that both Ralidux and Kalistus were members of the faction loya to Prince
Thalius, the reigning monarch of Cdidar, whose enemy was his own magter, Pallicrates.

And it did not fail to occur to him that, should he be so fortunate asto discover either Ralidux or
Kalistusor both—tainted with heresy and experimenting in defiance of approved doctrine, to such an



extent that the Council of Science would feet it necessary to discredit or remove the young men, it would
be adight blow to the prestige of the Thallian loyaigts, while restoring control of the L-sequenceto the
Pdlicratians.

It looked promising.

Waiting for hisfloating bubble-car to arrive at the landing of hisresidence, Clyon fussily adjusted
thefoldsof hisgarment, smiling dightly to himsdlf, humming alittle tune.

Chapter 16
The Cunning of Clyon

That night Ralidux tossed and turned feverishly on his silken couch, unable to attain the serenity
needful for dumber. The seductive curves of Arjaa’ sbody haunted his dreams when at length the
imbibing of asoporific succeeded in inducing the deep he seemed € sewise unableto find.

He awoke listless and weary, with a headache and little appetite. Both conditions were dien to him,
and the cause of both he correctly ascribed to the strange influence of Arjda.

During the day he spied many times upon the two subjects. They behaved likerational creatures,
the male tending to and comforting the fears of the femae. They conversed in low tones, or at least
exchanged the meaningless jabber they made in perverse imitation of human speech. And, again, like
rational creatures and in nowise like the natural behavior of beasts, they shared the food and drink
supplied by the automatic mechanism of the cubicle, without quarreling over it.

But that was absurd, of course, for they were beast-creatures brought here from The World Below,
and not rationd cresturesat all.

Recdling the circumstances of their capture reminded Ralidux that, when sei zed, they had been
nesting in something which seemed to resemble a man-made machine. He read again the report of the
captain of the zawkaw expedition and found hisimagination excited in anew direction. For the
description of the machinetallied in considerable detail to the sky-deds employed by the Skymen of
Cdidar in aremote epoch. A specimen or two of theingenious flying machine might be found in the
Cdidarian musaum

inthe centrd citadd; Ralidux vaguely recaled that the secret of powering the agrid vehicles had
been logt ages ago, and the last mechanism of thiskind to have possessed the ahility of flight had
become exhausted amillennia before.

He resolved to examine the artifact at once. If it was truly ahuman antiquity, even if powerless, it
would be an interesting discovery. And, by some odd chance, should it still possessthe power of flight, it
would be afamous discovery and would vastly enhance his own prestige and that of hisfaction, the
Thallian.

Also it would take hismind off the peculiarly fascinating female. . .

The zawkaw from his stables was, by alucky chance, one of those who had been employed in the
origina capture, and thusthe hunting hawk, like dl his quite intelligent kind, easily found itsway back to
the branch on which the Calidarian expedition had captured Niamh, Arjaa, Janchan, and Zargathe
Kaood days before.



Dismounting, Raidux gpproached the sky-ded, his excitement mounting. He pushed aside the
heavy golden leavesto obtain aclear view of the craft. Instead he got a shock of surprise that
momentarily rendered him speechless.

For there stood his compatriot, Kdistus, examining the very craft Ralidux had come hereto
discover.

In his surprise he gave voice to an involuntary cry. Hearing it, Kaistus glanced about, spied the
astounded Raidux, and frozein an identical pose of astonishment.

The two Cdidarians sared at each other without speaking for amoment. The same suspicion
passed through the mind of each—that is, that the other was a secret member of therival Pdlicratian
faction, here to execute a coup—but, of course, thiswas not true.

Kalistus, driven by the haunting dread that the words of Zarga were truth, had come here to
ascertain for himsdf the veracity of the Winged Man’ s statement that the sky-ded was operationd. But
he could not imagine what had possessed his comrade, Ralidux, to the same mission, and puzzled over
hismotive.

“Whatever are you doing here?’ asked Kdistus.

“Whatever are you doing here?’ asked Ralidux, dmost in the same breath.

“I ... became curious over Captain Plycidus’ report on the capture of the recent beast-creatures. .
. the nest in which they were discovered seemed to resemble the antique sky-deds used by our
ancestors.”

“Much thesamein my case”

Thetwo beautiful black men stood silent, eyeing each other with vestigiad suspicion, for amoment
unableto think of anything elseto say. Each could not hel p noticing that the other looked drawn and

haggard.
But neither guessed the reason for the other’ s distraught condition.

Together they began to examine the sky-ded. And, of course, they discovered it to be operable till.

The mighty room was compaosed entirdly of mirrors, floor, circular walls, domed ceiling. It waslit by
enormous, wan globes of light which floated hither and thither, like bubbles of luminescence drifting on
the breeze. Thelords and princelings of the Cdidarian Skymen, attired and jeweled in exquisite taste,
strolled about gossping, exchanging quips, listening to the muted songs of minstrels, sampling essences.

Thewily Clyon noticed his master, Prince Pdllicrates, across the length of the glimmering room and
headed toward him by a devious route. Catching the eye of Pallicrates he made a certain sign which the
leader of the faction was sure to comprehend, then wandered, seemingly at random, into the lantern-lit
pleasure gardens that surrounded thistier of the palace.

Asin the gardens of Rdidux, the ddlicate blossoms were shielded from the piercing cold air and
rude winds of this atitude by a domed roof of crysta, creating an effect Smilar to that of agreenhouse.
Herethe air was humid and heady with the mingled perfumes exuded by the enormous, cultivated
flowers.

Clyon selected a secluded corner of the garden and within afew moments Pdllicratesjoined him.
The arch-conspirator was atdl, superbly muscular man with acoldly beautiful face whose perfection
was marred only by the expression of disdain he habitually wore, and by certain lines of cruety about his
mouth. His eyes were doof, keen, uncompromising.

“WdI?" he demanded.

In afawning manner, the older man quickly apprised the prince of his suspicions concerning



Raidux. Thetaint of heretica error, he hinted, may have spread to Kaistus, the co-leader of the current
sequence of experiments, aswell. In fact, he conjectured, it was not beyond the bounds of possibility
that both of the brilliant young savants were leagued together in a series of covert experimentsforbidden
by Council decree.

“In short, then, you suspect that either Ralidux or Kdistus, or both, have falen into the mad heresy
of believing that the animas are of an intelligence equa to our own?’ the prince murmured.

“Magter, | do. But asyet | lack positive evidence to support my conjecture.”

“I see”” The prince rubbed hisjaw thoughtfully, pondering the implications of the Stuation. They
were interesting and not without promise. The Pdlicratian faction had sustained ablow to its prestige
when control of the current sequence of experiments had been given to two highly promising young
adherents of therival faction which centered about the effete and ineffectua Prince Thdlius, whom
Pallicrates hoped to supplant. Here fate had handed him ameans of rectifying the Situation, while degling
ablow of hisown to the prestige of the Thallians. For if the two youths could be found guilty of heretical
error, the luster of Thaliuswould be tarnished thereby, and his own namewould shine al the brighter.

“Continue surveillance,” he commanded. “Have the two watched night and day. Compile dossiers
of rlevant information. And report to me daily on the progress of your investigations.”

“Yes, master!” Clyon bowed obsequioudly.

“It will prove extremely interesting, and of great potential worth to our causg, if the youths can be
proved to have falen into the dangerous heresy of suspecting intelligence in the beast-creatures.”

“It will indeed, master. And the L-sequence stands now at apoint of crucia sgnificance. If we can.
manage to replace the two heretics with two trusted Pallicratians, our cause can regp the full benefits of a
successful experiment sequence.” Clyon smiled. The prince flashed him ahaughty glance from eyes of
coldSlver.

“Only if the experiments are successful, old fool. However, it has not escaped me that, when and if
the secret of immortality isconquered at last by atriumph of Calidarian science, it must be scientists of
the Pdllicratian faction who are given the credit for the momentous discovery. Seeto your survelllance,
and let me hear frequent reports.”

It waslessthan an hour later that Clyon’s spies reported that Ralidux and Kalistus had both |eft the
Flying City by unobtrusive ways and had met together in secret for atime, returning together with an
antique mechanism. The nature and purpose of the mechanism, unfortunately, was not obviousto the
Spies assigned to observe the actions of the two suspected heretics, for the spies had received
technologica training inadequate to identify it.

Clyon rubbed his pamstogether in lent gloating, and carefully entered the information in the fresh

new dossiers he had just opened. Then he activated the octagona viewplate in his suite and placed a
private cal to a Pdlicratian colleague who occupied a high position in the hierarchy of the thought-police.

The sky-ded floated afew feet above the floor of Kaistus' [aboratory, humming softly. The young
savant and his companion studied it through avariety of lenses.

“The antigravity effect seemsillusory,” said Kaistus. “ According to my meters, the craft is not
sugtained in its weightlessness by means of kaophonta That isto say, | detect no gravity crystals present
in the structure, unlike those used to sustain the City doft.”

