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CHAPTER ONE
THEWORLD

HULL TARVISH LOOKED backward but once, and that only as he reached the ebow of the
road. The sprawling little stone cottage that had been home was visble as he had seen it a thousand
times, framed under the cedars. His mother dill watched him, and two of his younger brothers stood
gaing down the mountaingde a him. He raised his hand in farewdll, then dropped it as he redized that
none of them saw him now; his mother had turned indifferently to the door, and the two youngsters had
spied arabbit. He faced about and strode away, down the dope out of Ozarky.

He passed the place where the great sted road of the Ancients had been, now only two rusty
streaks and a row of decayed logs. Besde it was the mossy hegp of stones that had been an ancient
dructure in the days be-fore the Dark Centuries, when Ozarky had been a part of the old dtate of
M'souri. The mountain people dill sought out the place for squared stones to use in building, but the
tough meta of the sted road itsdlf was too stub-born for ther use, and the ralls had rusted quietly these
three hundred years.

That much Hull Tarvish knew, for they were things dill spoken of at night around the fireplace. They
had been mighty sorcerers, those Ancients, their sted roads went everywhere, and everywhere were the
ruins of their towns, built, it was said, by a magic that lifted weights. Down in the valey, he knew, men
were dill seeking that magic; once arider had stayed by night at the Tarvish home, a little man who said
thet in the far south thesecret had been found, but nobody ever heard any more of it.

So Hull whistled to himsdlf, shifted the rag bag on his shoulder, set his bow more comfortably on his
mighty back, and trudged on. That was why he himsdf was seeking the valey; he wanted to see what
the world was like. He had been dways a restless sort, not & dl like the other Sx Tarvish sons, nor like
the three Tarvish daughters. They were true mountainies, the sons great hunters, and the daughters stolid
and indugtrious. Not Hull, however; he was neither lazy like his brothers nor stolid like his sisters, but
restless, curious, dreamy. So he whistled his way into the world, and was happy.

At evening he stopped at the Hobel cottage on the edge of the mountains. Away before him
sretched the plain, and in the darkening distance was visble the church spire of Norse. That was a
village, Hull had never seen a village, or no more of it than this same disant steeple, shaped like a
draight white pine. But he had heard dl about Norse, because the mountainies occasondly went down
there to buy powder and bdl for ther rifles, those of them who had rifles.

Hull had only a bow. He didn't see the use of guns, powder and bal cost money, but an arrow did
the same work for nothing, and that without scaring dl the game amile away.

Morning he bade goodbye to the Hobels, who thought him, as they dways had, alittle crazy, and set
off. His powerful, brown bare legs flashed under his ragged trou-sers, his bare feet made a pleasant
soosh inthe dust of the road, the June sun beat warm on hisright cheek. He was happy; there never was
a pleasanter world then this, so he grinned and whidtled, and spat carefully into the dust, remembering
that it was bad luck to spit toward the sun. He was bound for adventure.



Adventure came. Hull had come down to the plain now, where the trees were tdler than the scrub of
the hill country, and where the occasiond farms were broader, wdl tilled, more prosperous. The tral had
become a wagon road, and here it cut and angled between two lines of forest. And unexpectedly a
man—no, two men— rose from alog at the roadside and approached Hull. He watched them; one was
tdl and light-haired as himsdlf, but without his mighty frame, and the other was a head shorter, and dark.
Vdley people, surdly, for the dark one had a stubby pistol at his belt, wooden-stocked like those of the
Ancients, and the tal man's bow was of dlittering oring sted!.

"Ho, mountainy!" said the dark one. "Where going?'
"Norse," answered Hull shortly.

"What'sin the bag?'

"My tongue,"* snapped the youth.

"Easy, there," grunted the light man. "No offense, mountainy. We're just curious. That's a good knife
you got. I'l trade it."

"For what?'

"For lead in your craw," growled the dark one. Sud-denly the blunt pistol was in his hand. "Pass it
over, and the bag too."

Hul scowled from one to the other. At last he shrugged, and moved as if to lift his bag from his
shoulders. And then, swift as the thrust of a gtriking diamondback, his left foot shot forward, catching the
dark one squardly in the pit of his scomach, with the might of Hull's muscles and weight behind it.

Theman had bregth for a low grunt; he doubled and fell, while his wegpon spun a dozen feet away
into the dust. The light one sprang for it, but Hull caught him with a great arm about his throat, wrenched
twice, and the brief fight was over. He swung placidly on toward Norse with a blunt revolver primed and
capped a his hip, a gligening spring-stedd bow on his shoulder, and twenty-two bright tubular stedl
arrowsin his quiver.

He topped alittle rise and the town lay before him. He stared. A hundred houses a least. Mugt be
five hun-dred people in the town, more people than held ever seen in his life dl together. He strode
esgerly on, goggling a the church that towered high as a tdl tree, a the win-dows of bits of glass
sdvaged from ancient ruins and carefully pieced together, at the tavern with its swvinging emblem of an
unbdievably fat man holding a mammoth mug. He stared at the houses, some of them with shops before
them, and at the people, mogt of them shod in leather.

* |diom of the second century of the Enlightenment. To have "on€'s tongue in the bag" was to refuse
to answer questions.

He himsdf attracted little attention. Norse was used to the mountainies, and only a girl or two turned
go-prasing eyes toward his mighty figure That made him uncomfortable, however; the girls of the
mountains gig-gled and blushed, but never at that age did they stare & a man. So he gazed defiantly
back, letting his eyes wander from their bonnets to the billowing skirts above ther leather strap-sandals,
and they laughed and passed on.

Hul didn't care for Norse, he decided. As the sun set, the houses loomed too close, as if they'd difle
him, so he set out into the countryside to deep. The remains of an ancient town bordered the village, with
its spectral wals crumbling againg the west. There were ghodts there, of course, so he waked farther,



found a wooded spot, and lay down, putting his bow and the sted arrows into his bag againg the ruging
effect of night-dew. Then hetied the bag about his bare feet and legs, sprawled com-fortably, and dept
with his hand on the pigtal grip. Of course there were no animals to fear in these woods save wolves, and
they never attacked humans during the warm parts of the year, but there were men, and they bound
themsdlves by no such seasond laws.

He awoke dewy wet. The sun shot golden lancesthrough thetrees, and he was ravenoudy
hungry. He ate thelast of his mother's brown bread from his bag, now crumbled by hisfeet, and then
strode out to the road. There was awagon creaking there, plodding northward; the bearded, kindly man
init was glad enough to have him ride for company. "Mountainy?' he asked. "Yes."

"Bound where?' "Theworld," said Hull.

"Well," observed the other, "it'sabig place, and dl I've seen of it much likethis. All except Sdlui.
That'sacity. Yes, that'sacity. Been there?

"No."

"It's got," sad the farmer impressvdy, "twenty thou-sand people in it. Maybe more. And they got
ruins there the biggest you ever saw. Bridges. Buildings. Four—five times as high as the Norse church,
and a that they're fdlen down. The Devil knows how high they used to bein the old days."

"Who livedin 'em?"' asked Hull.

"Dont know. Who'd want to live so high up itd take a ful moring to dimb there? Unless it was
meagic. | don't hold much with magic, but they do say the Old People knew how to fly."

Hul tried to imagine this. For a while there was S-lence save for the dow dump of the horses
hooves. "I don't bdieveit," he sad at lag.

"Nor |. But did you hear what they're saying in Norse?"

"l didn't hear anything."

"They say," sad the farmer, "that Joaguin Smith isgoing to march again.”
"Joaquin Smith!"

"Y eah. Even the mountainies know about him, eh?"

"Who doesn't?" returned Hull. "Then ther€ll befight-ing in the south, | guess. | have anotion to go
south.”

IIWMI
"I likefighting," sad Hull Simply.

"Far answer," said the farmer, "but from what folks say, there's not much fighting when the Master
marches. He has a spdll; there's great sorcery in N'Orleans, from the merest warlock up to Martin Sair,
who's blood-son of the Devil himsdf, or so they say.”

"I'd like to see his sorcery againg the mountainy's arrow and bdl,” said Hull grimly. "There's none of
us can't spot ether eye at athousand paces, usng rifle. Or two hundred with arrow.”

"No doubt; but what if powder flames, and gunsfire themselves before he's even across the horizon?



They say he hasaspell for that, he or Black Margot.”
"Black Margot?"
"The Princess, his haf-sster. The dark witch who rides beside him, the Princess Margaret.”
"Oh—but why Black Margot?"
The farmer shrugged. "Who knows? It's what her ene-mies cdl her."
"Thenso| cdl her," sad Hull.

"Wdl, | don't know," said the other. "It makes andl difference to me whether | pay taxes to
N'Orleans or to gruff old Marcus Ormiston, who's edarch of Ormigton village there” He flicked his
whip toward the distance ahead, where Hull now descried houses and the flash of alitleriver. "I've sold
produce in towns within the Empire, and the people of them seemed as happy as ourselves, no more, no
less"

"Thereisadifference, though. It'sfreedom.”

"Merely a word, my friend. They plow, they sow, they reap, just aswe do. They hunt, they
fish, they fight. And asfor freedom, are they less free with awarlock to rule them than | with awizened
fool ?*

"The mountainies pay taxesto no one.”

"And no one builds them roads, nor digs them public wells. Where you pay little you get less, and |
will say that the roads within the Empire are better than ours.”

"Better than this?' asked Hull, staring at the dusty width of the highway.

"Far better. Near Memphis town is a road of solid rock, which they spread soft through some
meagic, and let harden, so there is nether mud nor dust.”

Hul mused over this "The Master," he burst out sud-denly, "is he redlly immorta ?'

The other shrugged. "How can | say? There are great sorcerers in the southlands, and the greatest
of them isMartin Sair. But | do know this, that | have seen sixty-two years, and as far back as memory
goes there was dways Joaguin Smith in the south, and dways an Empire gobbling cities as a hare
gobbles carrots. When | was young it was far away, now it reaches close a hand; that is dl the
difference. Men taked of the beauty of Black Margot then as they do now, and of the wizardry of
Martin Sair."

Hull made no answer, for Ormiston was a hand. The village was much like Norse save that it
huddled among low hills, on the crest of some of which loomed ancient ruins. At the near Sde his
companion hated, and Hull thanked him as he legped to the ground. "Where to?"' asked the farmer. Hull
thought amoment. "Sdlui,” he said. "Wadll, it'sahundred miles, but therell be many to ride you."

"I have my own feet," sad the youth. He spun sud-denly about a a voice across the road: "Hi!
Mountainy!"

It was agirl. A very pretty girl, dim waisted, copper-haired, blue eyed, sanding a the gate before
alarge stone house. "Hi!" she cdled. "Will you work for your dinner?'

Hull wasravenousagain. "Gladly!" he cried.



The voice of the farmer sounded behind him. "It's Val Ormigton, the dotard eldarch’'s daughter. Hold
her for aful medl, mountainy. My taxes are paying for it."

But Val Ormigton was above much converse with a wandering mountain-man. She surveyed his
mighty form gpprovingly, showed him the logs he was to quarter, and then disappeared into the house. If,
perchance, she peeped out through the clearest of the ancient glass fragments that formed the window,
and if she watched the flexing muscles of his great bare ams as he swung the axe— well, he was
unaweare of it.

So it happened that afternoon found him trudging to-ward Sdui with a hearty med insde him and
three dlver dimesin his pocket, ancient money, with the gtriding figure of the woman dl but worn away.
He was richer than when he had set out by those coins, by the blunt pistal at his hip, by the shiny sted
bow and arrows, and by the memory of the copper har and blue eyes of Val Ormiston.

CHAPTER TWO
OLD EINAR

Three weeksin Sdui had served to give Hull Tarvish a sort of spesking acquaintancy with the place.
He no longer gaped at the skypiercing ruins of the ancient city, or the vast fdlen bridges, and he was
quite a home in the town that lay beside it. He had found work easly enough in a baker's establishment,
where his great muscles served wdl; the hours were long, but his pay was munif-icent—five Slver
quarters aweek. He paid two for lodg-ing, and food—what he needed beyond the burnt loaves at hand
from his employment—cost him another quarter, but thet left two to put by. He never gambled other
than a wager now and then on his own marksmanship, and that was more profitable than otherwise.

Ordinarily Hull was quick to make friends, but his long hours hindered him. He had but one, an
incredibly old man who sat a evening on the step beyond his lodging, Old Einar. So this evening Hull
wandered out as usud to join him, garing at the crumbling towers of the An-cients glowing in the sunset.
Trees sprung on many, and dl were green with vine and tussock and the growth of wind-carried seeds.
No one dared build among the ruins, for none could guess when a great tower might come crashing
down.

"I wonder," he said to Old Einar, "what the Ancients were like. Were they men like us? Then how
could they fly?'

"They weremen like us, Hull. Asfor flying—well, it'smy belief that flyingisa legend. See here;
there was a man supposed to have flown over the cold lands to the north and those to the south, and also
acrossthe great sea. But thisflying man is called in some accounts Lind-bird and in others Bird, and
surely one can seethe origin of such a legend. The migrations of birds, who crossland and seas each
year, that isdl.”

"Or perhgps magic,” suggested Hull.

"There isno magic. The Ancients themsdaves denied it, and | have struggled through many amoldy
book in their curious, archaic tongue.”

Old Einar wasthefirst scholar Hull had ever encoun-tered. Though there were many during the
dawn of that brilliant age cdled the Second Enlightenment, most of them were ill within the
Empire. John Holland was dead, but Olin was yet dive in the world, and Kohlmar, and Jorgensen,
and Teran, and Martin Sair, and Joaguin Smith the Master. Great names—the names of demigods. But



Hull knew little of them. ™Y ou can read!" he ex-claimed. "That initsdf isa sort of magic. And you have
been within the Empire, even in N'Orleans. Tel me, what isthe Great City like? Have they
redly learned the secrets of the Ancients? Are the Immortals truly im-morta? How did they gain
thelr knowledge?"

Old Einar settled himsdf on the step and puffed blue smoke from his pipe filled with the harsh
tobacco of the region. "Too many questions breed answers to none" he observed. "Shdl | tdl you the
true sory of the world, Hull—the story cdled Higory?'

"Yes. In Ozarky we spokelittle of such things.”

"Wdl," sad the old man comfortably, "I will begin then, at what to us is the beginning, but to the
Ancients was the end. | do not know what factors, what wars, what struggles, led up to the mighty world
that died dur-ing the Dark Centuries, but | do know that three hun-dred years ago the world reached its
dimax. You cannot imagine such a place, Hull. It was atime of vast cities, too—fifty times as large as
N'Orleans with its hundred thousand people.”

He puffed dowly. "Greeat sted wagons roared over the iron roads of the Ancients. Men crossed the
oceans to east and west. The cities were full of whirring whedls, and ingtead of the many little city-states
of our time, there were giant nations with thousands of dities and a hundred million—a hundred and fifty
million people.”

Hul stared. "I do not believe there are so many people in the world," he said.

Old Einar shrugged. "Who knows?' he returned. "The ancient books—all too fen—tel us tha the
world isround, and that beyond the sess lie one, or severd con-tinents, but what races are there today
not even Joaguin Smith can say.” He puffed smoke again. "W, such was the ancient world. These were
warlike nations, so fond of battle that they had to write many books about the horrors of war to keep
themselves at peace, but they dways faled. During the time they called thar twentieth century there was
awhole series of wars, not such little quarrels as we have so often between our city-states, nor even
such as that between the Memphis League and the Empire, five years ago. Thar wars spread like sorm
clouds around the world, and were fought between mil-lions of men with unimaginable wespons that
flung de-struction a hundred miles, and with ships on the seas, and with gases.”