Raidux nodded. “The ded is not truly weightless, then, but merely seemsto be, because it has been
senstized to the magnetic field generated by the planet. It rides the magnetic lines of force created by the
plangtary fidd. Interesting.”

“But thisis the same method by which the City flieswhere the Council wills. The City, however,



employs both the magnetic-field effect and the kaophonta engines. Why do you supposetheded is
powered only by the magnetic fidd?’

Raidux shrugged. “ Perhaps the device dates from an earlier erain which the use of gravity crystds
had not been perfected. Or perhaps the weight of the City is such that the magnetic field loneis not
sufficient to render it effectively weightless, while the ded islight enough to ride the magnetic currents
without need of the kapphontato counteract its weight. Whatever the explanation, the discovery isone
of great moment; we are both famous men as soon as we announce the event!”

Kaigtus frowned uncertainly. “It will be difficult to explain how we chanced to discover the
sky-ded,” hesaid dowly. “Inyour case it was Smple curiosity, simulated by the ambiguous description
of the antiquity in which the beast-creatures were nesting when seized by Plycidus’ huntsmen. But in my
case, well . . .” Hecleared histhroat uncomfortably. He had not revealed to Raidux that the captive
Kaood was an intelligent being and had tel epathicaly reveded that the abandoned sky-ded was
empowered for flight.

It was not that he distrusted Ralidux especialy, but the fear of committing heresy was deeply
ingrained into the nature of the Calidarian savants. And the thought-police were everywhere. So he kept
the matter to himsdlf.

That night as he dept, Kalistuswas visited by apeculiar dream. It seemed to him that a still, soft
voice was whispering from deep within his soul—a voice whose urgings were irresistible and whose
commands hiswill was unableto overrule.

Like asomnambulist he rose from his silken couch and entered into the laboratory which adjoined
his deeping quarters. Therein the comer stood a strong cage of crystal bars, which, still drowned in
dumber, he unlocked. Then the quiet inner voice commanded him to return to his bed and to deep
without dreams until the dawn. As heleft the room, walking dowly and siffly, Zarga opened the door of
his cage and emerged. The telepathic powers of the million-year-old Kalood were such that he could not
only communicate with another mind, he could control it if he wished. It was a power he seldom cared
to employ, for hisrace deemed it an evil thing to manipulate the mind of another sentient being in this
manner.

However, the power was his to use when conditions warranted so unethical an intrusion into the
mind of another. And, unlike hisformer captor, Sarchimus the cunning science-magician of Sotaspra,
who had been wary of the possibility and had guarded againgt it by means of telepathy-weakening force
fields, the savant of Cdidar had not foreseen the possibility, or, if he had, had neglected to protect
himsdf againd it.

Thus Zargahad insdioudy planted the suggestion in the mind of Kalistusthat he should retrieve the
lost sky-ded, and that in his umber he should unlock the cage wherein the Winged Man had been
imprisoned.

Now hewasfree at last, and, with the sky-ded at his command, he had the meansto free his
friends and escape from this fantastic aeria kingdom of madmen.

Unawarethat Clyon’ s agents watched al the while with spy rays, the Winged Man climbed aboard
the sky-ded and rodeiit asthe craft glided out the window and floated through the night on its mission of
rescue.



The Fifth Book
ESCAPE TO PERIL

Chapter 17
The Vengeance of Gor-ya

For what seemed like hours | lay in the damp, fetid darkness at the bottom of the pit into which the
minions of Gor-yahad flung me, in astupor of despair and dread.

Death itsdf | did not fear, for he who has passed once through the Dark Gate knows that beyond
the grave thereliesasecond life. No . . . what filled my heart with leaden despair wasthat while | would
soon escape from my vile predicament into another life, my friend Klygon, who had followed a my
hed's, would meet his doom asthe hdpless victim of my own adventure,

And what of Niamh, my beloved, and Zargaand Janchan, my friends? Long days and unknown
distances had parted us, and | knew not if they yet lived or had gone into the grim darkness before me.
Would | ever find them again, once death had claimed me and had sent my sundered spirit drifting home
to my deeping body on the distant planet of my birth?

Black thoughts such as these prowled through my weary mind as | huddled there at the bottom of
the black pit, awaiting a nameless doom.

Then, suddenly, without warning, avoice called my name and | peered up, startled, to seethe
cunning face of Delgan looking down a me from the edge of the pit.

Delgan, the false traitor who had caused me to face this present peril! Delgan, the mysterious
bl ue-skinned man who had urged Gor-yato condemn me to be eaten dive by whatever monster-god
the abino savages worshiped!

My eyeswere cold and hard, my lipstightly pressed together, as | ignored his urgent whisper from
above. Let him taunt and revile me ashewould, | did not intend to give him the pleasure of knowing my
anger a hisbetraya, or my fear of the doom into which he had tricked me. :lad | but listened to the
sugpicions of canny old Klygon, matterswould be different. For the ugly, faithful little Assassin had
digtrusted the glib tongue and slken manner of the mysterious blue man from the beginning of thisdire
adventure. So | made no reply to Delgan’ scall and looked away, ignoring him.

A moment later abundle of coarsaly-woven cloth was tossed into the pit of sacrifice and fell witha
thud into the muck at my feet. Doubtlessit wasfood and drink to sustain me in my waiting, for the
savages would want me to be strong and ready when they fed meto their God.

| opened thefolded cloth with alistlesshand . . . and froze in amazement.

For there, wrapped in my Westher Cloak, lay the Witchlight, thevia of Liquid Flame, the crystal
rod of the zoukar, and my sword!

The lean, ascetic face of Delgan smiled down at me, apaeova inthe gloom, as| croaked an
expletive.



“Did you think | had betrayed you, then?” He laughed. “Y oung fool, | saved your life, for Gor-ya
would have dain you on the spot, had. | not intervened. By suggesting you be sacrificed to the God of
the savages, | postponed your desth for aday and anight, thus giving your ugly little comrade and | time

to plan your escape—and ourg”

| gaped up a him in blank amazement. My jaw hung open, and | must have looked like awitless
idiot. He laughed.

“Klygon saysto tell you that an Assassin learns the secrets of stealth, and makes a decent enough
thief, when needs he must. He crept into Gor-ya’ s cave during his absence, which | contrived, and
purloined the gear taken from you when you were captured. Y ou have everything new, except, of
course, for—thig”

Something long and glossy-white came dithering over the edge of the pit and snaked down to
where | crouched.

It wasthe Live Rope!

Never had the implements, which we had carried off from the Scarlet Pylon of Sarchimus after the
magician met his doom, been more vauablein my eyes. Hastily | donned my gear, dung the cloak about
my bare shoulders, fastened the sword into my waistband, and tucked the precious vial and the opague
phereinto my rament. Then, seizing hold of the thick line, which writhed in my handswith the
inexhaustible vigor of its pseudo-life, | clambered up out of the pit, and let Delgan drag me over the edge
to solid ground again.

He recoiled the Live Rope and attached it to hisgirdle.
“I'... 1 have migudged you, Delgan. | thought . . .”

“I' know what you thought. Forget it! Come—we must hurry.”
“Where are we going?’

“To the upper world again, with abit of luck. The tribesmen dumber, drunk on the vile beer they
brew from the fermentation of fungus. Klygon awaits us at the entrance to the cavern of the duth. Within
the hour we shall be on our way to freedom. Hurry!”

We crossed the great central cavern without discovery, keeping well to the shadows of the farther
wall, avoiding the red-lit areas near to the fire-pit. The cavern peoplelay in sodden dumber, reeking of
the sour fumes of the albominable beverage, and none noted our surreptitious passage.

At the gate to the cavern of the duth we found loyd little Klygon, hopping from one foot to another
in an agony of impatience. The worry faded from his eyes and his ugly face lightened with acheerful grin
of mingled relief and joy ashe saw that | wasfree at last. Without wasting words | helped him tug loose
the heavy length of root with which the entryway was barred. Two guards sprawled unconscious nearby,
downed by the stout cudge at hisside.

“How do we get by thedoth?’ | inquired. “I thought they were man-eaters.”

“They are” Delgan chuckled. “But they like ordinary meat well enough. And | have herein this
sack somejuicy gobbets of yngoum-steak which | will throw well to one side. With any luck they will
become too involved in squabbling over these morselsto pay any attention to us.”

“Andif wedon't get lucky?’ | asked.
“Thenwefight.”

The heavy doors creaked open from the pressure of Klygon’ s burly shoulders. The stench of the
mongrousworms hit mein the face like astinking mist rising from an open sawer. Glimmering faintly
with the green light of putrescence, the loathsome worms began dithering toward us, sphincter-mouths



dobbering hungrily. Delgan tore open his sack and began flinging chunks of greasy meat into the farthest
corner of the cavern.