"What's gases?' asked Hull.

Old Einar waved his hand so that the wind of it brushed the youth's brown cheek. "Air isa gas" he
sad. "They knew how to poison the air so that dl who breathed it died. And they fought with disesses,
and legend says that they fought dso in the air with wings, but that is only legend.”

"Diseased” said Hull. "Diseases are the breath of Devils and if they controlled Devils they used
sorcery, and therefore they knew magic.”

"There is no magic,” reiterated the old man. "I do not know how they fought each other with
diseases, but Martin Sair of N'Orleans knows. Tha was his study, not mine, but | know there was no
megicin it He re-sumed histale. "So these great fierce nations flung them-salves againg each other, for
war meant more to them than to us. With us it is something of a rough, joyous, dangerous game, but to
them it was a passion. They fought for any reason, or for none & dl save the love of fighting."

"I lovefighting,” said Hull.

"Yes, but would you love it if it meant smply the de-stroying of thousands of men beyond the
horizon? Men you were never to see?’



"No. War should be man to man, or a least no far-ther than the carry of arifle bal.”

"True. Wédll, some time near the end of ther twentieth century, the ancient world exploded into war
like a powder hornin afire. They say every naion fought, and battles surged back and forth across seas
and con-tinents. It was nat only nation againgt nation, but race againg race, black and white and ydlow
and red, dl em-broiled in atitanic struggle.”

"Ydlow and red?' echoed Hull. "There are a few black men cdled Nigs in Ozarky, but | never
heard of yellow or red men."

"I have seen ydlow men,” said Old Einar. "There are some towns of yelow men on the edge of the
western ocean, in the region caled Friscia. The red race, they say, is gone, wiped out by the plague
cdled the Grey Desath, to which they yielded more readily than the other races.”

"I have heard of the Grey Desath,” said Hull. "When | was very young, there was an old, old man
who used to say that his grand-father had lived in the days of the Desath.”

Old Einar smiled. "I doubt it, Hull. It was something over two and ahdf centuries ago. However," he
re-sumed, "the great ancient nations were a war, and as | say, they fought with diseases. Whether some
nation learned the secret of the Grey Death, or whether it grew up as a sort of cross between two or
more other diseases, | do not know. Martin Sair says that diseases are living things, so it may be so. At
any rate, the Grey Desath legped suddenly across the world, driking dike at dl people. Everywhere it
blasted the armies, the cities, the countryside, and of those it struck, Sx out of every ten died. There mugt
have been chaos in the world; we have not a angle book printed during that time, and only legend tdls
the story.

"But the war collgpsed. Armies suddenly found them-sdves unopposed, and then were blasted
before they could move. Shipsin mid-ocean were stricken, and drifted unmanned to pilein wreckage, or
to destroy others. In the dities the dead were piled in the Streets, and after a while, were amply Ieft
where they fdl, while those who survived fled away into the country. What remained of the armies
became little better than roving robber bands, and by the third year of the plague there were few if any
gtable governmentsin the world.”

"What stopped it?" asked Hull.

"I do not know. They end, these pegtilences. Those who take it and live cannot take it a second
time, and those who are somehow immune do not take it at dl, and the rest—die. The Grey Degth
swept the world for three years, when it ended, according to Martin Sair, one per-son in four had died.
But the plague came back in lessening waves for many years, only a pedilence in the Ancient's
fourteenth century, caled the Black Desth, seems ever to have equdled it.

"Ye its effects were only beginning. The ancient trans-port sysem had smply collapsed, and the
cities were sarving. Hungry gangs began raiding the countryside, and instead of one vast war there were
now a million lit-tle battles. The weagpons of the Ancients were every-where, and these battles were
fierce enough, indl truth, though nathing like the colossal encounters of the great war. Year by year the
cties decayed until by the fiftieth year after the Grey Death, the world's populaion had fdlen by
three-fourths, and avilization was ended. It was barbarism now that ruled the world, but only barbarism,
not savagery. People dill remembered the mighty ancient dvilization, and everywhere there were
attempts to com-bine into the old nations, but these failed for lack of great leaders.”

"Asthey should fal," said Hull. "We have freedom now."
"Perhaps. By the fird century after the Plague, there was little Ieft of the Ancients save ther ruined



cities where lurked robber bands that scoured the country by night. They had little interest in anything
save food or the coined money of the old nations, and they did inca-culable damage. Few could read,
and on cold nightsit was usud to raid the ancient libraries for books to burn, and to make things worse,
fire gutted the ruins of dl cities, and there was no organized resistance to it. The flanes Smply burned
themsdlves out, and priceless books vanished.”

"Yet in N'Orleans they study, don't they?' asked Hull. "Yes I'm coming to that. About two
centuries after the Plague—a hundred years ago, that is—the world had gabilized itsdf. It was much as
it is here today, with little farming towns and vast stretches of deserted country. Gunpowder had been
rediscovered, rifles were used, and most of the robber bands had been destroyed. And then, into the
town of N'Orleans, built beside the ancient city, came young John Holland.

"Halland was a rare specimen, anxious for learning. He found the remains of an ancient library and
began dowly to decipher the archaic words in the few books that had survived. Little by little others
joined him, and as the word spread dowly, men from other sections wandered in with books, and the
Academy was born. No one taught, of course; it was just a group of studious men living a sort of
communidic, monadtic life. There was no attempt at practical use of the ancient knowledge urtil a youth
named Teran had a dream—no less a dream than to recondition the centuries-old power machines of
N'Orleans, to give the dity the power that travels on wired"

"What'sthat?' asked Hull. "What's that, Old Einar?"

"You wouldn't understand, Hull. Teran was an en-thusiagt; it didn't stop him to redize that there
was no cod or ail to run his machines. He believed that when power was needed, it would be there, so
he and his fol-lowers scrubbed and filed and welded away, and Teran was right. When he needed
power, it was there.

"This was the gift of a man named Olin, who had un-earthed the ladt, the crowning secret of the
Ancients, the power cdled aomic energy. He gave it to Teran, and N'Orleans became a miradle city
where lights glowed and whedl's turned. Men came from every part of the continent to see, and among
these were two cdled Mar-tin Sair and Joaquin Smith, come out of Mexico with the haf-sster of
Joaguin, the Satanically beautiful being some-times cdled Black Margot.

"Martin Sair was agenius. He found hisfidd in the study of medicine, and it was less than ten years
before he had uncovered the secret of the hard rays He was dudying derility but he
found—immortdity!"

"Then the Immortasareimmorta!" murmured Hull.

"It may be, Hull. At least they do not seem to age, but Wadl, Joaquin Smith was ds0 a
genius, but of a different sort. He dreamed of the re-uniting of the peoples of the country. | think he
dreams of even more, Hull; people say he will stop when he rules a hundred cities, but | think he
dreams of an American Empire, or"—Old Einar's voice dropped—"a world Empire. At least, he took
Martin Sair's immortaity and traded it for power. The Second Enlightenment was dawning and there
was genius in N'Orleans. He traded immortdity to Kohlmar for a weapon, he offered it to Olin for
atomic power, but Olin was dready past youth, and refused, partly because he didn't want it, and
partly because he was not entirdy in sympathy with Joaguin Smith. So the Master seized the secret of
the atom despite Olin, and the Conquest began.

"N'Orleans, directly under the influence of the Master's magnetic persondity, was ready to yidd,
and yidded to him cheering. He raised his amy and marched north, and everywhere cities fdl or
yielded willingly. Joaguin Smith is magnificent, and men flock to him, cities cheer him, even the wives



and children of the dain swear dlegiance when he forgives them in that noble manner of his. Only
Joaquin Smith was marching. Hull Tarvish leaned againgt the door of File Ormson's iron worker's shop
in Ormiston, and stared across the fidds and across the wood-here and there men hate him bitterly,
and speak such words as tyrant, and talk of freedom.”

"Such are the mountainies™ said Hull. "Not even the mountainies can stand the ionic beams that
Kohlmar dug out of ancient books, nor the Erden resonator that explodes gunpowder miles away. |
think that Joagquin Smith will succeed, Hull. Moreover, | do not think it entirdy bad that he should,
for heisagreat ruler, and a bringer of dvilization."

"What are they like, the Immortas?’

"Wdl, Martin Sair is as cold as mountain rock, and the Princess Margaret is like black fire. Even
my old bones fed younger only to look at her, and it is wise for young men not to look at her at al,
because sheis quite heartless, ruthless, and pitiless. Asfor Joaquin Smith, the Master—I do not know
the words to describe so complex a character, and | know him wel. He is mild, perhaps, but
enormoudy gtrong, kind or crud as suits his purpose, dlitteringly intdligent, and dangeroudy
cham-ing."

"You know him!" echoed Hull, and added curioudy, "What is your other name, Old Einar, you who
know the Immortas?'

The old man smiled. "When | was born," he said, "my parents cdled me Einar Qlin’

CHAPTER THREE
THE MASTER MARCHES

lands, and across to the blue mountains of Ozarky in the south. There is where he should have been,
there with the mountainy men, but by the time the tired rider had brought the news to Sdui, and by the
time Hull had reached Ormigton, it was dready too late, and Ozarky was but an outlying province of the
expanding Empire, while the Master camped there above Norse, and sent representations to Sdui.

SHui wasn't going to yidd. Already the towns of the three months old Sdui Confederation were
sending in thelr men, from Bloom'ton, from Cairo, even from distant Ch'cago on the shores of the sdtless
sea Mitchin. The men of the Confederation hated the little, dender, dark Ch'cagoans, for they had not yet
forgotten the disastrous bettle at Starved Rock, but any dlies were welcome againgt Joaquin Smith. The
Ch'cagoans were good enough fighters, too, and heart and soul in the cause, for if the Master took Sdui,
his Empire would reach dan-geroudy close to the sdtless seas, oreading from the ocean on the east to
the mountains on the west, and north as far as the great confluence of the M'sppi and M'souri.

Hul knew there was fighting ahead, and he relished it. It was too bad that he couldn't have fought in
Ozarky for his own people, but Ormiston would do. That was his home for the present, since held found
work here with Fle Ormson, the squat iron-worker, broad-shoul-dered as Hull himsdf and a head
shorter. Pleasant work for his mighty muscles, though at the moment there was nothing to do.

He stared a the peaceful countryside. Joaguin Smith was marching, and beyond the village, the
farmers were dill working in ther fields. Hull listened to the dow Sowing Song:

"Thisiswhat the ground needs: First the plow and then the seeds, Then the harrow
and then the hoe, And rain to make the harvest grow.



"Thisiswhat the man needs: First the promises, then the deeds, 25
Then the arrow and then the blade, And last the digger with his black spade.

"Thisiswhat hiswife needs: First a garden free of weeds, Then the daughter, and then the
son, And a fireplace warm when the work is done.

"Thisiswhat his son needs;—"

Hul ceased to ligen. They were Snging, but Joa-quin Smith was marching, marching with the men of
a hundred cities, with his black banner and its golden ser-pent fluttering. That serpent, Old Einar hed
sad, was the Midgard Serpent, which ancient legend related had encircled the earth. It was the symboal
of the Master's dream, and for a moment Hull had a girring of sympathy for that dream.

"No!" he growled to himself. "Freedom's better, and it'sfor usto blow the head from the Midgard
Serpent." A voice sounded a hissde. "Hull! Big Hull Tarvishl Are you too proud to notice humble folk?!

It was Vail Ormigton, her violet eyeswhimsica be-low her smooth copper hair. He flushed; he was
not used to theways of these valey girls, who flirted frankly and openly in amanner impossibleto the
shy girlsof themountains. Y et he—wadll, inaway, heliked it, and heliked Vail Ormiston, and he
remembered pleasantly an evening two days ago when he had sat and talked afull three hours with her
on the bench by the tree that shaded Ormiston well. And he remembered the wak through the fields
when she had shown him the mouth of the great ancient storm sewer that had run under the dead city,
and that still stretched crumbling for miles under-ground toward the hills, and herecaled her story of
how, when achild, she had lost hersdlf init, so that her father had planted the tangle of blackberry bushes
that till concealed the opening.

He grinned, "Is it the eldarch's daughter spesking of humble folk? Your father will be taxing me
doubleif he hears of this"

Shetossed her helmet of metdlic hair. "Hewill if he seesyouin that Selui finery of yours." Her eyes
twinkled. "For whose eyeswas it bought, Hull”? For you'd be better saving your money."

"Save dlver, lose luck," he retorted. After dl, it wasn't so difficult a task to tak to her. "Anyway,
better a amile from you than the glitter of money.”

Shelaughed. "But how quickly you learn, mountainy! Still, what if | say | liked you better in tatters,
with your powerful brown muscles quivering through therips?'

"Do yousay it, Val?'
"Y$, tI,H]!ll

He chuckled, raising his great hands to his shoulders. There was the rasp of tearing cloth, and a long
rent gleamed in the back of his Sdui shirt. "There, Val!"

"Oh!" she gasped. "Hull, you wastrdl! But it's only a seam.” She fumbled in the bag at her belt. "Let
me gtitch it back for you."

She bent behind him, and he could fed her breath on his skin, warm as soring sunshine. He et his
jaw, scowled, and then plunged determinedly into what he had to say. "I'd like to talk to you again this
evening, Val."

He sensed her amile & his back. "Would you?' she murmured demurely.



"Yes, if Enoch Ormiston hasn't spoken firdg for your time™

"But he has, Hull."

He knew she was teasing him deliberatdly. "I'm sorry," he said shortly.
"But—I told him | was busy," shefinished. "And are you?'

Her voice was a whisper behind him. "No. Not unlessyou tdl me | am."
His great roar of alaugh sounded. "Then | tdl you so, Val."

He fdt her tug at the seam, then she leaned very close to his neck, but it was only to bite the thread
with her white teeth. "So!" she said gaily. "Once mended, twice new.”

Before Hull could answer there came the dang of File Ormson's dedge, and the measured below
of his Forge Song. They lisened as his resounding strokes besat time to the song.

"Then it's ho-oh—ho-oh—ho! While I'm singing to the ringing Of each
blow—blow—hlow! Till the metal's soft as butter Let my forge and bellows
sputter

Like the revels of the devils down below—ow—LOW! Like the revels of the devils down
below!"

"I mugt go," said Hull, amiling rdluctantly. "Theré's work for me now."
"What does File make?' asked Vall.
Ingtantly Hull's amile faded. "He forges—a sword!"

Val too was no longer the joyous one of a moment ago. Over both of them had come a shadow, the
shadow of the Empire. Out in the blue hills of Ozarky Joaguin Smith was marching.

Evening. Hull watched the dlint of a copper moon on Vail's copper hair, and leaned back on the
bench. Not the one near the pump this time; that had been aready occupied by two laughing couples,
and though they had been welcomed eagerly enough, Hull had preferred to be done. It wasn't mountain
shyness any more, for his great, good-natured presence had found ready friendship in Ormigton village: it
was merdy the projection of that moodiness that had settled over both of them at parting, and so they sat
now on the bench near Val Ormiston's gate at the edge of town. Behind them the stone house 1oomed
dark, for her father was scurrying about in town on Confederation business, and the help had availed
them-sdves of the evening of freedom to join the crowd in the village square. But the yelow daylight of
the ail-lamp showed across the road in the house of Hue Helm, the farmer who had brought Hull from
Norse to Ormiston.

It was at this light that Hull stared thoughtfully. "I like fighting," he repeated, "but somehow the joy
has gone out of this. It's asif one waited an approaching thunder cloud.”

"How." asked Vail inatimid, smdl voice, "can one fight magic?'
"Thereisno magic," said the youth, echoing Old Einar's words. "There is no such thing."
"Hull' How can you say such stupid words?'

"| say what wastold me by one who knows."



"No magic!" echoed Vail. "Then tdl me what gives the wizards of the south ther power. Why is it
that Jaoquin Smith has never logt a battle? What stole away the courage of the men of the Memphis
League, who are good fighting men? And what—for this | have seen with my own eyes—pushes the
horseless wagons of N'Orleans through the streets, and what lights thet city by night? If not magic, then
what?'

"Knowledge" said Hull. "The knowledge of the An-cients.”

"Theknowledge of the Ancientswas magic,”" said the girl. "Everyone knowsthat the Ancientswere
wizards, warlocks, and sorcerers. If Holland, Olin, and Martin Sair are  not sorcerers, then what are
they? If Black Margot isno witch, then my eyes never looked on one.”

"Have you seen them?' queried Hull.

"Of course, al but Holland, who is dead. Three years ago during the Peace of Memphis my father
and | trav-eled into the Empire. | saw al of them about the city of N'Orleans.”

"And is she—what they say sheis?'
"The Princess?' Vail's eyes dropped. "Men say sheis beautiful "
"But you think not?"

"What if she is?" snapped the gil dmog defiantly. "Her beauty is like her youth, like her very
life—atificd, preserved after its alotted time, frozen. That's it—frozen by sorcery. And as for the rest
of hee—" Vail's voice lowered, hesitated, for not even the plain-spoken valey girls discussed such things
with men. "They say she has outworn a dozen lovers" she whispered.

Hull was startled, shocked. "Vail!" he muttered. She siwung the subject back to safer ground, but he
saw her flush red. "Don't tell me theré's no magic!" she said sharply.

"At leagt," hereturned, "there's no magic will stop a bullet save flesh and bone. Y es, and the wizard
who stops one with hisskull liesjust as dead as an honest man.”

"I hopeyou'reright," she breathed timidly. "Hull, he must be stopped! He must!”

"But why fed so strongly, Vail? | like a fight—but most men say that life in the Empire is much like
life without, and who cares to whom he pays his taxes if only-

He broke off suddenly, remembering. "Y our father!" he exclamed. "The edarch!”

"Yes, my father, Hull. If Joaguin Smith takes Ormiston, my father is the one to suffer. His taxes will
be gone, his lands parceled out, and he's old, Hull—old. What will become of him then? | know many
people fed the way you—the way you said, and o they fight haf-heartedly, and the Master takes town
after town without killing a angle man. And then they think there is magic in the very name of Joaquin
Smith, and he marches through armies that outnumber him ten to one” She paused. "But not Ormigton!™
she cried fiercdy. "Not if the women have to bear amg”

"Not Ormiston,” he agreed gently.
"Youll fight, Hull, won't you? Even though you're not Ormiston born?"
"Of course. | have bow and sword, and a good pistal. I'll fight."

"But no rifle? Wait, Hull." She rose and dipped away in the darkness.



In amoment she was back again. "Here. Here isrifle and horn and bal. Do you know its use?"
He amiled proudly. "What | can see | can hit," he said, "like any mountain man.”

"Then," she whispered with fire in her voice, "send me a bullet through the Master's skull. And one
besides between the eyes of Black Margot—for me”

"l do not fight women," he said.
"Not woman but witch!"

"Nonetheless, Vall, it mugt be two bullets for the Master and only the captive's chains for Princess
Mar-garet, at least s0 far as Hull Tarvish is concerned. But wouldn't it please you fully as wel to watch
her draw water from your pump, or shine pots in your kitchen?' He was jdlying her, trying to pant
fandful pictures to lift her spirit from the somber depths.

But she read it otherwise. "Yed" she blazed. "Oh, yes, Hull, that's better. If | could ever hope to see
that " She rose suddenly, and he followed her to the gate. "You mugt go,” she murmured, "but
before you leave, you can—if you wish it, Hull—kiss me."

Of a sudden he was dl shy mountainy again. He set the rifle againg the fence with its horn swinging
from the trigger guard. He faced her flushing a furious red, but only hdf from embarrassment, for the rest
was hap-piness. He circled her with his great arms and very hadtily, he touched hislips to her soft ones.

"Now," he said exultantly, "now I will fight if I have to charge the men of the Empire done.”

CHAPTER FOUR
THE BATTLE OF EAGLEFOOT FLOW

THE MEN OF THE Confederation were pouring into Or-miston dl night long, the little dark men of
Ch'cago and Sdui, the tdl blond ones from the regions of lowa, where Dutch blood sill survived,
mingled now with a Scandi-navian infuson from the upper rivers. All night there was a rumble of
wagons, bringing powder and bdl from Sdui, and food as wel for Ormiston couldn't even atempt to
feed so many ravenous mouths. A magnificent army, ten thousand strong, and dl of them seasoned
fighting men, trained in a dozen little wars and in the bloody War of the Lakes and Rivers, when
Ch'cago had bitten so large a piece from Sdlui territories.

The stand was to be at Ormiston, and Norse, the only settlement now between Joaguin Smith and
the Confed-eration, was Ieft to its fate. Experienced leaders had ex-amined the territory, and had
agreed on a plan. Three miles south of the town, the road followed an ancient ralroad cut, with
fifty-foot embankments on ether side, heavily wooded for a mile north and south of the bridge across
Eaglefoot How.

Along this course they were to digtribute their men, a angle line where the bluffs were high and
steep, massed forces where the terrain permitted. Joaquin Smith must follow the road; there was no
other. Anided Stuation for ambush, and a magnificently smple plan. So magnificent and so smple that
it could not fall, they said, and forgot completely that they were facing the supreme military genius of the
entire Age of the Enlightenment.

It was mid-morning when the woods-runners that had been sent into Ozarky returned with
breath-taking news. Joaguin Smith had received the Sdui defiance of his rep-resentations, and was



marching. The Master was march-ing, and though they had come swiftly and had ridden horseback from
Norse, he could not now be far distant. His forces? The runners estimated them at four thou-sand men,
dl mounted, with perhaps another thousand auxiliaries Outnumbered two to one! But Hul Tavish
remembered tales of other encounters where Joagquin Smith had overcome greater odds than these,

Thetime was a hand. In the little room beside File Ormson's workship, Hull was going over his
weapons while Val Ormiston, pale and nervous and very lovely, watched him. He drew a bit of oiled rag
through the bore of the rifle she had given him, rubbed a spot of rust from the hammer, blew a speck of
dus from the pan. Beside him on the table lay powder horn and bdl, and his sted bow leaned againgt his
chair.

"A sweet wegpon!" he said admiringly, Sghting down the long barrel.

"I— hope it serves you wdl," murmured Vail trem-uloudy. "Hull, he must be stopped. He must!*
"Well try, Vail." Herose. "It'stime| started.”

She was facing him. "Then, before you go, will you —kiss me, Hull?"

He strode toward her, then recoiled in sudden darm, for it was at that ingant that the thing
happened. There was a series of the faintest possible clicks, and Hull fancied that he saw for an indant a
gligening of tiny blue sparks on candle-sticks and metd objects about the room, and that he fdt for a
brief moment a curious ting-ling. Then he forgot dl of these strange trifles as the powder horn on the
table roared into terrific flame, and flaming wads of powder shot meteor-like around him.

For an indant he froze rigid. Val was screaming; her dress was burning. He moved into sudden
action, sweegping her from her feet, crashing her sdeways to the floor, where his great hands beat out the
fire. Then he dapped table and floor; he brought his ample sanddls down on flaming spots, and findly
there were no more flames.

He turned coughing and choking in the black smoke, and bent over Vall, who gasped hdf overcome.
Her skirt had burned to her knees, and for the moment she was too distraught to cover them, though
there was no modesty in the world in those days like that of the women of the middle river regions. But
as Hull leaned above her she huddled back.

"Areyou hurt?' he cried. "Valil, are you burned?' "No—no!" she panted.
"Then outsde!" he snapped, reaching down to lift her. "Not—not like thig!"

He understood. He snatched his lesther smith's gpron from the wal, whipped it around her, and
bore her into the clearer ar of the Street.

Outside there was chaos. He set Vail gently on the step and surveyed a scene of turmoil. Men ran
shouting, and from windows dong the street black smoke poured. A dozen yards away a powder
wagon had blasted itsdlf into a vast mushroom of smoke, incineraing horses and driver dike. On the
porch across the way lay awrithing man, torn by the rifle that had burst in his hands.

He comprehended suddenly. "The sparkers!"* he roared. "Joaguin Smith's sparkers! Old Einar told
me about them." He groaned. "There goes our ammunition.” The gil made a great effort to control
hersdf. " Joa-quin Smith's sorcery,” she said dully. "And there goes hope as wdl.”

*The Erden resonators. A device, now obsolete, that projected an inductive fidd aufficient to
induce tiny eectricd discharges in metd objects up to a distance of many miles. Thus it ignited
inflammables like gunpowder.



He dtarted. "Hope? No! Wait, Vall." He rushed toward the milling group that surrounded bearded
old Marcus Ormigton and the Confederation lead-ers. He plowed his way fiercdy through, and seized
the panic-stricken greybeard. "What now?" he roared. "Whéat are you going to do?'

"Do?Do?" The old man was beyond comprehending.
"Yes, do! I'll tell you." He glared &t thefive leaders.

"Youll carry through. Do you see? For powder and ball there's bow and sword, and just as good for
the range we need. Gather your men! Gather your men and march!”

And such, within the hour, was the decison. Hull marched first with the Ormiston men, and
he carried with him the memory of Vail'sfarewell. It embarrassed him cruelly to be kissed thusin public,
but therewas great pleasurein the glimpse of Enoch Ormiston's sour face as he had watched her.

The Ormiston men werefirst on the line of the Mas-ter's gpproach, and they filtered to their
forest-hidden places as silently asfoxes. Hull let his eyeswander back aong the cut and what he saw
pleased him, for no eye could have detected that dong the deserted road lay ten thousand fighting men.
They were good woodsmen too, these fellows from the upper rivers and the saltless seas. Down the way
from Norse asingle horseman came galloping. Old Marcus Ormiston recognized him, stood erect,
and hailed him. They talked; Hull could hear thewords. The Master had passed through Norse,
pausing only long enough to notify the eldarch that henceforth his taxes must be transmitted to
N'Orleans, and then had moved leisurely onward. No, there had been no sign of sorcery, nor had he
even seen any trace of the witch Black Margot, but then, he had ridden away before the Master had
well arrived.

Thar informant rode on toward Ormiston, and the men fdl to ther quiet waiting. A haf hour
passed, and then, fantly drifting on the dlent air, came the sound of music. Singing; men's voices in
song. Hull listened in-tently, and his skin crept and his hair prickled as he made out the words of the
Battle Song of N'Orleans.

"Queen of cities, reigning Empress, starry pearled See our arms sustaining
Battle flags unfurled! Hear our song rise higher, Fierce as battle fire, Death
our one desire

Or
The Empire of the World!"

Hul gripped his bow and set feather to cord. He knew wel enough that the plan was to permit the
enemy to pass unmolested urtil his whole line was within the span of the ambush, but the rumble of that
digant song was like spark to powder. And now, far down the way beyond the cut, he saw the dust
rigng. Joagquin Smith was at hand.

Then—the unexpected! Ever afterward Hull told him-sdif thet it should have been the expected, that
the Mas-ter's reputation should have warned them that so Smple a plan as theirs mud fail. There was no
time now for such vain thoughts, for suddenly, through the trees to his right, brown-clothed, lithe little
men were dipping like charging shadows, horns sounding, whigtles ghilling. The woods runners of the
Master! Joaguin Smith had an-ticipated just such an ambush.

Ingantly Hull saw their own weakness. They were ten thousand, true enough, but here they were
grung thinly over a distance of two miles, and now the woods runners were a a vast advantage in
numbers, with the main body approaching. One chance! Fght it out, drive off the scouts, and retire into



the woods. While the army existed, even though Ormigton fel, there was hope.

He shouted, strung his arrow, and sent it flashing through the leaves. A bad place for arrows; ther
arching flight was dways deflected by the tangled branches. He dung bow on shoulder and gripped his
sword; close quarters was the solution, the sort of fight that made blood tingle and life seem joyous.

Then—the second surprise! The woods runners had flashed ther own weapons, litile blunt
revolvers* But they sent no bullets, only pae beams darted through leaves and branches, faint blue
streaks of light. Sorcery? And to what avail?

He learned ingantly. His sword grew suddenly scorch-ing hot in his hands, and a moment later the
queerest pain he had ever encountered racked his body. A vio-lent, singing, inward tingle that twitched
his muscles and pardlyzed his movements. A brief second and the

"Kohlmar's ionic beams. Two pardld beams of highly actinic light ionize a path of ar, and dong
these conductive lanes of gas an dectric current can be passed, powerful enough to kill or merdly intense
enough to punish. shock ceased, but his sword lay samoking in the leaves, and his sted bow had seared
his shoulders. Around him men were ydling in pain, writhing on the ground, run-ning back into the forest
depths. He cursed the beams; they flicked like sunlight through branched and leafy tangles where an
honest arrow could find no passage.

Y et gpparently no man had been killed. Hands were seared and blistered by weapons that grew hot
under the blue beams, bodies were racked by the torture that Hull could not know was eectric shock,
but none was dain. Hope flared again, and he ran to head off a retreating group.

"To the road!" he roared. "Out where our arrows can fly free! Charge the column!”

For amoment the group hated. Hull seized a yet un-heated sword from someone, and turned back.
"Come on'" he bellowed. "Come on! Well have afight of this yet!"

Behind him he heard the trample of feet. The beams flicked out again, but he held his sword in the
shadow of his own body, gritted his teeth, and bore the pain that twisted him. He rushed on; he heard
his own name bel-lowed in the booming voice of File Ormson, but he only shouted encouragement and
burst out into the full sun-ight of the road.

Bdow in the cut was the head of the column, advanc-ing placidly. He glimpsed a slver hdmeted,
black haired man on a great white mare at its head, and beside him a dighter figure on a black gallion.
Joaquin Smith! Hull roared down the enbankment toward him.

Four men spurred ingantly between him and the fig-ure with the slver hdmet. A beam flicked; his
sword scorched his skin and he flung it away. "Come on!" he bellowed. "Here's afight!”

Strangdly, in curious darity, he saw the eyes of the Empire men, a smile in them, mysterioudy
amused. No anger, no fear—just amusement. Hull fdt a sudden surge of trepidation, glanced quickly
behind him, and knew fi-ndly the cause of that amusement. No one had fallowed him; he had
charged the Master's army aonel

Now the fierces anger he had ever known gripped Hull. Deserted! Abandoned by those
for whom he fought.

He roared his rage to the echoing bluffs, and sprang at the horseman nearest him.

The horse reared, pawing the air. Hull thrust his mighty arms below its bely and heaved with a
convulson of his great muscles. Backward toppled steed and rider, and dl about the Master was a



milling turmail where a man scrambled desperately to escape the dashing hooves. But Hull glimpsed
Joaquin Smith gtting statudike and amiling on his great white mare.