Although it was too dark for the duth to see the meat, they sensed it in some manner—perhaps by its
amell. And, trueto Delgan’ s prediction, the worms wavered, turned aside, and went for the morsels of
grub-medt, leaving a path free and unencumbered.

We crossed the cavern with the greatest soeed we could muster, dipping and diding in the
treacherous dime with which the stone floor was covered. Then we unlatched the door at the other end
of the cavern and found ourselves at the bottom of anarrow tunnel which rose on astegp incline.

There a the top lay the open air, the floor of the forest, and freedom.
We darted to climb.

An hour or S0 later we emerged into the open air at last and found ourselvesin theimmensetangle
of roots at the base of one of the gigantic trees. The darkness was not absol ute; our eyes had by now
adjusted to the gloom of the caverns, and we could see dimly but well enough to climb.

We had no ideain which direction the greater safety might lie, but the first thing to do wasto get as
far away from the domain of the abino savages as we could possibly manage. The greater the distance
we put between us and the tribe of Gor-ya, the safer we would be and the easier we would fedl.

It was sometime after this that we heard the drums.

Klygon and I, panting with exhaustion from the mad scramble down the medusa-tangle of roots,
sprawled at ease, resting for abit before going on. Delgan, however, paced nervoudy, asinexhaudtible
assomejungle cat.

Aswe became conscious of the throbbing of drumsin the distance, the blue man stiffened, paled,
and bit hislip.

“What isit?’ | asked.

For amoment he said nothing, intent on the faint sound. The drumswereadim pulsing, likethe
besting of agiant’ sheart. The eyes of Delgan glimmered fearfully in the faint, ghostly light.

“They have loosed the God upon us, as| feared they might,” he whispered.

| did not fully understand what he meant by that. Why, then, did the hair a my nape prickle with
premonition?

“What god isit?” growled Klygon. “ Saintsand avatars, isit aliving beast?’

“Itisthe most dreadful of al beasts,” the blue man whispered asif through lips numb with fear. “Itis

the mighty monarch who rulesthisworld of darknessand terror . . . aduth. . . but the grandfather of al
duth. .. aworm as mighty asamountan.”

“Gods and demigods,” Klygon whistled.
The drumbesat quickened in the distance.

“Hark!” hissed Delgan. “ They driveit with the drums. . it hates the sound, and fleesfromit .. . . up
theinclined tunndl, like agrest river of hungry flesh.. . . now it has caught our scent . . . now itison our
trail. Within mere momentsit will beupon us. . . Cal, then, upon your gods and saints, smal and ugly
foal. Qil, I was mad to think we could escape the vengeance of Gor-yal”

We began to run.

We were free of the root-system at last, and | stood for the first time upon the actua soil of the
World of the Green Star. It was dry and dead and barren, an endless expanse of crumbling loam that
stretched for miles between the bases of theimmense trees.



No grassgrew here, far from the light of day. And few creatures, it seemed, inhabited the barrens
of the continental floor. So, staggering in patches of sand soft astalcum, bruising our flesh againgt harsh
stones, we sprinted out upon this night-black plain, going we knew not where, fleeing from the
monster-worm that had become agod in the imagination of the supergtitious savages.

“It ismighty asamountain, and ages old,” Delgan moaned as he staggered dong beside me.
“Gor-ya’ s people found it burrowed deep in the ground, dumbering avay the centuries. It had haf eaten
through the king-root of the tree. A hundred men with axes could chop and chop for half ahundred
years, and not cut away so hugeaholeinthe mighty root . . .”

And he began whimpering like achild, staggering and dipping and diding in the sand, blundering
into half-glimpsed obstacles, crawling over boulders. | thought then of Y ggdrasil, the world-bearing
ashrtree in the Norse myths, and of the terrible and monstrous worm, Nithhogg, who gnaws forever a
itsmighty roots. . .

Weran on.

But now there was Something behind us, a heaving white shape that glimmered and glistened
through thegloom . . . Something that lived and moved and hunted through the night . . . amonstrous
and phosphorescent thing that snuffled and hungered after us. . . aworm. .. aworm. . . but aworm
likeamoving mountain!

And then we fell over an unseen obstruction and found ourselves doshing through muddy waters.

Cursetheluck, it was ariver—thefirs river | had yet seen on the World of the Green Star, and very
likely to bethelast, too. For it blocked our path and we could go no farther. | could perhaps have swum
acrossit, dthough | could not be sure, since it wastoo dark for me to see across the glistening flood to
thefar shore; but Klygon and Delgan could not. | doubted if they had ever seen ariver either, but,
anyway, they could never have found reason to learn to swim, asthe art is unknown among the Laonese.

Theterrible Nithhogg-worm was dmost upon us now. It seemed miles long and asthick as one of
the huge tree-branches, athough this could not have been the case. Nothing that had ever lived could
have been as mighty asthat. The monster’ s body would have crumpled, collapsing under the weight of
itsownflesh...

But he was huge, was the Nithhogg-god, and we were puny mites before him, and the ghostly
glimmer of hisdimy, phogphorescent flesh glowed spectra in the gloom.

We could havefled only to theright or |eft, pardld dong the banks of theriver. But weredlized, dl
three of us, that it was usdlessto flee. Nithhogg came sguirming upon us through the gloom, an immense
and writhing shape, dimly luminous. Now he was so close that we could see the blunt obscenity of his
face, the raw sphincterlike mouth, working, dobbering, drooling, and the onelittle eye, pink and
mindless, and dmost blind from untold centuries of living in the darkness. . .

Almost blind. . .

It came to me then and there, aswe crouched in the dick mud at theriver’ s edge, with Nithhogg
looming above us, aweaving shape of dim luminosity againgt the midnight gloom, that crestureswho live
inthe darknessfear thelight.

I remembered our captivity in the caverns of Gor-ya, and how the hulking abino savages had
hidden their weeak eyes from the fierce light of the fire-pit.

Thelight painstheir eyes, and they fear it, Delgan had said to me once in explanation.
And | cursed mysdlf for not having thought of it sooner.
For | had the very wegpon | needed with me all thetime.



| dug into my waistband and drew out the opague sphere.

It was the Witchlight we had carried away from the hoard of Sarchimusthe Wise. | had seen him
useit once. He had borneit in his hands and it had shed about him aclear pool of cdm whitelight, a
glow that did not flicker or fade, fed by the radiance of imprisoned photons.

It could be made to glow faintly, and would shed illuminance for years on end at that rate. Or it
could be madeto release dl the light pent in it a one time; this Zarga had explained to me once, in an
idle hour. He had shown me how it worked. | blessed him for it now.

I unsheathed the Witchlight from its casing, and triggered the smdl catch initsside, and flung it from
me 0 that it rolled directly into the path of the writhing worm.

“Cover your eyes!” | shouted.

And the darkness of the bottom of the world was split asunder by the light of athousand suns. . .

Chapter 18
Janchan’s Sacrifice

Zargaguided the sky-ded through the domes and towers of the Flying City of Calidar asthrough a
maze. He came down in the gardens of Rdidux by the smple expedient of smashing through the crystd
panes of the fragile dome which shielded the dainty blossoms from the frigid air of thisheight. The
glowing flowers blackened and withered in the cold blast that blew through the shattered greenhouse
roof: they would soon perish.

It was a pity to destroy such ddlicate beauty, but the Ka ood had no option in the matter. Human
liveswere a stake here, and blossoms, however rare and delicate and beautiful, were not worth more
than the lives of hisfriends, reasoned the gentle Zarga.

Earlier, when Rdidux and Kadistus had examined the mechanism of the sky-ded together in Kdistus’
[aboratory, the Winged Man had read the mind of Ralidux and thus obtained knowledge of the position
of his gpartmentsin the centrd citadel complex. It had taken mere momentsto fly here from the suite of
Kalistus, who lay upon his couch a this moment, still deep in telepathicaly induced dumbers.

Zargasent hismental perceptors probing, discerned Ralidux in dumber upon his own couch, and
entered the laboratory and unlocked the cubicle wherein his friends were imprisoned. The cunning lock
held no secretsfor Zarga, since it had been an invention of his own people.

Sliding open the panel and rousing the captives, Zargawas alarmed to discover that only Prince
Janchan and the Goddess Arjaawere imprisoned therein. He had assumed, without redly thinking much
about it, that Niamh would have been imprisoned with them. Now theflaw in his plan was revealed.

“What—Zargal Old friend! Put—how did you get here?” sammered Janchan, wakening to seethe
Winged Man bending over him. Arjaa, curled up near him, woke with afrightened cry, then stared at
the open pand with hopein her huge, lustrous eyes.

| have cometo free us, said Zarga. The sky-ded repose in the gardens beyond. But whereisthe
Princess Niamh? d had thought to find her with you two.

“Still in the great chamber with ail the other captives, for al | know,” Janchan said grimly. He
sensed the urgency of Zarga' s mission and hence did not waste time asking questions.