He tore another rider from his saddle, and then caught from the corner of his eye, he saw the dim
youth at the Master's Sde raise a wegpon, coolly, methodicaly. For the barest ingant Hull faced icy
green eyes where cold, passonless death threatened. He flung himsdf aside as a beam spat smoking
agand the dust of the road.

"Dont!" snapped Joaguin Smith, hislow voice clear through the turmoail. "The youth is splendid!”

But Hull had no mind to die usdesdy. He bent, flung himsdf hdfway up the bluff in a mighty leap,
caught a dragging branch, and swung into the forest. A dtartled woods runner faced him; he flung the
fdlow behind him down the dope, and dipped into the shelter of leaves. "The wise warrior fights pride,”
he muttered to himsdlf. "It's no disgrace for one man to run from an army.”

He was mountain bred. He circled slently through the forest, avoiding the woods runners who were
herding the Confederation amy back towards Ormiston. He smiled grimly as he recdled the words he
hed spoken to Vail. He had judtified them; he had charged the army of the Master done.

CHAPTERHVE
BLACK MARGOT

HULL CIRCLED WIDE through the forest, and it took dl his mountain craft to dip free through the
filesof woods runners. He came at lagt to the fidds east of Ormiston, and there made the road, entering
from the direction of Sdui.

Everywhere were evidences of rout. Wagons lay over-turned, their teams doubtless used to further
the escape of ther drivers. Guns and rifles, many of them burg, littered the roadside, and now and again
he passed black smoking piles and charred areas that marked the resting place of an anmunition cart.

Y e Ormiston was little damaged. He saw the fire-gutted remains of a shed or two where powder
had been stored, and down the street a house roof dill smoked. But there was no dgn of battle
carnage, and only the crowded street gave evidence of the unusud.

Hefound File Ormson in the group that stared acrosstown to where the road from Norse
elbowed east to enter. Hull had outsped the leisurely march of the Mas-ter, for there at the bend was
the glittering army, now halted. Not even the woods runners had come into Orm+-iston town, for there
they were too, lined in abrown-clad rank aong the edge of the wood-lots beyond the nearer fields. They
bad made no effort, apparently, to take pris-oners but had smply herded the terrified defendersinto the
village. Joaquin Smith had done it again; he had taken atown without asingle death, or at least no
casuaties other than whatever injuries had come from burst-ing rifles and blazing powder.

Suddenly Hull noticed something. "Where are the Con-federation men?' he asked sharply.

Hle Ormson turned gloomy eyes on him. "Gone. Hy-ing back to Sdui like scared gophers to thar
holes" He scowled, then amiled. "That was a fool's gesture of yours at Eaglefoot Flow, Hull. A fodl's
gesture, but brave."

The youth grimaced wryly. "1 thought | wasfollowed.”
"And s0 you should have been, but that those fiendish ticklers tickled awvay our courage. But they



can kill aswdl astickle; when there was need of it before Memphis they killed quickly enough.”
Hull thought of the green-eyed youth. "I think | nearly learned that,” he said amiling.

Down the way there was some sort of tir. Hull nar-rowed his eyes to watch, and descried the slver
hemet of the Master. He dismounted and faced someone; it was —yes, old Marcus Ormiston. He |eft
Hle Ormson and shouldered his way to the edge of the crowd that circled the two.

Joaquin Smith was spesking. "And,” he said, "dl taxes are to be forwarded to N'Orleans, induding
those on your own lands. Half of them | shdl use to maintan my government, but haf will revert to your
own digtrict, whichwill be under a governor | shdl gppoint in Sdui when that city is taken. You are no
longer eldarch, but for the present you may collect the taxes e the rate | prescribe.”

Old Marcus was hitterly afraid; Hull could see his beard waggling like an oriole€'s nest in a breeze,
Y et there was a shrewd, bargaining streak inhim. "You are very hard,” he whined. "You left Pace HAm
as edarch undisturbed in Norse. Why do you punish me because | fought to hold what was mine? Why
should that anger you s0?'

"I am not angry,” said the Master passvely. "l never blame any for fighting againgt me, but it is my
palicy to favor those eldarchs who yidd peacefully.” He paused. 'Those are my terms, and generous
enough.”

They were generous, thought Hull, especidly to the people of Ormiston, who received back much
less than hdif their taxes from the eldarch as roads, bridges, or wells.

"My—my lands?" fatered the old man.

"Keep what you till," said Joaquin Smith indifferently. "The rest of them go to ther tenants” He
turned away, placed foot to stirrup, and swung upon his great white mare.

Hull caught his firgt fair glimpse of the conqueror. Black hair cropped below his ears,
cool greenish grey eyes, amouth with something faintly humorous abouit it. He wastal as Hull himslf,
more dender, but with pow-erful shoulders, and he seemed no older than the late twenties, or no
more than thirty a& mogt, though that was only the magic of Martin Sar, snce more than
eighty years had passed since hisbirth in the mountains of Mexico. He wore the warrior's garb of the
southlands, ashirt of metalic slver scdes, short thigh-length trou-sers of some shiny, silken materid,
cothurns on hisfeet. His bronzed body was like the ancient statues Hull had seen in Sdlui, and he looked
hardly the fiend that most people thought him. A pleasant seeming man, save for something faintly
arrogant in hisface—no, not arrogant, exactly, but proud or confident, as if hefdt himsdf abeing
driven by fate, as perhaps hewas.

He spoke again, now to his men. "Camp there"” he ordered, waving & Ormiston square, "and
there" pointing at a falow fidd. "Do not damage the crops." He rode forward, and a dozen officers
followed. "The Church,” he said.

A voice, atense, dhrieking voice behind Hull. "You! It is, Hull! It's you!" It was Vall, teary eyed
and pde "They sad you were———" She broke off sobbing, ding-ing to him, while Enoch
Ormisgton watched sourly.

He hdd her. "It seems | failed you," he said ruefully. "But | did do my best, Vail."
"Falled? | don't care.” She cdmed. "I don't care, Hull, Snce you're here”

"And it isn't as bad asit might be," he consoled. "He wasn't as severe as | feared.”



"Severd" she echoed. "Do you believe those mild words of his, Hull? First our taxes, then our
lands, and next it will be our lives—or a least my father's life. Don't you understand? That was no
edarch from some enemy town, Hull—that was Joaquin Smith. Joaguin Smith! Do you trugt him?"

"Vail, do you believe that?'

"Of course | believe it!" She began to sob again. "See how he has dready won over hdf the town
with—with that about the taxes. Don't you be won over, Hull. I—couldn't stand it!"

"I will not," he promised.
"He and Black Margot and their craft! | hate them, Hull. [— Look there! Look there!”

He spoun around. For a moment he saw nothing save the green-eyed youth who had turned
death-laden eyes on him at Eaglefoot Flow, mounted on the mighty black ddlion. Youth! He saw
suddenly that it was a woman— a girl rather. Eighteen—twenty-five? He couldnt tdl. Her face was
averted as she scanned the crowd thet lined the opposite Side of the street, but the sunset fdl on a flaming
black mop of hair, so black that it glinted blue— an intense, unbdievable black. Like Joaguin Smith she
wore only a shirt and very abbreviated shorts, but a cgparison protected the dim daintiness of her legs
from any contact with the mount's ribs. There was a curious grace in the way she sat the idiing steed, one
hand on its haunches, the other on withers, the bridle dangling loose. Her Spanish mother's blood showed
only in the clear, transparent dlive of her skin, and of course, in the star-tling ebony of her hair.

"Black Margot!" Hull whispered. "Brazen! Haf naked! What's so beautiful about her ?"

Asif she heard his whisper, she turned suddenly, her emerdd eyes sweeping the crowd about him,
and he fdt his question answered. Her beauty was starkly incredible —audacious, outrageous. It was
more than a mere lack of flaws; it was a sultry, flaming postive beauty with a hint of sullennessiniit. The
humor of the Master's mouth lurked about hers as mockery; her perfect lips seemed a-ways about to
amile, but to amile crudly and sardoni-caly. Hers was a ruthless and pitiless perfection, but it was
nevertheless perfection, even to the faintly Oriental cast given by her black hair and sea-green eyes.

Those eyes met Hull's and it was dmog as if he heard an audible click. He saw recognition in her
face, and she passed her glance casudly over his mighty figure. He diffened, stared defiantly back, and
swept his own gaze insolently over her body from the midnight hair to the diminutive cothurns on her feet.
If she acknowledged his gaze at dl, it was by the faintest of dl possible amiles of mockery as she rode
coolly away toward Joaquin Smith.

Vall was trembling againgt him, and it was a greet rdief to look into her deep but not a dl myserious
blue eyes, and to see the quite understandable lovdiness of her pae features. What if she hadn't the
insolent brilliance of the Princess, he thought fiercdy. She was sweet and honest and loyd to her beiefs,
and he loved her. Yet he could not keep his eyes from draying once more to the figure on the black
gdlion.

"She—she amiled at you, Hull!" gasped Vail. "I'm frightened. I'm terribly frightened.”

His fascination was yidding now to a surge of hatred for Joaguin Smith, for the Princess, for the
whole Em-pire. It was Vall he loved, and she was being crushed by these. An idea formed dowly as he
stared down the street to where Joaguin Smith had dismounted and was now dgriding into the little
church. He heard an gpprov-ing murmur sweep the crowd, dready hdf won over by the distribution of
land. That was Smply policy, the Mas-ter's worshipping in Ormiston church, a gesture to the crowd.

He lifted the sted bow from his back and bent it. The spring was dill iniit; it had been heated enough



to scorch his skin but not enough to untemper it. "Wait herel” he snapped to Vall, and strode up the
sreet toward the church.

Outsde stood a dozen Empire men, and the Princess idled on her great black horse. He dipped
across the churchyard, around behind where a tangle of vines stretched toward the roof. Would they
support his weight? They did, and he pulled himsdf hand over hand to the eaves, and thence to the
peak. The spire hid him from the Master's men, and not one of the Ormiston folk glanced his way.

He crept forward to the base of the steeple. Now he must leave the peak and creep precarioudy
adong the steep dope around it. He reached the Street edge and peered cautioudy over.

The Magter was il within, Againgt hiswill heglanced at Black Margot, and even put cord to
feather and Sghted at her ivory throat. But he could not. He could not oose the shaft.

Bdow him there was a gtir. Joaguin Smith came out and swung to his white horse. Now was the
moment. Hull rose to his knees, hoping that he could remain steady on the sharp pitch of the roof.
Caefully, carefully, he drew the sted arrow back.

There was a shout. He had been seen, and a blue beam sent racking pain through his body. For an
indant he bore it, then loosed his arrow and went diding down the roof edge and over.

He fdl on soft loam. A dozen hands seized him, dragged him upright, thrust him out into the street.
He saw Joaguin Smith dill on his horse, but the gligening arrow stood upright like a plume in his Slver
helmet, and a trickle of blood was red on his cheek.

But he wasn't killed. He raised the hdmet from his head, waved aside the cluster of officers, and with
his own hands bound a white cloth about his forehead. Then he turned cool grey eyes on Hulll.

"You drive a drong sheft," he said, and then recogni-tion flickered in his eyes. "I spared your life
some hours ago, did | not?'

Hull ssid nathing.

"Why," resumed the Magter, "do you seek to kill me after your eldarch has made peace with me?
You are part of the Empire now, and thisis treason.”

"I made no peacel” growled Hull.
"But your leader did, thereby binding you."

Hul could not keep his gaze from the emerald eyes of the Princess, who was watching him without
expres-son save fant mockery.

"Have you nothing to say," asked Joaquin Smith.

"Nothing."

The Magter's eyes did over him. "Are you Ormigton born?' he asked. "What is your name?"
No need to bring troubles on hisfriends. "No," said Hull. "I am cdled Hull Tarvish."

The conqueror turned away. "Lock him up" he or-dered coolly, "Let hm make whatever
preparations his rdigion requires, and then—execute him.”

Above the murmur of the crowd Hull heard Vail Ormiston's cry of anguish. He turned to smile at her,



watched her held by two Empire men as she struggled to reach him. "I'm sorry,” he called gently. "I love
you, Vail." Then he was being thrust away down the street.

He was pushed into Hue Hem's stonewadled tool shed. It had been cleared of everything, doubtless
for some officer's quarters. Hull drew himsdf up and stood pas-gvely in the gathering darkness where a
sngle shaft of sunsat light angled through the door, before which stood two grim Empire men.

One of them spoke. "Keep peaceful, Weed,"* he said in his N'Orleans drawl. "Go ahead with your
praying, or whatever it isyou do."

*Weed: The term agpplied by Dominigs (the Master's partisans) to their opposers. It originated in
Joaquin Smith's remark before the Battle of Memphis "Even the weeds of the fidds have taken arms
agang me"

"I do nathing,” said Hull. "The mountainies believe that a right life is better than a right ending, and
right or wrong a ghost's but a ghost anyway.”

The guard laughed. "And aghost you'll be."
"If aghogt I'll be," retorted Hull, turning dowly to-ward him, "I'd sooner turn one—fighting!™

He sprang suddenly, crashed a mighty fist againg the am that bore the wesapon, thrust one guard
upon the other, and overleaped the tangle into the dusk. As he spun to circle the house, something very
hard smashed vicioudy againg the back of his skull, sending him sprawl-ing hdf dazed againg the wall.

CHAPTER SIX
THEHARRIERS

FOR A BRIEF MOMENT Hul sprawled hdf stunned, then his muscles logt their pardysis and he
thrust himsdf to his feet, whirling to face whatever assault threatened. In the doorway the guards dill
scrambled, but directly before him towered arider on a black mount, and two men on foot flanked him.
The rider, of course, was the Princess, her glorious green eyes luminous as a. cat's in the dusk as she
dapped a short sword into its scabbard. It was a blow from the flat of its blade that had feled him.

She hed now the blunt weapon of the blue beam. It came to him that he had never heard her spesak,
but she spoke now ina voice low and liquid, yet cold, cold as the flow of an ice-crusted winter stream.
"Stand quiet, Hull Tarvish," she said. "One flash will burst that stubborn heart of yours forever.”

Perforce he stood quiet, his back to the wall of the shed. He had no doubt at dl that the Princess
would kill im if he moved; he couldn't doubt it with her icy eyes upon him. He stared sullenly back, and
aphrase of Old Einar's came strangdy to his memory. "Satanicaly beautiful,” the old man had called her,
and 0 she was. Hdl or the art of Martin Sair had so fashioned her that no man could gaze unmoved on
the false purity of her face, no men at least in whom flowed red blood.

She spoke again, letting her glance flicker disdainfully over the two appdled guards. "The Master will
be pleased,” she said contemptuoudy, "to learn that one un-armed Weed outmatches two men of his
own cohort.”

The nearer man faltered, “ But your Highness, he rushed up unexpect-*

"No matter," she cut in, and turned back to Hull. For the firg time now he redly fdt the presence of



desth as she said coally, "I an minded to kill you."
"Then doit!" he snapped.

"I came here to watch you die" she observed cdmly. "It interests me to see men die, boldly or
cowardly or re-sgnedly. | think you would die boldly."

It seemed to Hull that she was ddiberately torturing him by this procrastination. "Try me" he
growled.

"But | think aso," she resumed, "that your living might amuse me more than your death, and'—for
the firg time there was a breath of feding in her voice—"God knows | need amusement!” Her tones
chilled again. "'l give you your life"

"Your Highness™ muttered the cowed guard, "the Mas-ter has ordered——"

"I countermand the orders,” she said shortly. And then to Hull. "You are a fighter. Are you dso a
mean of honor?"

"If I'm not," he retorted, "the lie that says | am would mean nothing to me™"

She amiled coldly. "Wdl, | think you are, Hul Tarvish. You go free on your word to carry no
weapons, and your promise to vigt me this evening in my quarters at the eldarch's home." She paused.
"Wdl?'

"l givemy word."

"And | takeit." She crashed her hedls againg the ribs of the great sdlion, and the beast reared and
whirled. "Away, dl of you!" she ordered. "You two; carry tub and water for my bath." She rode off
toward the street.

Hul let hmsdlf relax againg the wall with alow "whew!" Sweat started on his cold forehead, and his
mighty muscles fdt dmost weak. It wasn't that he had feared desth, he told himsdf, but the grain of
fadng those glorious, devilish emerdd eyes, and the cold tor-ment of the voice of Black Margot, and
the sense of her taunting him, mocking him, even her last careless gesture of freeing him——— He
drew himsdf erect. After dl, fear of death or none, he loved life, and let that be enough.

He waked dowly toward the street. Across the way lights glowed in Marcus Ormiston's home, and
he won-dered if Val were there, perhaps sarving the Princess Margaret as he had so laidy suggested
the contrary. He wanted to find Vall; he wanted to use her cool loveiness as an antidote for the dark
poison of the beauty he had been facing. And then, at the gate, he drew back sud-denly. A group of
menin Empire garb came driding by, and among them, helmetless and with his head bound, moved the
Master.

His eyesfdl on Hull. He paused suddenly and frowned. "You again!" he said. "How isiit that you ill
live, Hull Tarvish?'

"The Princessordered it."

The frown faded. "So," sad Joaguin Smith dowly, "Margaret takes it upon hersdf to interfere
somewhat too frequently. | suppose she dso freed you?"

"Y es, on my promise not to bear ams."



There was a curious expression in the face of the con-queror. "Wdl," he said amost gently, "it was
not my in-tention to torture you, but merely to have you killed for your treason. It may be tha you will
soon wish that my orders had been Ieft undtered.” He strode on into the eldarch's dooryard, with his
slent men fallowing.

Hul turned his steps toward the center of the village. Everywhere he passed Empire men scurrying
about the tasks of encampment, and supply wagons rumbled and jolted in the streets. He saw files of the
soldiers passing dowly before cook-wagons and the amdl of food floated on the air, reminding him that
he was ravenoudy hun-gry. He hurried toward his room besde Fle Ormson's shop, and there,
tragic-eyed and mist-pae, he found Val Ormiston.

She was huddled on the doorstep with sour Enoch holding her againg him. 1t was Enoch who firgt
per-ceived Hull, and his jaw dropped and his eyes bulged, and a gurgling sound issued from his throat.
And Vail looked up with uncomprehending eyes, stared for a mo-ment without expression, and then,
with alittle moan, crumpled and fainted.

She was unconscious only a few moments, scarcely long enough for Hull to bear her into his room.
There shelay now on his couch, dinging to his great hand, con-vinced at last of hisliving presence.

"I think," she murmured, "that you're as deathless as Joaquin Smith, Hull. I'll never believe you dead
agan. Tdl me—tel me how it happened.”

Hetold her. "Black Margot's to thank for it," he fin-ished.

But the very name frightened Vall. "She means evil, Hull. She terrifies me with her witch's eyes and
her hdll-gtained hair. | haven't even dared go home for fear of her.”

He laughed. "Don't worry about me, Vail. I'm safe enough.”
Enoch cut in. "Here's one for the Harriers, then,” he said sourly. "The pack needs him."

"The Harriers?' Hull looked up puzzled. "Oh, Hull, yed" said Vall. "Hle Ormson's been busy. The
Harriers are what's left of the army—the better ditizens of Ormigton. The Master's magic didn't reach
be-yond the ridge, and over the hills there's dill powder and rifles. And the spdl is no longer in the
valey, either. One of the men carried a cup of powder across the ridge, and it didn't burn.”

The better citizens, Hull thought smiling. She meant, of course, those who owned land and feared a
divison of it such as Marcus Ormiston had suffered. But doud he sad only, "How many men have
you?"

"Oh, therell be severd hundred with the farmers across the hills." Shelooked into hiseyes, "I know
itsaforlorn hope, Hull, but—weve got to try. Y ou'll help, won't you?'

"Of course. But dl your Harriers can attempt israids. They can't fight the Magter'sarmy.”
"l know. | know it, Hull. It's a desperate hope."

"Desperate?’ said Enoch suddenly. "Hull, didn't you say you were ordered to Black Margot's
quarters thisevening?'

"Y$"

"Then—see here! Youl'l carry aknifein your armpit. Sooner or later she' Il want you adone with her,
and when that happens, you'll dide the knife quietly into her ruth-less heart! There's ahope for you—if



you've courege!"
"Courage!" he growled. "To murder awoman!”
"Black Margot'sadevil!"

"Devil or not, what's the good of it? It's Joaguin Smith that's building the Empire, not the
Princess”

"Yes" said Enoch, "but haf his power isthe art of the witch. Once she's gone the Confederation
could blast hisarmy like ducksin afrog pond.”

"It'struel” gasped Vail. "What Enoch saysistrue!™

Hull scowled. "I swore not to bear weapong!™

"Sworeto her!™ snapped Enoch. "That needn't bind you."

"My word'sgiven," sad Hull firmly. "I donot lie”

Val amiled. "You're right,” she whispered, and as Enoch's face darkened, "I love you for it, Hull."

"Then," grunted Enoch, "if it's not lack of courage, do this Lure her somehow across the west
windows. We can dip two or three Harriers to the edge of the wood-lot, and if she passes a window
with the light behind her—wall, they won't miss™

"Oh, | won't," said Hull wearily. "I won't fight women, nor betray even Black Margot to deeth.”

But Vall's blue eyes pleaded. "That won't be bresking your word, Hull. Please. It isnt betraying a
woman. She's a sorceress. She's evil. Please, Hull."

Bitterly he yidded. "Il try, then." He frowned gloomtily. "She saved my life, and—— Well, which
room is her's?'

"My father's. Mineis the western chamber, which she took for her—her maid," Vail's eyes mided at
theindig-nity of it. "We" she said, "are left to deep in the kitchen.”

An hour later, having eaten, he walked somberly home with Vall while Enoch dipped away toward
the hills There were tents in the dooryard, and lights glowed in every window, and before the door
stood two dark Em-pire men who passed the girl readily enough, but hated Hull with smal ceremony.
Val cast hm awidful back-ward glance as she disappeared toward the rear, and he submitted grimly to
the quedtioning of the guards.

"On wheat busness?'

"To seethe Princess Margaret.”
"Areyou Hull Tarvish?'

"Wes"

One of the men stepped to his Sde and ran explora-tory hands about his body. "Orders of Her
Highness" he explained gruffly.

Hull smiled. The Princess had not trusted hisword too implicitly. In amoment the fellow had finished



his search and swung the door open.

Hul entered. He had never seen the interior of the house, and for a moment its splendor dazzled him.
Carved ancient furniture, woven carpets, intricately worked standards for the ail lamps, and even—for an
ingant he faled to comprehend it—a full-length mirror of ancient workmanship wherein his own imege
faced him. Until now he had seen only bits and fragments of mirrors.

To hisleft a guard blocked an open door whence voices issued. Old Marcus Ormiston's voice. "But
Il pay for it. Il buy it with dl | have" His tones were wheedling.

"No." Cooal findity in the voice of Joaquin Smith. "Long ago | swore to Martin Sair never to grant
immor-tdity to any who have not proved themsdaves worthy." A note of sarcasm edged his voice. "Go
prove yoursdf deserving of it, old man, in the few years left to you." Hull sniffed contemptuoudy. There
seemed something debased in the old man's whining before his conqueror. "The Princess Margaret?' he
asked, and followed the guard's gesture.

Upgtairs was adimly lit hal where another guard stood slently. Hull repeated his query, but in place
of answer came the liquid tones of Margaret hersdlf. "Let hm come in, Corlin.”

A screen within the door blocked sght of the room. Hull circled it, deding himsdf againg the
memory of that soul-burning loveiness he remembered. But his de-fense was shattered by the shock that
awaited him.

The screen, indeed, shieded the Princess from the Sght of the guard in the hall, but not from Hull's
eyes. He stared utterly appdled at the sght of her lyingin com-plete indifference in a greet tub of water,
while a fa. woman scrubbed assduoudy at her bare body. He could not avoid a sngle glimpse of her
exquiste form, then he turned and stared deliberaidy from the east windows, knowing that he was
furioudy crimson even to his shoul-ders.

"Oh, 9t down!" she said contemptuoudy. "Thiswill be over in a moment.”

He kept his eyes averted while water splashed and a towd whisked shilantly. When he heard her
footsteps beside him he glanced up tentatively, dill fearful of what he might see, but she was covered
now in aful robe of shiny black and gold that made her seem taler, though its filmy ddlicacy by no
means concealed what was be-nesth. Instead of the cothurns she wore when on the march, she had
dipped her feet into tiny high-heded san-dals that were reminiscent of the footgear he had seen in
andent pictures. The black robe and her demure coif of short ebony har gave her an gppearance of
amaos nunHlike purity, save for the green hdll-fires that danced in her eyes.

In his heart Hull cursed that fase aura of innocence, for he fdt again the fascination againg which he
had steded himsdf.

"So," she said. "You may gt down again. | do not demand court etiquette in the fidd" She sat
opposite, and produced a black cigarette, lighting it a the chimney of the lamp on the table. HUll stared;
not that he was unaccustomed to seeing women smoke, for every moun-tainy woman had her pipe, and
every cottage its tobacco patch, but cigarettes were new to him.

"Now," she said with afantly ironic amile, "tdl me what they say of me here."

"They cal you witch."

"And do they hate me?"

"Hate you?' he echoed thoughtfully. "At least they will fight you and the Master to the last feather on



the last arrow."

"Of course. The young men will fight—except those that Joagquin has bought with the eldarch's
lands—be-cause they know that once within the Empire, fighting is no more to be had. No more joyous,
thrilling litle wars between the cities, no more boasting and parading before the pretty provincid
gils—" She paused. "And you, Hul Tarvish—what do you think of me?*

"| cdl you witch for other reasons.”
"Other reasons?’
"Thereis no magic," said Hull, echoing the words of Old Einar in Sdui. "Thereis only knowledge."

The Princess looked narrowly a him. "A wise thought for one of you,” she murmured, and then,
"You came wegponless.”

"l keep my word."
"Y ou owe methat. | spared your life."

"And |," declared Hull defiantly, "spared yours. | could have sped an arrow through that white throat
of yours, there on the church roof. | amed one.”

Shegnmiled. "What held you?"
"I do nat fight women." He winced as he thought of what misson he was on, for it belied his words.

"Tdl me" she said, "was that the eldarch's pretty daughter who cried so piteoudy after you there
before the church?'

"YS"

"And do you love her?'

"Yes" This was the opening he had sought, but it came bitterly now, facdng her. He took the
opportunity grimly. "I should like to ask one favor.”

"AKit."

"I should like to see'—lies were not in him but this was no lie—"the chamber that was to have been
our bridal room. The west chamber.” That might be—should be—truth.

The Princess laughed disdainfully. "Go see it then."

For amoment he feared, or hoped, perhaps, that she was going to let im go done. Then she rose
and fol-lowed him to the hdll, and to the door of the west chamber.

CHAPTER SEVEN
BETRAYAL

HULL PAUSED a the door of the west chamber to permit the Princess to enter. For the merest
fraction of a second her glorious green eyes flashed speculaively to hisface, then she stepped back.
"You fird, Weed," she com-manded.



Hedid not hesitate. He turned and strode into the room, hoping that the Harrier riflemen, if indeed
they lurked in the copse, might recognize his mighty figure in tune to stay their eager trigger fingers. His
scalp prickled as he moved steedily across the window, but nothing happened.

Behind him the Princess laughed softly. "I have lived too long in the aura of plot and counterplot in
N'Orleans,”" she said. "I midrugt you without cause, honest Hull Tarvish.”

Her words tortured him. He turned to see her black robe mold itsdf to her body as she moved, and,
as some-times happens in moments of stress, he caught an instan-taneous picture of her with his senses
0 quickened that it seemed as if she, himsdf, and the world were frozen into immobility. He
remembered her forever as she was then, with her limbs in the act of gtriding, her green eyes soft in the
lamplight, and her perfect lipsin aamile that had a coloring of wistfulness. Witch and devil she might be,
but she looked like a dark-haired angel, and in that moment his spirit revolted.

"No!" he bellowed, and sprang toward her, driking her dim shoulders with both hands in a thrust
that sent her saggering back into the hdlway, there to St hard and suddenly on the floor beside the
amazed guard.

She sprang up ingantly, and there was nothing an-gelic now in her face. "You—hurt—me" she
hissed. "Met Now, Il " She snatched the guard's wegpon from his belt, thrug it ful a Hull's
chest, and sent the blue beam humming upon him.

It was pain far worse than that a Eaglefoot Flow. He bore it golidly, grinding into slence the groan
that rose in his throat, and in a moment she flicked it off and dapped it angrily into the guard's holster.
"Treachery agan!" she said. "I won't kill you, Hull Tarvish. | know a better way." She whirled toward the
dar-wdl. "Le-beaul" she cdled. "Lebeau! Theréds———" She glanced sharply at Hull, and continued,
"/l y a des tirailleurs dans le bois. Je vais les tireer en avant!"* It was the French of N'Orleans, as
incomprehengble to Hull as Aramaic.

*"There are snipersin the copse. I'll draw them out!"

She spun back. "Soral" she snapped, and then, as the fat woman appeared, "Never mind. You're far
too heavy." Then back to Hull. "I've amind," she blazed, "to strip the Weed clothes from the edarch's
daughter and send her marching across the window!"

He was utterly gppdled. "She—she—was in town!" he gasped, then fdl slent at the sound of feet
below.

"Wdl, theres no time" she retorted. "So, if | must " She dtrode deadily into the west
chamber, paused a mo-ment, and then stepped ddiberately in front of the win-dow!

Hull was aghast. He watched her stand so that the lamplight must have cast her perfect silhouette full
on the pane, stand tense and motionless for the fraction of a breath, and then legp back so sharply that
her robe billowed away from her body.

She had timed it to perfection. Two shots crashed d-most together, and the glass shattered. And
then, out in the night, a dozen beams criss-crossed, and, thin and clear in the silence after the shots, a ydl
of mortal an-guish drifted up, and another, and a third.

The Princess Margaret amiled in mdice, and sucked a crimson drop from a finger gashed by flying
glass "Your treachery reacts” she sad in the tones of a sneer. "In-stead of my betrayd, you have
betrayed your own men." "'l need no accusation from you," he said gloomily. "I am my own accuser, and
my own judge. Yes, and my own executioner aswdl. | will not live atraitor.”



Sheraised her dainty eyebrows, and blew a puff of grey smoke from the cigarette ill in her hand.
"So drong Hull Tarvish will die a suicide" she remarked in-differently. "I had intended to kill you now.
Should | leave you to be, your own vicim?' He shrugged. "What meaiter to me?' "Wel," she sad
musingly, "youre rather more enter-taining than | had expected. You're strong, youre stub-born, and
you're dangerous. | give you the right to do what you wish with your own life, but"—her green eyes
flickered mockingly—"if | were Hull Tarvish, | should live on the chance of judifying mysdf. You can
wipe out the disgrace of your weakness by an equa courage. You can sl your life in your own cause,
and who knows?—perhaps for Joaguin's—or ming"

He chose to ignore the mockery in her voice. "Per-haps,” he said grimly, "l will."
"Why, then, did you weaken, Hull Tarvish? Y ou might have had my life"

"I do not fight women,” he said despondently. "I looked a you—and turned week.” A question
formed in hismind. "But why did you risk your life before the window? You could have had fifty woods
runners scour the copse. That was brave, but, unnecessary.”