That complicates matters congderably. | had thought to Smply open your cage, and then make an
escape by the sky-ded. Now | do not know what to do. | can find my way to the central chamber
where we were firgt imprisoned by reading the route in the minds of whomever | pass. But | am too
aarming and alien afigure to be permitted to prowl about the citadel without being stopped for
questioning . . .

“Isthat how you found your way to us here—by mind-reading?’
Y es. And by controlling the deeping mind of Kdistus, using hisfingersto open thelock of my cage.

“Then you can control minds, aswell as communicate with them?’ cried Janchan in surprise. “1 didn
t know you could do that!”

Itisapower | seldom exercise, said Zarga, hislong face solemn. Among my peopleit is considered
animmord act.

“Yes, | can understand why it would be,” the Prince of the Ptolnim murmured. “I have not before
had the leisure to think through theimplications of telepathy . . . ”

Arjdahad listened wide-eyed to this exchange. Zarga’ s telepathic mode of speech could be
“heard” by anyonein theimmediate vicinity, asarule, dthough he could narrow the focus of his mental
waves S0 that they could only be received by asingleindividua if he so chose.

“But that’ sthe answer!” She spoke up excitedly. “Exert your powersto control the mind of
Raidux, who dumbersin the adjoining chamber. Then bid him conduct you to the centra chamber, asif
you were one of the experi mental subjects being returned to the pens. Since heis aleader of the
experiments, none will question him, and you may free Niamh and have Ralidux conduct you both to this
Qiteagan.”

Janchan stared at her with acurious expression in hiseyes. It was so unlike Arjalato contribute
anything of valueto adiscussion of their perilsthat he was amazed. It was dso unlike her to evince the
dightest interest in the dangers of another, unless her own safety wasinvolved.

His expression softened, his mouth curved in awhimsica smile. But his eyes were somehow tender.
Sensing histhoughts, she colored.

“Goddess. . . | beginto bdieve you are human after dl,” be said gently. She flushed and velled the
lustrous jewdls of her eyes benesath thick lashes.

Zarqaconsdered Arjala’ s suggestion in silence. He could see nothing wrong with the plan. In fact,
it seemed admirableto him, savefor one smdl detall.

Thereisjust one problem, he mused. It isknown that | am held in the quarters of Kalistusfor
experimentation. It may arouse curiogity in the guards to see me accompanied by Ralidux, rather than
Kdigdus

“Yes, | seewhat you mean.” Janchan nodded, scratching hisnose. “Wall, listen, isthere any reason
why you can’t summon Kaistus here, so that he can accompany you, together with Ralidux? Can you
exert control over another mind at such adistance? And can you control two minds a once?’

Zargaconsdered briefly, then said:

| think that would be the best way. In reply to your query, | could not ordinarily exert control over
the mind of abeing not in my immediate presence, but, in this case, | have held alinkage with the mind of
Kaigusal thiswhile, to make certain he does not awaken, find me missing, and sound thedarm. | have
just made himrise; heis dressing now, and will come hereimmediately. And, yes, | can extend menta
control over two sentient beings at the sametime. But that is about the limit of my powersto thisarea.

He helped Janchan and Arjaaout of the cubicle. They stretched, rubbing thigh muscleslame and



weary from long imprisonment in asmall, confined space. At Zarga’ sbidding, Raidux rosefrom his
couch, donned the sort of flimsy, slver lame wraparound saronglike affair the black men customarily
wore, and stood obedient to follow the unspoken commands of the gaunt Kaood.

Arjdashivered at the emptinessin Ralidux’ sface, and drew near Janchan asif nestling close for
protection. Ralidux stood like a mindless robot, devoid of will or intelligence, awaiting the orders of the
magter of hismind. Janchan recalled the soulless meta automatons Sarchimus had readied for an assault
on the world from histower in the Dead City of Sotaspra, and hisface was grim at the memory.

Before long the entry porta opened and Kaistus entered. Without exchanging aword, the two,
accompanied by Zarga, strode off down the corridor toward the winding stair which led, presumably, to
the dave pens. Janchan had lightly bound Zarga’ s wrists behind him upon the instructions of the Winged
Man, and bad looped a collar around the Kalood'’ s neck, the leash he had given into the hands of the
zomhilikeKdigtus.

Thiswas doneto give theimpression that it was Zargawho was the prisoner of the two savants, the
truth of the matter, of course, wasthat it was Zargawho held the minds of the two Skymen on aleash,
asitwere.

Arjadatwisted her hands together nervoudly.

“Will it go according to plan?’ she sighed. “How long before they will be back?1 can’t endure the
walting!”

Janchan looked at her bemusedly. He had been giving her odd looks for some time now, ever since
she had evinced her concern over the fate of Niamh, and had offered apractica and intelligent plan to
rescuetherival princess.

“Yesyou can,” hesaid quietly. “Y ou are stronger than you think, Goddess.”
Theunfamiliar note of—wasiit respect in histone?—drew the eyes of Arjaato his.
No longer was he amused when he looked &t her.

No longer did her eyes contain aoof contempt when she looked at him.

Arjalawas not accustomed to be looked at in such amanner by aman. Always she had been
looked upon with awe and fear, by men who considered her the incarnation of a supernatural being.
Now the handsome young prince, ling turned upon her the direct and honest gaze of aman who looks
upon awoman with admiration, respect, and perhaps even affection.

Again she colored and dropped her eyes. Then she raised them and looked directly into his.
“Pease do not cal methat any longer.”

“Cdl youwhat?" he murmured, in adaze.

“Goddess,” shesaid faintly.

“But you are agoddess,” said Janchan of Phaolon.

“Yes. But | am asoawoman,” said Arjdacof Ardha.

The agents bidden to the duty of maintaining secret scrutiny over the behavior of Kdistusand
Rdidux awoke Clyon from his dumbers about the hour of midnight.

“Wel, what ishappening?’ the conspirator grumbled, rubbing the deep from hiseyes.

“Itisdifficult to say, lord. The savants Kalistus and Ralidux seem to be assisting their captive
beast-creaturestogofree...”

Clyon’ s eyes snapped open, suddenly wide awake and dert.



“To go free? Do you mean they are permitting the animalsto escape?’

“So it seems, lord. The savant Kaistus, only twenty minutes ago, rose from his rest and unlocked
the cage wherein the winged monster was being held for the ostensible purpose of dissection. Then the
winged mongter got into the antique flying craft and flew to the gardens adjacent to the apartments of
Ralidux. The creature then opened the cubicle wherein Ralidux kept the two test-subjects, they
exchanged jabbers and squed s for atime. Then Ralidux rose and dressed, was joined soon after by
Kdistus, and the two, accompanied by the winged monster, descended to the pens where the rest of the
beast-creatures are kept—*

“Enough, enough!” snapped Clyon, waving his handsin agitation. “Let me seefor mysdlf.”

He hurried to the instrument, sat down il in his deeping-robe, and peered eagerly into thevison
screen to ascertain the latest doings of the two heretics. Thiswould mean their death, he was certain of
that. Thetaint of heresy had diseased both of their minds, there was no longer any question of it. This
would congtitute amgjor blow to the prestige of the Thalian faction, and might very well bring about the
very downfdl of Prince Thdlius.

Especidly if Ralidux and Kalistus did indeed manage to let the beast-crestures escape.

The thought came to him unbidden. He blinked, stunned at the beauty of the notion, and sat there
amiling asmdl, gloaing smile, while waves of triumphant excitement went through hisbeing.

Of course, of course! It was, of no conceivable importance whether or not the beast-creatures
actually did escape from Calidar. There were plenty of others penned in the centra chamber. What was
essential wasthat the two young Thalian heretics were instrumenta in setting them free. With this
accomplished, the case against them would be ironclad. The argument would go thudly, he phrased it out
inhismind . . . he would argue eloquently, before the closed, impassive faces of the Inquisitors: diseased
to the point of madness from the infection of their heresy, the two deranged Thalians, utterly convinced
againg al logic and reason and gpproved doctrine that the squalid beast-creatures were rational beings,
were S0 solicitous of their well-being that, to prevent them from being dissected in the [aboratories, they
et the beasts free. Thus, to the catalog of their crimesis added the colossal enormity of treason. How
much further, among the ranks of the Thalian faction, the noisome infection of heretica error may by this
time have spread, | cannot of course, my lords, dare even guess. But the import and sacred significance
of the L-sequenceis so high, that, to avoid repetition of heresy, the experiments should—nay! must—from
this point forward be conducted under the cool, uninfected, doctrinally correct eye of true Pdlicratian
savants. . .

He giggled to himself with sheer blissful glee, did Clyon, hunched over the luminous octagond
viewplate of the recelver.

Thedownfdl of the despised and ineffectud Thallius was asure certainty from this hour.

A touch at hiselbow. He twitched irritably, glancing up to see the grim, hard face of one of his
attendants.

“Lord, should | not give the darm and inform the thought-police?’
Clyon was horrified at the very thought.