She amiiled, but there was a shrewd narrowness in her eyes. "Because so many of these villages are
built above the underground ways of the Ancients—the subways, the sewers. How did | know but that
your assassins might dip into some burrow and escape? It was necessary to lure them into disclosure.”

Hul shadowed the gleam that shot into his own eyes. He remembered suddenly the ancient sewer in
which the child VVal had wandered, whose entrance was hidden by blackberry bushes. Then the Empire
men were unaware of it! He visoned the Harriers cregping through it with bow and sword—yes, and
rifle, now that the spdll was off the valey—springing suddenly into the center of the camp, finding the
Master's army, deeping, disorganized, unwary. What a plan for a surprise attack!

"Your Highness" he said grimly, "I think of suicide no more, and unless you kill me now, | will be a
bitter enemy to your Empire army.”

"Perhaps less bitter than you think," she said softly. "See, Hull, the only three that know of your
weakness are dead. No one can name you traitor or weekling."

"But | can," he returned somberly. "And you."

"Not I, Hull," she murmured. "I never blame a man who weakens because of me—there have been
many. Men as strong as you, Hull, and some that the world ill cdls great.” She turned toward her own
chamber. "Come in here," she said in dtered tones. "l will have some wine. Soral" As the fa woman
padded off, she took an-other cigarette and lit it above the lamp, wrinkling her dainty nose digastefully a
the night-flying insects that circled it.

"What aplace!” she snapped impatiently.
"Itisthe finest house | have ever seen," said Hull golidly.

She laughed. "It's a hovd. | Sgh for the day we return to N'Orleans, where windows are screened,
where water flows hot a will, where lights do not flicker as ydlow ail lamps nor send heet to difle one.
Would you like to see the Great City, Hull?!

"Y ou know | would."
"What if | say you may?"
"What could keep mefromitif | go in peace?'



She shrugged. "Oh, you can vist N'Orleans, of course, but suppose | offered you the chance to go
as the— guest, well say, of the Princess Margaret. What would you give for that privilege?'

Was she mocking him again? "What would you ask for it?" he rgoined guardedly.

"Oh, your dlegiance, perhaps. Or perhaps the betrayd of your litle band of Harriers, who will be
the devil's own nuisance to stamp out of these hills”

He looked up startled that she knew the name. "The Harriers? How: 7'

She amiled. "We have friends among the Ormiston men. Friends bought with land," she added
contemptu-oudy. "But what of my offer, Hull?'

He scowled. "You say as your guest. What am | to understand by that?"

She leaned across the table, her exquisite green eyes on his, her hair flaming blue-black, her perfect
lipsinafant amile. "What you please, Hull. Whatever you please.”

Anger was rigng. "Do you mean," he asked huskily, "tha you'd do that for so smdl a thing as the
destruction of alittle enemy band? Y ou, with the whole Empire at your back?"

She nodded. "It savestrouble, doesn't it?"

"And honesty, virtue, honor, mean as little to you as tha? Is this one of your usud means of
conquest? Do you ordinarily sdl your—your favors fo——7?"

"Not ordinarily,” she interrupted coolly. "First | must like my co-partner in the trade. Y ou, Hull—
like those vast muscles of yours, and your stubborn courage, and your dow, clear mind. You arenot a
great man, Hull, for your mind has not the cold fire of genius, but you are a strong one, and | like you for
it

"Likeme" he roared, garting up in his chair. "Yet you think I'll trade what honor's left me for—that!
You think I'll betray my cause! You think: W, you're wrong, that's dl. Y ou're wrong!"

She shook her head, amiling. "No. | wasn't wrong, for | thought you wouldn't.”
"Oh, you did!" he snarled. "Then what if I'd ac-cepted? What would you have done then?'

"What | promised." She laughed at his angry, in-credulous face. "Don't look so shocked, Hull. I'm
not little Val Ormigton. I'm the Princess Margaret of N'Or-leans, cdled Margaret the Divine by those
who love me, and by those who hate me called—Wadl, you mugt know what my enemies cdl me.”

"l do!" he blazed. "Black Margat, | do!"

"Black Margot!" she echoed amiling. "Yes, so cdled because a poet once anused me, and because
there was once a very ancient, very great French poet named Fran-cois Villon, who loved a harlot caled
Black Margot." She sghed. "But my poet was no Villon; dready his works are nearly forgotten.”

"A good name!" herasped. "A good name for you!"

"Doubtless. But you fal to understand, Hull. I'm an Immorta. My years are three times yours. Would
you have me follow the standards of death-bound Val Ormiston?’

"Yes By what right are you superior to al standards?"



Her lips had ceased to smile, and her deep green eyes turned wigtful. "By the right that | can act in no
other way, Hull," she said softly. A tinge of emoation quavered in her voice. "Immortdity!" she whispered.
"Year dfter year after year of sameness, tramping up and down the world on conquest! What do | care
for conquest? | have no sense of destiny like Joaquin, who sees before hm Empire—Empire—Empire,
ever larger, ever growing. What's Empire to me? And year by year | grow bored until fighting, killing,
danger, and love are dl that keep me bresthing!"

Hisanger had drained away. He was saring at her aghast, appalled.

"And then they fal me" she murmured. "When kill-ing pdls and love grows sae, what's |eft? Did |
say love? How can there be love for me when | know that if | love a man, it will be only to watch him age
and turn wrinkled, weak, and flabby? And when | beg Joaquin for immortdity for him, he flaunts before
me that prom-ise of histo Martin Sair, to grant it only to those dready proved worthy. By the time a
man'sworthy he's old." She went on tensdly, "l tdl you, Hull, that I'm so friend-less and done that | envy
you death-bound ones! Yes, and one of these days I'll join you!"

He gulped. "My God!" he muttered. "Better for you if you'd stayed in your native mountains with
friends, home, husband, and children.”

"Children!" she echoed, her eyes miging with tears. "Immortas can't have children. They're Serile;
they should be nothing but brains like Joaquin and Martin Sair, not beings with fedings—like me.
Sometimes | curse Martin Sair and his hard rays. | don't want immortdity; | want life!"

Hull found his mind in a whirl. The impossble beauty of the girl he faced, her green eyes now soft
and moist and unhappy, her lips quivering, the glisten of a tear on her cheek—these things tore at him so
powerfully that he scarcely knew his own dlegiance. "God!" he whispered. "I'm sorry!™

"And you, Hull—will you help me—alittle?"

"But were enemies—enemied”

"Can't we be—something else?' A sob shook her.
"How can we be?" he groaned.

Suddenly some quirk to her dainty lips caught his at-tention. He stared increduloudy into the green
depths of her eyes. It was true. There was laughter there. She had been mocking him! And as she
perceived his redization, her soft laughter rippled like rain on water.

"Y ou—devil!" he choked. "You black witch! | wish I'd let you be killed!"

"Oh, no," she said demurely. "L ook a me, Hull."

The command was needless. He couldn't take his fasci-nated gaze from her exquiste face.
"Doyou love me, Hull?!

"I love Vail Ormiston,” he rasped.

"But do you love me?"

"l hateyou!"

"But do you love measwel?"



He groaned. "Thisishitterly unfair,” he muttered.

She knew what he meant. He was crying out against the circumstances that had brought the
Princess Margaret—the most brilliant woman of al that brilliant age, and one of the most brilliant of any
age—to flash dl her fascination on asmple mountainy from Ozarky. It wasn't fair; her smile admitted it,
but there was triumph there, too.

"May | go?' he asked stonily.
She nodded. "But you will be alittle less my enemy, won't you, Hull?'

He rose. "Whatever harm | can do your cause" he said, "tha harm will 1 do. | will not be twice a
traitor."

But he fancied a puzzling gleam of satisfaction in her green eyes at hiswords.

CHAPTEREIGHT
TORMENT

HULL LOOKED DOWN a noon over Ormigton valey, where Joaquin Smith was marching. At his
gde Val paused, and together they gazed slently over Sdui road, now black with riding men and
rumbling wagons on their way to attack the remnant of the Confederation army in Sdlui. But Ormiston
was not entirdly abandoned, for three hun-dred soldiers and two hundred horsemen remained to dedl
with the Harriers, under Black Margot hersdlf. It was not the policy of the Master to permit so large a
rebel band to gather unopposed in conquered territory; within the Empire, despite the mutud hatred
among riva cities, there existed a sort of enforced peace.

"Our moment comes tonight,” Hull said soberly. "Well never have a better chance than now, with our
numbersdl but equa to theirs, and surprise on our sde.”

Val nodded. "The ancient tunnd was a bold thought, Hull. The Harriers are shoring up the crumbled
places. Father iswith them.”

"He shouldn't be. The aged have no placein thefield.”
"But thisishishope, Hull. Helivesfor this"

"Smdl enough hope! Suppose were successful, Vail. What will it mean save the return of Joaquin
Snith and hisarmy? Common sense tdls me thisis a fool's hunt, and if it were not for you and the chance
of fairer fighting than we've had until non—well, I'd be tempted to con-cede the Master hisvictory."

"Oh, no!" cried Vall. "If our success means the end of Black Margot, isnt tha enough? Besides, you
know that haf the Master's powers are the work of the witch. Enoch—poor Enoch—said s0."

Hul winced. Enoch had been one of the three marks-men dain outside the west windows, and the
girl's words brought memory of his own part in that. But her words pricked painfully in yet another
direction, for the vison of the Princess that had plagued him dl night long il rose powerfully in his mind,
nor could he face the men-tion of her desth unmoved.

But Val read only disiress for Enoch in his face. "Enoch,” she repested softly. "He loved me in his
sour way, Hull, but once | had known you, | had no thoughts for him."



Hul dipped his am about her, curang himsdf that he could not sed his thought away from
Margaret of N'Orleans, because it was Vail he loved, and Val he wanted to love. Whatever odl the
Princess had cast about him, he knew her to be evil, ruthless, and in-humanly cold—a sorceress, a devil.
But he could not blot her Satanic lovdiness from his inward gaze.

"Wdl," he sghed, "let it be tonight, then. Was it four hours past sunset? Good. The Empire men
should be degping or gaming in Tigh's tavern by that time. It's for usto pray for our gunpowder."

"Gunpowder? Oh, but didn't you hear what | told Fle Ormson and the Harriers, back there on the
ridge? The casters of the spdl are gone; Joaquin Smith has taken them to Sdui. | watched and listened
from the kitchen this morning.”

"The sparkers? They're gone?"
"Y es. They called them reson—resators—"
"Resonators,” said Hull, recaling Old Einar'swords.

"Something like that. There were two of them, great iron barrels on swivels, full of some humming
and dick-ing magic, and they swept the vdley north and south, and east and west, and over toward
Norse there was the sound of shots and the smoke of a burning building. They loaded them on wagons
and dragged them away toward Sdui.”

"They didn't cross the ridge with their spdll,"* said Hull. "The Harriers sill have powder."

"Yes" murmured Vail, drawing hisarm closer about her. "Tdl me" she said suddenly, "whet did she
want of you lagt night?'

Hul grimaced. He had told Vail little enough of thet discreditable evening, and he had been fearing
her ques-tion. "Treason,” he said findly. " She wanted me to be-tray the Harriers.”

"Y ou? She asked that of you?'
"Do you think | would?" countered Hull.
"I know you never would. But what did she offer you for betrayd ?'

Agan he hestated. "A great reward,” he answered & last. "A reward out of dl proportion to the
task."

"Tel me, Hull, what isshe like face to face?'

"A demon. Sheian't exactly human.”

"But in what way? Men say so much of her beauty, of her deadly charm. Hull—did you fed it?"
"I loveyou, Val."

She Sghed, and drew yet closer. "l think you're the strongest man in the world, Hull. The very
srongest.”

"Il need to be" he muttered, saring gloomily over the valey. Then he amiled faintly as he saw men
plow-ing, for it was late in the season for such occupation. Old Marcus Ormiston was playing safe;
remembering the Mas-ter's words, he wastilling every acre across which a horse could drag a blade.



Vall left imin Ormiston village and took her way hestantly homeward. Hull did what he could about
the idle shop, and when the sun danted low, bought himsdf a square loaf of brown bread, a great dice of
cheese, and

*The fidd of the Erden resonator passes reedily through struc-tures and wals, but it is blocked by
any condderable naturd ob-structions, hills, and for some reason, fog-banks or low clouds. a bottle of
the 4ill, clear wine of the region. It was jugt as he finished his med in his room that a pounding on the
door of the shop summoned him.

It was an Empire man. "Hull Tarvish?' he asked shortly. At Hull's nod he continued, "From Her
Highness™ and handed him a folded dip of black paper.

The mountain youth stared at it. On one Sde, in raised gold, was the form of a serpent drding a
globe, its tal in its mouth—the Midgard Serpent. He dipped a finger through the fold, opened the
message, and squinted helplesdy at the characters written in gold on the black inner surface.

"This scratching means nothing to me," he said.

The Empire man sniffed contemptuoudy. "Il read it," he said, taking the missve. "It says, 'Follow the
mes-senger to our quarters, and it's sgned Margarita Im-peril Regina, which means Margaret,
Princess of the Empire. Is that plain?' He handed back the note. "1've been looking an hour for you."

"Suppose | won't go,” growled Hull.
"Thisisn't an invitation, Weed. It'sacommand.”

Hul shrugged. He had smdl indination to face Black Margot again, especidly with his knowledge of
the Har-riers plans. Her complex persondity baffled and fasci-nated him, and he could not help fearing
that somehow, by some subtle art, she might wring that secret from him. Torture wouldn't force it out of
him, but those green eyes might read it. Y et—Dbetter to go quietly than be dragged or driven; he grunted
assent and followed the messenger.

He found the house quiet. The lower room where Joaguin Smith had rested was empty now, and he
mounted the gtairs again seding himsdf againg the expected shock of Black Margot's presence. This
time, however, he found her clothed, or hdf clothed by Ormiston standards, for she wore only the
diminutive shorts and shirt that were her riding costume, and her dainty feet were bare. She sat in a deep
char beside the table, aflagon of wine a hand and a black cigarette in her fingers Her jet hair was like
ahdmet of ebony againg the ivory of her forehead and throat, and her green eyes like twin emerads.

"St down," she said as he stood before her. "The delay is your loss, Hull. | would have dined with
you."

"I grow strong enough on bread and cheese" he growled.

"You seem to." Fire danced in her eyes. "Hull, | am as strong as most men, but | believe those vast
musdes of yours could overpower me asif | were some ghrinking provincid girl. And yet—"

"And yet what?"

"And yet you are much like my black gdlion Eblis. Y our muscles are nearly as strong, but like him, |
can goad you, drive you, lash you, and set you gdloping in whatever direction | choose.”

"Can you?" he snapped. "Dont try it." But the spell of her unearthly beauty was hard to face.



"But | think | shdll try it," she cooed gently. "Hull, do you ever lie?"
"l do not.”

"Shdl | make you lie, then, Hull? Shdl | make you swear such fasehoods that you will redden
forever after-ward a the, thought of them? Shdl 1?7

"You can't!"

She amiiled, then in dtered tones, "Do you love me, Hull?'
"Loveyou? | hate———" He broke off suddenly.

"Do you hate me, Hull ?* she asked gently.

"No," hegroaned at lagt. "No, | don't hate you."

"But do you love me?' Her face was saint-like, earnest, pure, even the green eyes were soft now as
the green of spring. "Till me, do you love me?'

"No!" he ground out savagdy, then flushed crimson a the gmile on her lips "Tha isnt a lid" he
blazed. "This sorcery of yours isnt love. / don't love your beauty. It's unnaturd, helish, and the gift of
Martin Sair. It's afdse beauty, like your whole lifel”

"Martin Sair had little to do with my appearance,” she said gently. "What do you fed for me, Hull, if
not love?"

"l—don't know. | don't want to think of it!" He clenched a great fig. "Love? Cal it love if you wish,
but it's a hel's love that would find satisfaction in killing you!" BOt here his heart revolted again. "That
it 0," he ended miserably. "'l couldnt kill you.”

"Suppose,” she proceeded gently, "I were to promise to abandon Joaquin, to be no longer Black
Margot and Princess of the Empire, but to be only—Hull Tarvish's wife. Between Val and me, which
would you choose?' He sad nothing for a moment. "Y ou're unfar,” he said bitterly at last. "Is it fair to
compare Val and your-sdlf? She's sweet and loyd and innocent, but you—you are Black Margot!”

"Neverthdess" she said camly, "l think | shdl com-pare us. Soral" The fa woman appeared. "Sora,
thewineis gone. Send the eldarch's daughter here with an-other bottle and a second goblet.”

Hull stared appalled. "What are you going to do?"'
"No harm to your little Weed. | promise no harm.”

"But " He paused. Vall's footsteps sounded on the stairs, and she entered timidly, bearing a
tray with a bottle and a metd goblet. He saw her sart as she per-celved him, but she only advanced
quietly, set the tray on the table, and backed toward the door.

"Wait amoment,” said the Princess. She rose and moved to Vail's Sde as if to force the comparison
on Hull. He could not avoid it; he hated himsdf for the thought, but it came regardiess. Barefooted, the
Princess Margaret was exactly the height of Val in her low-heded sandals, and she was the merest
shade dimmer. But her dartling black har and her glorious green eyes seemed dmog to fade the
unhappy Ormigton girl to a colorless dun, and the coppery har and blue eyes seemed water pae. It
waan't fair; Hull redized that it was like comparing candldight to sunbeam, and he despised himsdf even

for gazing.



"Hull," said the Princess, "which of usis the more beautiful ?*

He saw Vail's lips twitch fearfully, and he remained stubbornly slent.

"Hull," resumed the Princess, "which of us do you love?"

"I loveVal!" he muttered.

"But do you love her more than you love me?"

Once again he had recourse to silence.

"I takeit," said the Princess, amiling, "that your Si-lence means you love me the more. Am | right?"
He said nothing.

"Or am | wrong, Hull? Surely you can givelitle Vall the satisfaction of answering this question! For
unlessyou answer | shdl take the liberty of assuming that you love me the more. Now do you?"

He was in utter torment. His white lips twisted in anguish as he muttered findly, "Oh, God! Then
yes"

She smiled softly. "You may go," she said to the pallid and frightened Vail.

But for amoment the girl hesitated. "Hull," she whis-pered, "Hull, 1 know you sad that to save me. |
don't beieveit, Hull, and | love you. | blame—her!"

"Dont!" he groaned. "Don't insult her."

The Princess laughed, "Insult me? Do you think | could be insulted by a bit of cresping dust as it
crawls its way from cradle to grave?' She turned contemptuous green eyes on Vall as the terrified girl
backed through the door.

"Why do you ddight in torture?" cried Hull. "Y ou're cruel as a cat. Y ou're no less than a demon.”

"That wasn't crudty,” said the Princess gently. "It was but a means of proving what | said, that your
mighty muscles are well-broken to my saddle.”

"If that needed proof," he muttered.

"It needed none. There's proof enough, Hull, in what's happening even now, if | judge the time
rightly. I mean your Harriers dipping through their ancient sewer right into my trap behind the barn.”

He was thunderstruck. "Y ou—are you—you must be awitch!" he gasped.

"Perhaps. But it wasn't witcheraft that led me to put the thought of that sewer into your head, Hull.
Do you remember now that it was my suggestion, given lagt eve-ning there in the hdlway? | knew quite
wel that you'd put the bait before the Harriers™”

Hisbrain wasreding. "But why—why—?"

"Oh," she sad indifferently, "it amuses me to see you play the traitor twice, Hull Tarvish.”

CHAPTER NINE



THETRAP

THE PRINCESS STEPPED close to him, her magnificent eyes gentle as an angd's, the sweet curve
of her lipsin the ghost of a pouting smile "Poor, strong, weak Hull Tar-vish!" she breathed. "Now you
gl have alesson in the cost of weakness. | am not Joaguin, who fights benignly with his men's dides in
the third notch. When 7 go to battle, my beams flash full, and there is burning flesh and bursting heart.
Degth rides with me”

He scarcdly heard her. His gyrating mind struggled with an idea. The Harriers were cregping Sngly
into the trap, but they could not dl be through the tunnd. If he could warn them— His eyes shifted to the
bell-pull in the hdl beside the guard, the rope thet tolled the bronze bdl in the bdfry to summon public
gatherings, or to cdl ad to fight fires. Death, beyond doubt, if he rang it, but that was only a far price to
pay for expiation.

His great arm flashed suddenly, sweeping the Princess from her feet and crashing her dainty figure
vidlently againg the wall. He heard her faint "O-0-oh" of pain as breath left her and she dropped dowly
to her knees, but he was aready upon the startled guard, thrusting him up and over the ral of the
dar-well to drop with a sullen thump below. And then he threw his weaght on the bell-rope, and the
grest voice of bronze boomed out, again, and again.

But Black Margot was on her feet, with the green hell-sparks flickering in her eyes and her face a
lovey mask of fury. Men came rushing up the stairs with drawn weapons, and Hull gave alagt tug on the
rope and turned to face desth. Haf a dozen weapons were on him.

"No—no!" gasped the Princess, sruggling for the bresth he had knocked out of her. "Hold him—for
me Take him—to the barn!”

She darted down the stairway, her graceful legs flagh+ing bare, her bare feet padding softly. After her
ax grim Empire men thrust Hull past the dazed guard Stting on the lower steps and out into a night where
blue beams flashed and shots and yels sounded.

Behind the barn was comparative quiet, however, by the time Hull's captors had marched him there.
A close-packed mass of dark figures huddled near the mouth of the ancient tunnd, where the bushes
were trampled away, and a brown-clad file of Empire woods runners sur-rounded them. A few figures
lay sprawled on the turf, and Hull smiled a little as he saw that some were Empire men. Then his eyes
strayed to the Princess where she faced a dark-haired officer.

"How many, Lebeau?'
"A hundred and forty or fifty, Y our Highness."
"Not hadf! Why are you not pursuing the rest through the tunnd?"

"Because, Your Highness, one of them pulled the shor-ing and the roof down upon himsdf, and
blocked us off. We're digging him out now."

"By then they'll have Ieft their burrow. Where does this tunnd end?" She strode over to Hull. "Hulll,
where does this tunnd end?" At his slence, she added. "No matter. They'd be through it before we
could reach it." She spun back. "Lebeau! Burn down what we have and the rest well slamp out as we
can." A murmur ran through the crowd of villagers that was collecting, and her eyes, sivery green in the
moonlight, flickered over them. "And any sympathizers” she added coldly. "Ex-cept this man, Hull
Tavish"



Hle Ormson's great voice rumbled out of the mass of prisoners. "Hull! Hull! Was this trap your
doing?'
Hul matte no answer, but Black Margot hersdf re-plied. "No," she snapped, "but the warning bell
wes."

"Then why do you spare him?"

Her eyes glittered icy green. "Tokill inmy own way, Weed," she said in tones so cold that it was as
if a winter wind had sent a shivering breath across the soring night. "I have my own account to collect
from him."

Her eyes blazed chill emerdd fire into Hull's. He met her glance squarely, and said in a low voice,
"Do you grant any favors to aman about to die?"

"Not by cusom,” she replied indifferently. "Is it the safety of the eldarch's daughter? | plan no harm
to her."

"ltisnt that."

"Then ask it—though | am not disposed to grant favors to you, Hull Tarvish, who have twice lad
hands of vio-lence on me"

Hisvoice dropped amog to awhisper. "It isthe lives of my companions | ask."

She raised her eyebrows in surprise, then shook her ebony flame of har. "How can 1? | remained
here pur-posely to wipe them out. Shdl | release the hdf | have, only to destroy them with the rest”?”

"l ask their lives," he repeated.

A curious, whimgicd fire danced green in her eyes. "I will try," she promised, and turned to the
officer, who was ranging his men so that the cross-fire of execution could not mow down his own ranks.
"Lebeaul" she snapped. "Hold back awhile”

She strode into the gap between the prisoners and her own men. Hand on hip she surveyed the
Harriers, while moonlight lent her beauty an aura that was incredible, unearthly. There in the dusk of
night she seemed no demon & dl, but agirl, dmost a child, and even Hull, who had learned wel enough
what she was, could not but sweep fascinated eyes from her jet hair to her tiny white feet.

"Now," she said, passing her glance over the group, "on my promise of amnesty, how many of you
would join me?'

A dir ran through the mass. For a moment there was utter immohbility, then, very dowly, two figures
moved forward, and the gtir became an angry murmur. Hull recognized the men; they were stragglers of
the Con-federation army, Ch'cago men, good fighters but merdy mercenaries, changing sdes as mood
or advantage moved them. The murmur of the Harriers became an angry growl.

"You two," said the Princess, "are you Ormiston men?"
"No," said one. "Both of us come from the shores of Mitchin."

"Veay wdl," she proceeded camly. With a movement swift as arrow flight she snatched the weapon
from her belt, the blue beam spat twice, and the men crumpled, one with face burned carbon-black, and
both sending forth an odorous wisp of flesh-seared smoke.



She faced the aghast group. "Now," she said, "who is your leader?’

Hle Ormson stepped forth, scowling and grim. "What do you want of me?"
"Will you treat with me? Will your men follow your agreements?*

File nodded. "They have smdl choice.

"Good. Now thet | have Sfted the traitors from your ranks—for | will not ded with traitors—I shdl
make my offer.” She amiled at the squat ironamith. "I think I've served both of us by so doing,” she sad
softly, and Hull gasped as he percelved the sweetness of the glance she bent on the scowling File.
"Would you, with your great muscles and warrior's heart, follow a woman?”

The scowl vanished in surprise. "Follow you? You?"

"Yes" Hull watched her in fascination as she used her voice, her eyes, her unearthly beauty
intengfied by the moonlight, dl on hulking Fle Ormson, behind whom the Harrier prisoners stood tense
and dlent. "Yes, | mean to folow me" she repeated softly. "You are brave men, dl of you, now thet |
have weeded out the two cowards.” She smiled wigfully, dmost tenderly at the squat figure before her.
"And you—you are awarrior."

"But—" File gulped, "our others—"

"I promise you need not fight againgt your companions. | will release any of you who will not follow
me And your lands—it is your lands you fight for, is it not?>—I will not touch, not one acre save the
edarch's She paused. "Wdl?'

Suddenly File's booming laugh roared out. "By God!" he swore. "If you mean what you say, there's
nathing to fight about! For my part, I'm with you!" He turned on his men. "Who follows me?'

The group stirred. A few stepped forward, then afew more, and then, with a shout, the whole mass.
"Good!" roared File. He raised his great hard hand to his heart in the Empire sdlute. "To Black—to the
Princess Mar-garet!" he bellowed. "To awarrior!"

She smiled and dropped her eyes as if in modesty. When the cheer had passed, she addressed
File Ormson again. "Y ou will send men to your others?' she asked. "L et them comein on the same
terms”

"They'll comel" growled File.
The Princess nodded. "Lebeau,” she cdled, "order off your men. These are our dlies”

The Harriers began to separate, drifting awvay with the crowd of villagers. The Princess stepped
close to Hull, amiling mdicioudy up into his perplexed face. He scarcely knew whether to be glad or
bitter, for indeed, though she had granted his request to spare his com-panions, she had granted it only at
the cost of the de-struction of the cause for which he had sacrificed every-thing. There were no Harriers
any more, but he was dill to die for them.

"Will you die happy now?' she cooed softly. "No man dies happy,” he growled. "I granted
your wish, Hull."

"If your promises can be trusted,” he retorted bitterly. "You lied coolly enough to the Ch'cago men,
and you made certain they were not loved by the Harriers before you killed them.”



She shrugged. "1 lig, | cheat, | swindle by whatever means comes to hand,” she sad indifferently,
"but I do not break my given word. The Harriers are safe”

Beyond her, men came suddenly from the tunnd mouth, dragging something dark behind them.
"The Weed who pulled down the roof, Y our Highness," said L ebeau.

She glanced behind her, and pursed her dainty lips in surprise. "The ddarch! The dotard died
bravely enough.” Then she shrugged. "He had but afew more years any-way."

But Val dipped by with a low moan of anguish, and Hull watched her kned desolately by her
father's body. A spasm of pity shook him as he redized that now she was utterly, completely done.
Enoch had died in the am-bush of the previous night, old Marcus lay dead here before her, and he was
condemned to death. The three who loved her and the man she loved—adl dain in two nights passing.
He bent a dow, helpless, pitying amile on her, but there was nothing he could do or say.

And Black Margot, after the merest glance, turned back to Hull, "Now," she said, the ice in her
voice again, "'l ded with you!"

He faced her dumbly. "Will you have the mercy to ded quickly, then?' he muttered at last.

"Mercy? | do not know the word where you're con-cerned, Hull. Or rather | have been dready too
merciful. | spared your life three times—once a Joaquin's request a Eaglefoot Flow, once before the
guardhouse, and once up there in the hdlway." She moved closer. "I cannot bear the touch of violence,
Hull, and you have lad vidlent hands on me twice. Twice!"

"Once was to save your life" he said, "and the other to rectify my own unwitting treason. And |
spared your life three times too, Black Margot —once when | amed from the church roof, once from the
ambush in the west chamber, and once but a hdf hour ago, for | could have killed you with this fig of
mine had | wished to drike hard enough. | owe you nothing.”

She amiled coldly. "Wdl argued, Hull, but you die none the less in the way | wish." She turned.
"Back to the housal" she commanded, and he strode away between the Sx guards who dill flanked him.

She led them into the lower room that had been the Master's. There she sat idly in a deep char of
ancent craftsmanship, lit a black cigarette at the lamp, and thrust her dim legs cardlesdy before her,
gazing a Hull. But he, garing through the window behind her, could see the dark blot that was Vall
Ormiston weeping beside the body of her father.

"Now," said the Princess, "how would you like to die, Hull?'
"Of old age!" he snapped. "And if you will not permit that, then as quickly as possble.”
"I might grant the second,” she observed. "I might.”

The thought of Vall was 4ill torturing him. At last he said, ™Y our Highness, is your courage equd to
the orded of facing me done? | want to ask something that | will not ask in others ears.”

She laughed contemptuoudy. "Get out!" she snapped at the slent guards. "Hull, do you think | fear
you? | tdl you your great muscles and stubborn heart are no more than those of Eblis, the black gdlion.
Mugt | proveit again to you?'

"No," he muttered. "God help me, but | know it's true. I'm not the match for Black Margot.”