“Certainly not! Thevery ideal Go to bed—you and your crew arerdlieved of al further dutiesthis
night. Leave me, | say. | will do what needs must bedone. .. !”

He watched them go, agloating smirk creasing histhin lips.

Then he bent to peer into the vision screen. Very near hishand lay the darm button that would
summon the thought-police. lie glanced &t it thoughtfully, frowning.

Thefellow had been right, after all. Of course, he could not permit the hereticsto let the dangerous



beasts escape, without summoning the thought-police, for he needed impartia witnessesto prove that
Rdidux and Kdistus had in truth conspired to free the animals, conceiving, in the extremity of their
madness, that they were rationa creatures.

Without the thought-police on the scene, it would be only hisword against theirs. And it was known
that he was devoted to the cause of the Pdllicratians.

His hand inched toward the aarm button.

Thething must betimed with exquisite care.

The thought-police must arrive on the scene just as the creatures were making their escape.
Just in timeto blast their mindsinto writhing agony under the concentration of pain-rays. . .

After an eternity of waiting, Arjalagasped with relief asthe entry panel did open, and thetwo
expressionless black savants entered, conducting Zarga and Niamh, wrists bound behind their backs,
leashestightly fastened behind their necks.

With them, however, was athird captive, whom Arjalaand Janchan recognized with surprise asthe
ancient philosopher, Nimbaim of Y oth. The ancient man wasjubilant asaboy, and hisfral form
trembled with excitement.

The Princess Niamh prevailed upon me to have sympathy on the philosopher and set him free as
well, Zarga smiled, noting the surprisein the faces of the two.

“Wdl, why not! Of course we cannot fly to freedom and leave the old gentleman behind,” Janchan
cried heartily. “We come, sage Nimbaim, to our company.”

The eyes of the old man were brimming over with tears, which he kept blinking back. It was
obviousthat he had long ago lost dl hopes of ever attaining freedom. So intense was his emotion that he
did not trust himsdlf to speak, merely nodded happily at their welcome.

And now we had best be gone from here, said Zarga. They went into the garden where dead
flowerslay, black and withered, mantled in ice crysta's. There was not quite room enough on the
sky-ded for the five of them to lie comfortably, but they managed somehow to al crowd on the deek,
curved craft.

It quivered and rose alittle way into the air, with Zarga at the controls. But its responses were
duggish, and in gtriving to clear the garden way, it sSkewed about, nearly ramming into the rondure of an
€normous ceramic urn.

Itisas| feared, Zargasaid sadly. We are too many for the ded to lift.
A long moment of slencefollowed thisdire pronouncemen.
Dismay was etched on their faces, asthefive stared at one another.

Again Zarga stroveto lift the craft from the tier into the open sky. A second timeit failed to respond
with itsusua dacrity to histouch, or, rather, responded with a duggish wallowing that seemed
dangerousto al.

Then Janchan climbed down to the floor of the garden.
“Yougoon,” hesad. “I will remain here”

Niamh touched her mouth with trembling fingers. She started to speak, to say that all would go, or
none. But the young prince bade her be slent with a gentle gesture.

“| sworeto give up my lifein the attempt to find you, my princess, and see you safely restored to
your redlm. | am proud to lay down my life, knowing that Zargawill seethat you return to Phaolon.”



That | will, or diemysdlf in the attempt, said Zarga.

And then a cry wastorn from deep within Arjaa. They turned in surprise to see the rare spectacle
of the Goddessin tears.

“I, too, will stay,” she said brokenly. “For if Janchan perishes, then | do not careto liveon.”

They stared at her speechlesdly, profoundly moved. None, however, was more deeply moved than
Janchan of Phaolon.

Her cheekswet, her eyesred, Arjaadid not now look anything like agoddess. But she looked
very much likeawoman, and mogt of dl likeawomanin love,

“Inthelast few minutes | have discovered something within mysdf | never knew wasthere,” she
said breathlesdy. “1 don’t think it was ever redlly there, till now. Oh, I’m babbling, | know, but | don’t
care! Now that it isthere, within me, | do not wish to live without it, ever again. Can you understand
what | am saying?1 know | sound foolish. . .”

Niamh touched her quivering shoulders gently.

“No, dear Arjaa, not foolish. And, yes, | think we al know what it isthat you aresaying .. .”
And then it was the turn of Nimbalim of Y oth to speak out.

The old man rose dowly from his place on the ded, hislined face saintly.

“I should have known freedom was not for me,” he said softly into the sllence. “But | have tasted
the sweetness of it, and that taste is enough to sustain me for the years ahead. It ismy weight that has
overburdened your craft, and it is| who must dismount. No, do not try to stop me. | am old. My lifeis
behind me. But you are young, with your lives ahead of you. | shal get down now, and you, young man,
must take my place. Then you may dl together fly off to the freedom you deserve, with the heartfelt
blessings of an old man.”

They talked on, while the minutes raced by.

And dl the while Clyon watched them in the screen, his hand hovering above the button that would
summon the thought-police.

Chapter 19
The Color of Delgan’sHeart

The eruption of the Witchlight was a glare which blinded me, even though | had turned my face
away and sought to cover my eyes.

| had forgotten that | faced the river. The gliding floods acted like agiant mirror, casting the dazzling
rays back into my face.

The agony wasindescribable. | fell on my kneesin the mud at theriver’ s bank, sobbing with the
pain of my burned eyes. Tearswet my face; | could hardly think straight. | would have died, then and
there, heplessin the grip of blinding pain, had the Nithhogg-monster struck.

Asit was, thetitanic worm died first.
A yd of amazement burst wildly from thelips of Delgan.



Little Klygon voiced aydp of astonishment himself.
| could see nothing, but | could il hear.

The ground shook asto the tremors of an earthquake. Behind me, there, somewhere in the
darkness, avast thing ponderoudy died.

“Look at that,” gasped Klygon, clutching my shoulder. Delgan, abit farther off, laughed in nervous
excitement. The ground heaved and shook, and a deafening squedl ripped the air like asteam whistle.

The poundings became fainter. Now the ground but trembled.
A dry, hot wind blew over us.

The stench of burned dime was thick in my nogtrils. Thick and nauseous. My stomach heaved in
distress, but the agony in my scorched eyes was unendurable. | could attend to nothing el se but the
enormity of the pain.

Findly the earth shook no more. | knew that behind mein the gloom an immense and monstrous
thing had died. Ages of life the huge abomination had known, but | had brought it down to degth at lat;
I, amere man, the puniest of creatures, had dain the moving mountain of dime with the fury of acaptive
un.

Well, it had paid me back . . .

After atime| heard the mud squelch as my companions got to their feet, it seemed, and began
looking around them.

“Now,” muttered Klygon wesarily, “how do we cross this cursed stretch of water? Any ideas, lad?
Lad-?

| took my hands away from my face and let them see my eyes.

Klygon sucked in his breath sharply between histeeth.

Delgan uttered an involuntary cry.

Nether said anything.

Not that there was much to say.

In the end we decided not to crosstheriver at al, but to let it carry usto wherever it was going.

The fact of the matter wasthat by now we were so completely lost that it didn’t much matter which
direction we chose to travel. One way was about the same as another.

Wefloated downstream on agigantic falen lesf.

Theleaves of the giant trees are bigger than bedsheets. When they are dry and crisp and fallen, they
tend to curl up, forming something that felt to my blind touch very Like acanoe. And certainly something
about the same size.

Klygon had bathed my burned eyesin cool river water, with hands as gentle asawoman’s. Then he
scooped up the cold wet mud and plastered handfuls of it upon my poor eyes. It felt very soothing. The
pain had gone away by now, leaving me week and shaken. But the after images of the blast till quivered
in the darkness of my vison likeflakes of trembling fire.

They would never fade away, those flakes of fire.

Then thelittle Assassin bound adamp cloth about the mudpack, and that was dl he could do for
me, the little map who had taught me the gentle art of murder.

Leaving meto rest, Delgan and Klygon had scouted up and down the river bank for an hour or
more, hoping to find aford by which we might crossthe floods, or afalen branch or root spanning the



watery way like anaturd bridge.
They found neither. What they found was alesf.

A leaf so hugeit took both of them to carry. A leaf that would be our canoe on thefirst seavoyage
ever recorded in the annals of the World of the Green Star, or, at least, the first one known to me.

For two days we drifted with the stream, without the dightest notion of where or how our voyage
would end. Just to be going somewhere was enough, it satisfied our restless urge to become once again
the masters of our fate. Savery and imprisonment does that to you after awhile, | think.

The hours passed by me unobserved: | existed in anumb, mindless state, hardly hearing the
muttered and desultory conversation that passed between my companions, not knowing where we were
going, nor why, and not caring, either.

The pain had passed by now, leaving me weak and feeble, and curioudy empty of al sensation. It
wasasif the agony of that intolerable light, lancing into my eyes, piercing into my brain, had seered away
al consciousness and feding. | let mysdlf drift with the flow of events, much aswe now drifted with the
flow of theriver, unable and uncaring to exert an influence on my maotions. | let my companionstend me
asthey pleased, feed me, set an acorn-cup of fresh water to my lips. | dept when they bade me deep,
waked when they bade me rouse mysdlf. | felt dumb, indifferent, ahollow shell.

From this point on | would be only aburden to them. A man who cannot see cannot fight. A blind
leader isacontradiction interms. | had lost control of my lifewhen | lost the &bility to see; no longer was
[, in any sense, the magter of my fate, the captain of my soul.

| wasacripple.

| had been acripple dl my life, back on Earth. From that living death of helplessness| had thought
to escape by developing the power to free my soul from itshouse of clay. By adtrdl travel | had
wandered between the stars, finding here on the world of the giant trees a strong new body and an
exating new life.

And now | wasacrippleagain. . .

It was crud. But, then, lifeitself can be crud at times.

Inmy ligtless, haf-aware state | do not know how many hours or days we sailed down theriver,
using acrisp, curled leaf for our boat. | did not live: | but existed.

Yetwas| dimly conscious of agathering tenson be tween my two companions. A silence of mutua
suspicion and discord grew between them. Had | been truly there, awake and dert and partaking in the
voyage, | might have dackened the tension by my careless humor or wellchosen words. | might have
distracted them from the discord that devel oped between them. Alas, that | was too wrapped up in my
horrid blindness to know or care what passed between them! All | could think about, endlesdy, wasthe
lossof my eyesight.

I had known that, from the very firgt, Klygon had been suspicious of the bland, ingratiating, suave,
and cunning ways of Delgan. And the mysterious blue man, whose origins we had never learned, had not
been ableto hit it off with the crude, rough-spoken spawn of the gutters of Ardha. The gulf between
them was too deep to be more than temporarily breached by their being forced by eventsto sharein
adversty.

And the breach widened.

| sensed it, even in my withdrawal. But it touched me not What cared | if my companions fought or
werefriends? Asfor mysdlf, it was amatter of indifference to me whether | lived or died, so why should
| worry if they were not friends?



One day | woke from deep, dreamless dumber to hear them talking excitedly. | levered myself up
on one e bow, wondering what had attracted their interest in the eternal gloom here at the bottom of the
world; and then | felt the hot sunlight upon my face, and knew, or guessed, the reason for their agitation.

“Saints and sages, lad, ‘tisamighty seal” Klygon burbled, seeing me avake. “An open place at
last, under the sky . . . thetreesfal behind, and you can see their tops, by all that’ sholy! What asight!
A %”

“| guessed something of the sort, feeling the sunlight on my face,” | muttered. Klygon laughed and
writhed with glee. It must have been awonderful, athrilling experience, to see the open slvery sky,
brilliant with the jadefire of day, after such an eternity spent in damp, fetid darkness.

For me there was only the darkness. For them it was daylight at last . . .

All that day we let the stream carry usinto the vast body of water, whose farther shores, said
Déelgan, could not even be glimpsed. | had not even known that the World of the Green Star possessed
seastill now, athough perchance | should have guessed it, Since the Laonese tongue possesses aword
for sea. .. zand, they cdl it.

That evening we beached on asmall idet, amere hummock of coarse grasses which heaved up
from the fresh waters of the inland sea. Here grew berries of akind unknown to us, and an edible root
called the phashad, whose hard outer shell hides atender, nutlike pulp very delicious when cooked.

We ate, stretched out on the thick grasses, under sunset skieswhose splendors| could only
remember.

None of us had the dightest ideawhere we were, or what might happen next. Or so it seemed at
thetime, at leadt.

Quite suddenly | woke and lay there without moving, wondering what it was had roused me from
my deep dumbers. A thud, sartlingly loud in the susurration of lapping waves, that, and amuffled cry.

Then something moved near me in the darkness that bound my eyes, and hands touched me lightly.
Before | knew what was happening, the unseen hands had taken from the my swordbelt, the zoukar, and
the coil of Live Rope by my side. Then the Wesather Cloak was whisked from over me—I had been usng
it for ablanket.

“What—?'

Ddgan’ s voice came to mein the murmurous dither and dap of the restless waves. Soft, amused,
careless, was hisvoice.

“I’m sorry, my young friend, but there are things | must do. A pity—to relieve you of your weapons,
but | have need of them. Soon, you will need them no more, for dead men fight no battles.”

In the darkness of my blinded world, | heard him chuckle at his own mocking wit. It was a hateful
sound, smug and sardonic.

“Y ou filthy swine, would you rob ablind man?’ | growled, coming to my feet and reaching out for
him.
He eluded my grasp with ease. In the next instant his hands struck me in the chest and | dipped and

fell, feet tangled in the coarse grasses. Had | the use of my eyes, | could have broken him in two, such
was my fury; lacking their use, | was as helpless as a child to oppose him.

“I regret the necessity,” he said casudly, from somelit tle distance away. “But from this point on, |
cannot indulge mysdlf in the pleasure of your company. A blind boy and an ugly fool would only
encumber me henceforth. To put it bluntly, dear boy, | no longer need you.”

My fury and despair choked me.



“Wasit for this| saved you from the worm, at the cost of my sght?’ | raged. He laughed, light and
essy, enjoying himsdlf.
“In so doing, you but repaid me for rescuing you from the pit,” he said. “Tit for tat. And now we are
even.”

“We are not even! Y ou have robbed mewhile | dept!

And what have you done to Klygon?’

“He, too, hasleft you. Not of hisown free will, of course; an involuntary matter.”

“Haveyou killed him, then?’ | said, my voice raw and hoarse.

He only laughed by way of reply.

Then | heard apeculiar rustling sound, and aheavy splash. | got to my hands and knees, fedling
around in adisoriented fashion. He was stealing our boat! | knew it from the sounds he was making, but
could do nothing abouit it. | did not even know where hewas, or in which direction, or precisely where
the two of them had pulled our |eaf-craft up on the shore of thelittleidet.

Then | heard him push free of the shore, the wallow of waves asthe hull skewed out into the
stream, and his grunt as he heaved himsdlf all wet and dripping up into the light little craft. Could | have
wept with my seared, unfedling eyes, | would have wept in that black abysma moment from sheer rage
and helplessness. But | could not weep.

“Farewdl|, dear boy! | go to reclaim adestiny greater than any you could imagine. Do not think too
harshly of me; my need ismore pressing than yours. In my own country, | am aking. The needs of
wandering savages such as yoursdlf count for little againgt the destinies of grest men. | would tell you
who and what | truly am, if | thought you had the intelligence to understand it, but you lack the wit to
redlize my grandeur, so | will keep slent.”

His voice now came from quite far out in the darkness which surrounded me. | uttered a strangled
sob and shook my fist in impotent fury.

Helaughed.
“Give my regardsto thefish!”
Fumbling and feding about mein the thick grasses, | eventually found the body of Klygon.

The mysterious blue man had clubbed him while he dept. | touched his knobby brow and my
fingers came away wet and sticky with what must have been Klygon’ sblood. | felt his chest with
trembling fingers: afaint, duggish pulsation cameto me. Heyet lived, then! Well, Klygon had aharder
skull than Delgan had guessed, thank God.

| tore away abit of my breech clout, sopped it in the fresh water of the sea, and bathed his face,
clearing away the dried blood as best | could by touch aone. He groaned and said something.

“Rest easy, old friend. We're not donefor yet,” | said.
“That filthy . . . blue-skinned.. . . villain,” he groaned.

“I know. | know. He relieved me of al my weapons; and he took the boat. We're marooned here, |
"m afraid. A blind man and aman with abroken head . . . well, maybe someday we’ Il runinto the high
and mighty Delgan of the Ides again. Then, maybe, with abit of luck, we can even the scoreamite. . .

“I knew him for arascal, and avagabond . . . from thefirgt, lad, | didn’t trust thedog . . . him and
hisdy, smirking, clever ways. . . sucking up to you, winning you over . . . but it takes a better man nor
him, to fool thelikesof Klygon...”

| should have listened to you from thefirgt. | should have known you were a better judge of



character than I! That | didn’t, has brought usto this sorry place, where we are likely to be eaten by fish
when the tide rises, unless we starve to degth first. Can you forgive me, Klygon, old friend?’

“There, lad, don’t be after blaming yoursdf,” the little man growled, wincing with pain as | bathed
his bruised head with the wet rag. “I had afeding the swine didn’t have the heart of an honest man like
thelikesof us. . . | thought there was something about him smacked of treason and treachery . . . either
he had the black heart of atraitor, or the white heart of astinking coward. . .”

“Rest easy, Klygon,” | said dully. “ At least we know the color of Delgan’s heart now, for certain.”

Chapter 20
The Madness of Clyon

It wasthe quick, cool mind of Niamh the Fair solved the problem which confronted them, there on
the garden terrace beyond the suite of Ralidux.

If the five of them were too many for the sky-ded to carry, she argued reasonably, why not steal
one of the blue-winged zawkaw and let one or two of them ride to freedom on it?

They saw that the suggestion of the princess was a sensible one. Zarga nodded thoughtfully.

Raidux and Kdistus, who are still under my mental control, can commandeer one of the hunting
hawks, surdly, the Winged Man agreed.

“Then what are we waiting for?’ urged Janchan. “ Every moment may count. We have no way of
knowing whether or not our escape has aready come to the attention of some hidden watcher. Let us
find a zawkaw and be off, before we are discovered.”

According to the memory of Ralidux, which is as an open book to me, three of the hawks are
penned here on thisvery leved of the citadd, Zarga said amoment later, after aslent interrogation of the
black savant, who, with Kaistus by his side, had been standing dl thiswhile on the threshold of the
doorway which opened between the gpartment of the scientist and his domed gardens.

It was but the task of amoment for the Winged Man to send the mindless body of Ralidux striding
iffly off on thismission, under telepathic control. And afew minutes later the boom and rustle of grest
wings sounded, and avast, feathered shape came down out of the night-black sky, settling near the
hovering shape that was the magnetic ded. Raidux sat fiffly in the capacious saddle which was bound
by leathern straps to the base of the hawk’ s neck.

Angry golden eyes glared furioudy at them; ahooked beak opened to emit agasp of outrage, then
clashed shut with avicious snap. But the immense predatory bird offered them no hurt nor harm.

“l ingst onriding the zawkaw,” said Arjalawith just atrace of her old imperious manner. “I ride
superbly, far better, | am certain than any of you. And if there be any danger involved in theflight, let it
be mine; | have hindered you so many times before now, that | ingst on shouldering some little share of
the present peril.”

Shewould listen to no argumentsin the matter. Jumping down from the wobbling ded, the Goddess
went over to where the hunched form of the bird loomed monstrous against the skyline of dimly
illuminated towers, and climbed into the saddle where Ralidux still sat like adull-eyed zombi.

“But, Arjaal Y ou may have ridden ten thousand zaiphs or dhua before, but this must be your first



time at thereins of azawkaw!” Janchan protested.

“Isthat s0?” she snapped. “Wall, if this black-skinned superman can handle such abrute, Arjaaof
Ardhacan do at least aswell!”

The prince stared at her, baffled and perplexed. One moment she was al woman, soft and weeping
and vulnerable, with trembling mouth and tender eyes—the next she was, once again, theimperious
Amazon, dl fiery temper and brigtling pride. Exchanging an doquent, smiling glance, old Nimbaim and
the ageless Ka ood agreed without the necessity of words that Janchan was likely to have his handsfull,
trying to tame the Incarnate Goddess to alife of domedticity.

Again it was the sensible Niamh who came up with the answer.

“Zarga, if the memory of Raidux held the knowledge of where the giant bird-steeds were penned,
and the manner in which to secure onefor our purposes, surely it must hold the skillsto manage such a
mongtrous brutein flight. Or am | wrong in this?”

A moment of silence passed while the cool, vast mind of the Winged Man subtly probed the
unconscious brain of the black savant, exploring the maze of memories recorded within his skull.

That is quitetrue, Princess, Zargaaffirmed. The skills are there, trained and ready.

“Well, then, let’ stake Ralidux aong with us—under your mind-control, of course,” thelovely girl
suggested. “We can bid him fly Arjdaon the bird to our destination, permit her to dismount, and then
bid him return to his own city when we are finished with him. It will be smal enough recompensg, his
enforced servitude to your will for abrief time, in return for our captivity and endavement.”

True enough. And | canindeed doit. Theded, | notice, is still abit duggish and over-weighted.
Perhaps one of us should join the Goddess aboard her mighty steed; | would go myself, but | am needed
to pilot the sky-ded.

“I will gowith thelady, if she permits,” said Nimbalim of Y oth. And the ancient philosopher made
asif to get down, but Janchan stopped him with an abrupt motion.

“Stay whereyou are, learned Sir,” the young prince said. “1 will risk the dangers of the sky astride
the zawkaw.”

And, with these words, he turned his gaze upon Arjaa.

The Goddess, suddenly shy and flustered again, crimsoned and dropped her eyes before the ardor
in hisface. Niamh saw, and smiled whimgically.

“No, Prince, let me. | believe Arjdawould prefer to share the saddle with another woman, if you
don’t object.”

So saying, the Princess of Phaolon sprang lightly from the wobbling craft, crossed the terrace, and
mounted the capacious saddle beside the blushing Arjaa, who thanked her with ashy little smile.

Relieved of Niamh’ sweight, the sky-ded bobbled and rose, until it floated smoothly. Zargafiddied
with the control levers and reported the magnetic craft now fully under control. Upon this, Janchan
remounted, and he, Nimbalim, and the gaunt, bewinged Ka ood strapped themselves securdly into the
shallow, man-length hollows provided for that purposein the upper surface of the aeria contrivance.

“And now, for thelove of dl Gods, can’t we be gone from this city of madmen?’ begged Janchan,
nervoudy. “I cannot help feding we are being watched by someone from a place of concealment,” he
added uneadily.

For answer, Zargadid the lever forward and the skydled glided smoothly up into the cold night sky.
At the same precise moment, in perfect obedience to hismental command, the hands of Ralidux
tightened on the reins of the zawkaw. The monstrous bird opened his mighty wings with a squawk of



fury and roseinto the air, bearing the unconscious Ralidux, and the two wide-eyed women, doft inan
ingtant.

The garden under its shattered dome dwindled. They veered in a swift curve about the enormous
rondure of the citaddl, and the dim towers of sparkling red metd flickered past them.

In another few moments they descended below thelevel of the Flying City. Itsimmense ova
platform blotted out the skies above them. Before long it, too, dwindled behind them and would be lost
inthenight.

And inthe privacy of hischambers, Clyon sat motionless, saring fixedly into the glowing mirror of
the vision screen as he had been doing for many minutes.

Hishand lay near the darm that would summon the thought-police and their mercilessrays. But the
hand was limp and dead as athing of wax.

All lifeand vitdity seemed drained from the limbs and body of the cunning old conspirator. They
had been drawn up into the fortress of his mind as scattered citizens flee into a castle when enemy troops
gppear, marching across the plain. And there, in the tangled labyrinth of hisinnermost mind, thoughts ran
inadizzy spird, like panic-stricken rats trapped in a.cunning maze. Round and round his thoughts
chased each other, in aperfect circle.

| amamadman, or aheretic.. . . They arerationa creatures, after al, and not beasts. . . Therecan
benoquestionof it...Noquestionat dl .. .! Their craft was overloaded and could not fly with dl five
of them aboard . . . So, inaspirit of comradely self-sacrifice, one by one, they got down, lightening the
craft, in order to permit their friends to escape to freedom . . . There can be no question about it, no
questionat dl . . . ! Such sdf-sacrificeis beyond the brutal ingtincts of mere beasts, which know only the
mindless urge for sdlf-preservation . . . Therefore, they are not beasts a dl, whatever the Council has
decreed . . . They arerationa creatures, not beasts. . . They arehuman . . . ! And | am amadman, or a
heretic . . . They arerationa creatures, after all . . .

Bent over the glowing crystd, hisfeatures transformed, their classic regularity and cold beauty
twisted and distorted into amask of unbelieving horror, the black man stared and stared, while his
thoughts chased round and round in an ever-tightening, ever-smdler circle. .. They alemen.. .. And
we have tortured them and experimented upon their helpless bodiesfor thousands of years. . . They are
men, and the Council iswrong . . . | am aheretic for thinking them men . . . | am mad for thinking them
rationd . . .

Poor Clyon of Calidar! He had schemed to betray both Kalistus and Ralidux into the tender
mercies of the Inquisitors, and by thus to weaken the prestige of the Thallian faction while strengthening
the prestige of the Pallicratian. But now be, himsdlf, was the heretic, and, when histaint was discovered,
asit would eventudly be discovered, it would be the Pdllicratian prestige which would suffer. Heresy!
The abominable taint which poisoned the intellect and insdioudy sapped and weakened the purity of
established doctrine.

It was better to be mad than a heretic, the mind of Clyon whispered to itsdlf.
| am mad.

| am mad.

Mad.

Mad!

MAD...

When they found him in the morning, hunched over the burned out vision screen, hewas smiling to
himself, eyes vacant, the spittle drooling down his chin from the corners of his mouth.



He was mad. Quite mad.
They did not manage to escape from the Flying City unobserved after all.

Janchan cursed asimmense winged shapes hurtled upon them from the night skies. It would seem
the ebon supermen of Calidar maintained some manner of sentry-system after all, for before they had
descended very far beyond the vicinity of the floating metal metropolis, swift-winged hunting hawks
swooped from above. Leaning from the saddles were black Skymen armed with tubular weapons.
Zargasprang to the controls, sending the sky-ded into a steep dive.

But the zawkaw were even swifter. Azure wings folded, the giant birds hurtled downward on the
track of the fugitives. Black men leaned forward over the pommels of their saddles and tubular wegpons

Spat fire,

A refinement of the zoukar, Zarga observed dispassionately. The death-flash emits bolts of dectric
fire capable of destroying matter. But these tubular weapons seem more akin to the pain-inflicting rods
used upon uswhilein captivity. That is, the eectric force is weaker, and attuned to the wavel engths of
the nervous system, inflicting pain but not disintegration.

“Can we dude the guards?’ demanded Janchan.

Itisvery dark; if we can reach the high terraces unattacked, we can gain concealment amid the
foliage, Zarqareplied camly.

It was arace againgt time. Weaving from side to side to avoid the agonizing bolts of eectric force,
the sky-ded darted down into the treetops, closely followed by the zawkaw upon which Arjaaand
Niamh and Raidux rode. But the hawk-mounted guards were also aware of the possibility, and flashed
at furious speed to intercept the escaping prisoners.

Hoping to confuse their pursuers, and perhaps divide them, the Winged Man directed the captive
mind of Ralidux to divert hisflight to one side. In awide curve, the zawkaw on which the two women
rodefdl awvay on adiverging path.

The ruse served its purpose by momentarily checking the pursuit. The guard-birds paused,
hesitated, and in that fateful moment the bird on which the Goddess and the princess rode waslost to
their view in the impenetrable darkness of the moonless night.

Vengefully, the Calidarians redoubled their effortsto blast the sky-ded out of theair. Now al four
of the pursuing zawkaw arrowed down on thetrail of Zarga, Janchan, and Nimbalim. The sky-ded had
by thistime dmost reached the topmost level of the trees. Bolts of glittering fire flashed about the
swaying, wobbling craft. They missed by feet—by mereinches—but now the sentries had got the range
and could direct their nerve-paralyzing wegpons with dangerous accuracy. Janchan realized it wasonly a
matter of seconds now before one of the dazzling shafts connected with its target

And then it happened!

Asfatewould haveit, the bolt struck Zarga. The Kaood was hunched over the controls, partialy
sheltered behind the curve of the crystal windshield. Asthe beam struck him, catching himin ahalo of
radiant force, he uttered amentd cry of agony and fell back from the controls, either dead or
UNCONSCIOUS.

Without his hand at the levers, the sky-ded angled away crazily. It wasthisfactor of chance done
saved the other occupants of the craft from asimilar fate. For, veering madly to one side, the wobbling
ded shot into amass of foliage and vanished from the sight of the pursuers.

The Skymen jerked back on the reins, checking the downward plunge of their hawks. As grest
leaves whipped by, dapping the shuddering ded, Janchan tore |oose from the restraining straps and
seized the contrals, bringing the craft back to an even kedl. A few moments later, darting into the heavy



foliage of the middle terraces, he checked the headlong velocity of the ded, causing it tofloat into a
place of concealment. All the hunting hawks of Cdidar could not find them now, he knew.

Safe now from pursuit, the ded hovering mationlesdy within an impenetrable screen of massed
leaves, he hastily unstrapped the Winged Man and examined his body. It was much too dark to see, for
not the dightest ray of light could pierce the thick foliage that screened their place of concealment, but by
touch aone Janchan was able to percelvethat, a very least, Zargawas il dive. Pressing hisfingertips
againg the naked chest of the Kaood, the prince could fedl his heart beating; placing the back of his
hand againgt Zarga’ s half-open mouth, he perceived that the Winged Man was il breathing. A gust of
relief went through him as he crouched above the motionless form of the alien. The bolt of pain had
shocked Zargainto unconsciousness, but had not been sufficient to day him.

And then another thought occurred to Janchan, and he gasped in horror at itsimplications.

For when Zargabad lost consciousness, had he not also lost his control over the mind of Ralidux?
Now free of menta restraint, was not the black savant in full and conscious command of hiswitsagain?

With Arjdaand Niamh his helpless captives?

Their hurtling flight angled into asteep dive. Arjdaand Niamh clutched a each other asthe gresat
zawkaw fell downward into the bottomless Abyss that yawned between the giant trees. All pursuit was
lost far above, aswhipping leaves closed in their rear to concea them from any scrutiny. Stiff and
motionless as an automaton, the figure of Ralidux |et the reins bang loosely as an expression of pain
contorted his beautiful features.

And then hisfestures cleared and the light of intelligence returned to his empty eyes. For amomernt,
Rdidux stared about him blankly. Then, observing the frightened Arjadashrinking againgt him, aglare of
maniacd triumph lit the face of Ralidux of Cdidar.

He caught up the loose reins, bringing the hurtling zawkaw under control once more. All that had
trangpired while he had been amere automaton under the mind power of the Ka ood became known to
himin aflash of redization. And, asfor thefirst time he fdt the warm, yielding body of the Goddess
pressing againg his naked chest, an insane desire fully awoke within him. He uttered a ped of mad
laughter and his arms tightened about the voluptuous form cradled againgt him.

Arjaalooked up in mingled terror and amazement as Ralidux returned to consciousness. The
frightened young woman had no way of knowing why Zarga had reinquished his menta control of the
black man. But she saw and knew thefierce, uncontrollable lust that blazed up in his quicksiver eyesas
he stared down &t her gloatingly.

“Mingl” panted Ralidux hoarsdly.

“Ming”

And he sent the great hawk hurtling headlong into the Abyss, to bear them asfar from the reach and
vengeance of the Flying City of Cdidar asits swift, untiring wings could fly.

Afterword

Dawn lit the slver skies of the World of the Green Star. It seemed to Niamh, huddled wesarily in the
saddle agtride the giant blue hawk, that they had flown for hours.

Now that the shadows of darkness withdrew, afantastic and unfamiliar sght met her astonished
eyes.

Below them gtretched avast sheet of water, fed by many riverswhose glittering streams wound
between the immeasurable boles of the gigantic trees. It wasavast lake aslarge asan inland sea, and its



sparkling expanse was dotted with idands and archipelagoes.
Toward this the beating wings of the great hawk dowly settled.

Never indl her days had the Princess of Phaolon envisioned such awonder. But it wasindisputedly
real. And now she knew she was hopelessly and irreparably lost, for had any such marve asthis
enormous sealain near the territories of her own readlm, surdly its existence would have been known.

Ralidux guided the hawk lower: now they skimmed only a hundred yards above the waves, bound
for an unknown destination. The face of the black savant was inscrutable, his glazed eyes hooded and
unreadable. Still grasping the deek flesh of Arjdaagaing him, Raidux was consumed in the fires of
uncontrollable desire. Naught mattered to him now but that the exquisite, voluptuous young woman
should be utterly his. He searched now with eyes narrowed against the mirrorlike glare of sunlight upon
the waters for a place where the bud could land. It mattered not to him where.

Asfor the other human, the girl Niamh, her existence did not have any bearings upon hiswild
schemes. She was a burden superfluous to him. Perhaps the best thing to do would beto day her as
soon as the zawkaw settled to roost; then she could not interfere with hisdesiresfor Arjda

Almogt asif she could read the deadly plansin the heart of Raidux, Niamh succumbed to
hopel essness and despair. Separated from the sky-ded by countless farasangs, she could entertain no
hopes of rescue. It was futile to dream of being reunited once more with Janchan, Zarga, and Nimbaim.
Shewaslost and done.

Suddenly her gaze was attracted by a peculiar sight passing beneath her. A tiny idet—scarce more
than areef—thrust up out of the measureless expanse of waters. Thereupon she saw ayouth with
bandaged eyes huddled motionless beside the limp body of another, older man.

She did not recognize the youth for she had never set eyes upon him before; neither did she know
the small, bandy-legged man who was his companion, and who seemed to beinjured or dead.

Borne slently on the swift wings of the zawkaw, Niamh of Phaolon flew on through the morning
skies above the tiny ide where the youth Karn crouched despondently beside the unconscious form of

Klygon.

Thetide was rising; soon the ide would be overrun by the lapping waves, and the two men, the one
blind, the other sorely injured, would be drowned.

Neither looked up as the blue hawk soared above them. For the boy Karn, sunk in bitterness and
defeat, could not see, and the little Assassin was unconscious from the blow dealt him by the treacherous

Delgan.
So, unobserved from the ide below, the hawk flew on and soon dwindled from sight in the distance,

bearing Niamh ever farther from the youth in whose body dwelt the spirit of her beloved, Chong the
Mighty, whom she believed long-snce dain.

On and on she flew, while Karn never suspected that for amoment his beloved princess had been
near. He sat motionlessly, waiting for the dow, remorsaless waves to rise and drag him down, while the
wings of the great zawkaw bore his hel pless princess ever farther from him, toward an unknown and
terrible doom.