"Nor is any other man," she countered. Then, more softly, "But if ever | do meet the man who can
conquer me, if ever he exigts, he will have something of you in him, Hull. Your great, dow strength, and
your stubborn honesty, and your courage. | promise that." She paused, her face now pure as a marble
sant's. "So say what you have to say, Hull. What do you ask?"

"My life," hesaid biuntly.
Her green eyes widened in surprise. "Y ou, Hull? You beg your life? You?"

"Not for mysdf," he muttered. "There's Val Ormis-ton weeping over her father. Enoch, who would
have married her and loved her, isdead in lagt night's ambush, and if | die, she's left done. | ask my life
for her."

"Her troubles mean nothing to me" said Margaret of N'Orleans coldly.
"Shell die without someone—someone to hdp her through this time of torment.”

"Let her die, then. Why do you death-bound ding so desperately to life, only to age and die anyway?
Some-times | mysdf would welcome desth, and | have inHinitdy more to live for than you. Let her die,
Hull, as | think youll diein the next moment or so!"

Her hand rested on the stock of the weapon a her belt. "I grant your second choice” she sad
coally. "The quick degth."

CHAPTER TEN
OLD EINARAGAIN

BLACK MARGOT GROUND out her cigarette with her left hand againg the polished wood of the
table top, but her right rested inexorably on her weapon. Hull knew beyond doubt or question thet he
was about to die, and for a moment he considered the thought of dying fighting, of being blasted by the
beam as he flung himsdf at her. Then he shook his head; he revolted at the idea of again trying violence
on the exquigte figure he faced, who, though witch or demon, had the passionless purity and loveliness of
divinity. It was easier to die passvely, smply losing his thoughtsin the glare of her unearthly beauty.

She spoke. "So die, Hull Tarvish," she said gently, and drew the blunt weapon.
A voice spoke behind him, afamiliar, pleasant voice. "Do | intrude, Margaret?'

He whirled. 1t was Old Einar, thruging his good-humored, wrinkled visage through the opening he
hed made in the doorway. He grinned at Hull, flung the door wider, and dipped into the room.

"Eina!" cried the Princess, saringing from her char. "Einar Olinl Are you 4ill in the world?' Her
tones took on suddenly the note of deep pity. "But so old—so old!"

The old man took her free hand. "It is forty years Since last | saw you, Margaret—and | was fifty
then."

"But so old!" she repeated. "Einar, have | changed?’

He peered a her, "Not physcaly, my dear. But from the stories that go up and down the continent,
you are hardly the gay madcap that N'Orleans worshipped as the Princess Peggy, nor even the vdiant
little warrior they used to cdl the Maid of Orleans.”



She had forgotten Hull, but the guards visble through the haf open door dill blocked escape. He
ligened fas-cinated, for it was dmog asif he saw a new Black Margot.

"Was| ever the Princess Peggy?' she murmured. "l had forgotten—Well, Martin Sair can Save off
age but he cannot hdt the flow of time. But Einar—Einar, you were wrong to refuse him!"

"Seaing you, Margaret, | wonder instead if | were not very wise. Youth is too great a restlessness to
bear for so long atime, and you have borne it less than a century. What will you be in another fifty years?
In another hun-dred, if Martin Sair's art keeps its power? What will you be?"

She shook her head; her green eyes grew deep and sorrowful. "I don't know, Einar. | don't know."
"Wdl," he said placidly, "I am old, but | am con-tented. | wonder if you can say as much.”
"I might have been different, Einar, had you joined us. | could have loved you, Einar.”

"Yes" he agreed wryly. "I was afraid of that, and it was one of the reasons for my refusal. You see,
| did love you, Margaret, and | chose to outgrow the torture rather then perpetuate it. Thet was a panful
madady, loving you, and it took dl of us a one time or another. 'Flame-struck,” we used to cdl it." He
amiled reflectively. "Are any left save me of dl those who loved you?'

"Jugt Jorgensen,” she answered sadly. "That is if he has not yet killed himsdf in his quest for the
secret of the Ancient's wings. But he will."

"Wdl," said Olin dryly, "my years will yet make a mock of their immortality." He pointed a gnarled
finger at Hull. "What do you want of my young friend here?"

Her eyes flashed emerdd, and she drew her hand from that of Old Einar. "l plan to kill him."
"Indeed? And why?'
"Why?' Her voice chilled. "Because he struck mewith his hands. Twice"

The old man smiled. "I shouldn't wonder if he had cause enough, Margaret. Memory tdls me thet |
mysdf have had the same impulse”

"Thenit'swell you never yielded, Einar. Evenyou.”

"Doubtless. But | think | shdl ask you to forgiveyoung Hull Tarvish."

"Y ou know hisname! Isheredly your friend?' Old Einar nodded. "l ask you to forgive him."
"Why should 17" asked the Princess. "Why do you think aword from you can save him?"

"l am dill Olin," said the aged one, meeting her green eyes seadily with his watery blue ones. "I ill
carry Joaquin's sed.”

"Asif that could stop me!" But the cold fire died dowly in her gaze, and again her eyes were sad.
"But you are dill Qlin, the Father of Power,” she murmured. With a sudden gesture she thrust her
weapon back into her belt. "l spare him again," she said, and then, in tones gone srangely dull, "I
suppose | wouldn't have killed him anyway. It is a weakness of minethat | cannot kill those who love me
in a certain way—a weakness that will cost me dear some day."

Qlintwigted hislipsin that skull-like amile, turning to the slent youth. "Hull," he said kindly, "you must
have been born under fortunate stars. But if you're curious enough to tempt your luck further, ligen to



this old man's advice His smile became a grin. "Beyond the western mountains there are some very
powerful, very rare hunt-ing cats cdled lions, which Martin Sair says are not ndtive to this continent, but
were brought here by the Ancients to be caged and gazed at, and occasondly trained. Asto that | know
nothing, but | do say this, Hull—go twist the tall of alion before you again try the wrath of Black Margot.
And now get out of here"

"Not yet, Hull," snapped the Princess. "I have dill my score to settle with you." She turned back to
Qlin. "Where do you wander now, Einar?"

"To N'Orleans. 1 have some knowledgeto give Jor-gensen, and | am homesick besidesfor the
Great City." He paused. "1 have seen Joaquin. Selui hasfalen.”

"l know. | rideto meet him tonight.”
"He has sent representations to Ch'cago.”

"Good!" she flashed. "Then there will be fighting." Then her eyes turned dreamy. "I have
never seen the sdtless seas,” she added wistfully, "but | wonder if they can be as beautiful asthe blue
Gulf beyond N'Orleans.”

But Old Einar shook his thin white hair. "What will be the end of this, Margaret?' he asked gently.
"After Ch'cago is taken—for you will take it—what then?"

Then the land north of the sdtless seas, and east of them. N'York, and dl the cities on the ocean
shore."

"And then?'
"Then South America, | suppose.”
"And then, Margaret?'

"Then? There is dill Europe veled in mysery, and Ada, Africa—dl the lands known to the
Ancients."

"And after dl of them?'

"Afterwards," she replied wearily, "we can rest. The fierce destiny that drives Joaquin surdy cannot
drive him beyond the boundaries of the world."

"And s0," said Olin, "you fight your way around the world so you can rest at the end of the journey.
Then why not rest now, Margaret? Must you pillow your head on the globe of the planet?’

Fury flamed green in her eyes. She raised her hand and struck the old man across hislips, but it must
have been lightly, for he dill smiled.

"Fool!" she cried. "Then | will see to it that there is dways war! Between me and Joaquin, if need
be—or between me and anyone—anyone—so that | fight!" She paused panting. "Leave me, Einar," she
sad tensdy. "I do nat like the things you bring to mind."

Sill smiling, the old man backed away. At the door he paused. "I will see you before | die,
Margaret," he promised, and was gone.

She followed him to the doorway. "Soral" she cdled. "Soral | ride!”



Hul heard the heavy tread of the fa Sora, and in a moment she entered bearing the diminutive
cothurns and a pah- of gligening Slver gauntlets on her hands, and then she too was gone.

Sowly, dmost wesrily, the Princess turned to face Hull, who had as yet permitted no gleam of hope
to enter his soul, for he had experienced too much of her mockery to trust the promise of safety Old
Einar had won for him. He fdt only the fascination that she dways bound about him, the spell of her
unbelievable black har and her glorious sea-green eyes, and dl her unearthly beauty.

"Hull," she said gently, "what do you think of me now?"

"l think you areablack flame blowing cold acrosstheworld. | think ademon drivesyou.” "And do
you hate me so bitterly?* "I pray every second to hate you."

"Then see, Hull." With her little gauntleted fingers she took his great hands and placed them about
the perfect curve of her throat. "Here | give you my life for the taking. You have only to twist once with
these mighty hands of yours and Black Margot will be out of the world forever." She paused. "Mud |

beg you?’

Hul fet as if molten metd flowed upward through his arms from the touch of her white skin. His
fingers were rigid as metd bars, and dl the great strength of them could not put one feether's weight of
pressure on the soft throat they circled. And deep in the lambent emerdd flames that burned in her eyes
he saw again the fire of mockery—jeering, taunting.

"Youwill not?' she said, lifting away hishands, but holding them in hers. "Then you do not hate me?”
"You know | dont," he groaned. "And you do love me?’

"Please" he muttered. "Isit necessary again to tor-ture me? | need no proof of your mastery.”
"Then say you loveme."

"Heaven forgive me for it," he whispered, "but | do!" She dropped his hands and smiled. "Then ligen
to me, Hull. You love little Val with a truer love, and month by month memory fades before redlity. After
awhile there will be nothing left in you of Black Margot, but there will be dways Vall. | go now hoping
never to see you agan, but"—and her eyes chilled to green ice— "before | go | settle my score with
you."

She raised her gauntleted hand. "This for your treach-ery!" she said, and struck him savagely across
his right cheek. Blood spouted, there would be scars, but he stood stolid. "This for your violence” she
sad, and the slver gauntlet tore his left cheek. Then her eyes softened. "And this" she murmured, "for
your lovel"

Her ams circled him, her body was warm againg him, and her exquiste lips burned againg his. He
fdt asif he embraced a flame for a moment, and then she was gone, and a part of his soul went with her.
When he heard the hooves of the ddlion Eblis pounding beyond the window, he turned and walked
dowly out of the house to where Vall dill crouched beside her father's body. She dung to him, wiped the
blood from his cheeks, and strangely, her words were not of her father, nor of the sparing of Hull's life,
but of Black Margot.

"I knew you lied to save me" she murmured. "I knew you never loved her.”
And Hull, in whom there was no falsehood, drew her close to him and said nathing.
But Black Margot rode north from Sdui through the night. In the sky before her were thin shadows



leading phantom armies, Alexander the Great, Attila, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, Napoleon, and clearer
then dl, the battle queen Semiramis. All the mighty conquerors of the past, and where were they, where
were ther empires, and where, even, were their bones? Far in the south were the graves of men who had
loved her, dl except Old Einar, who tottered like a feble grey ghost across the world to find his.

At her sde Joaguin Smith turned asif to speak, stared, and remained slent. He was not accustomed
to the 9ght of tearsin the eyes and on the cheeks of Black Margot.*

*All conversation ascribed to the Princess Margaret in this dtory is taken verbatim from an
anonymous volume published in Urbsin the year 186, cdled "Loves of the Black Hame." It is credited to
Jacques L ebeau, officer in command of the Black Flame's persond guard.

BOOK TWO
THE BLACK FLAME

CHAPTER ONE
PENALTY —AND AFTERMATH

THOMAS MARSHALL CONNOR was gbout to die. The dron-ing voice of the prison chaplain
gradudly dulled his per-ception instead of dimulating his mind. Everything was hazy and indiginct to the
condemned man. He was going to the dectric char in just ten minutes to pay the supreme pendty
because he had accidentdly killed a man with his bare fids.

Connor, vibrantly dive, vigorous and hedthy, only twenty-six, a brilliant young engineer, was going to
die. And, knowing, he did not care. But there was nothing a dl nebulous about the gray stone and cold
iron bars of the death cdl. There was nothing uncertain about the split down his trouser leg and the
shaven spot on his head.

The condemned man was acutely aware of the soli-darity of materid things about him. The world he
was leaving was concrete and substantial. The gpproaching footsteps of the death guard sounded heavily
inthe dis-tance.

The cdl door opened, and the chaplain ceased his mur-muring. Passively Thomas Marshdl Connor
accepted hisblessings, and camly took his position between his guards for his last voluntary walk.

He remained in his state of detachment as they seated him in the chair, strapped his body and
fastened the elec-trodes. He heard the fant rudling of the witnesses and the nervous, rapid scratching of
reporters pencils. He could imagine their adjectives—"Caloused murderer” . . . "Brazenly indifferent to
hisfate

But it was asif the matter concerned athird party.

He amply relaxed and waited. To die so quickly and painlesdy was more a rdief than anything. He
was not even aware when the warden gave his Sgnd. There was a sudden dlent flash of blue light. And
then—mnothing at dl.

So thiswas death. The dow and mgestic drifting through the Stygian void, borne on the ageless tides
of eternity.



Peace, at last—peace, and quiet, and rest.

But what was this sensation like the glimpse of a faint, faraway light which winked on and off like a
gar? After an interminable period the light became fixed and steady, a thing of annoyance. Thomas
Marshdl Connor, dowly became aware of the fact of his existence as an entity, in some unknown state.
The senses and memories that were his persondity struggled weskly to reassemble themsdves into a
thinking unity of being—and he be-came conscious of pan and physcd torture.

There was a sound of dill voices, and a gir of fresh air. He became aware of his body again. He lay
quiet, inert, exhausted. But not as lifdess as he had lain for— how long?

When the ghrill voices sounded again, Connor opened unseeing eyes and stared a the blackness just
above him. After a space he began to see, but not to comprehend. The blackness became a jagged,
pebbled roof no more than twelve inches from his eyes—rough and unfinished like the under sde of a
concrete walk.

Thelight became a glimmer of daylight from a point near hisright shoulder.

Another sensation crept into his awareness. He was horribly, bitterly cold. Not with the chill of winter
ar, but with the terrible frigidity of inter-galactic space. Y et he was on—no, in, earth of some sort. It was
asif icy water flowed in his veins ingead of blood. Yet he fdt completdly dehydrated. His body was as
inert as though detached from his brain, but he was crudly imprisoned within it. He became conscious of
agrowing resentment of this fact.

Then, simulated by the dhrilling, piping voices and the patter of tiny feet out there somewhere to the
right, he made a tremendous effort to move. There was a dry, withered crackling sound—like the
crumpling of old parchment—~but indubitably hisright arm had lifted!

The exertion left m weak and nauseated. For a time he lay as in a stupor. Then a second effort
proved easer. After another timdessinterva of sruggling torment his legs yidded reuctant obedience to
hisbrain. Again helay quietly, exhausted, but gathering strength for the su-preme effort of burding from
his crypt.

For he knew now where he was. He lay in what ree-mained of his grave. How or why, he did not
know. Thet was to be determined.

With dl his weak drength he thrust againg the left Sde of his queer tomb, moving his body againgt
the crevice a his right. Only a thin vel of loose grave and rubble blocked the way to the open. As his
shoulder struck the pile, it gave and did away, outward and down-ward, in a miniature avaanche.

Blinding daylight smote Connor like an agony. The Sill voices screamed.
"'S moom!" a child's voice cried tremuloudy. " 'S moom again!”

Connor panted from exertion, and struggled to emerge from his hole, each movement producing
another noise like rattling paper. And suddenly he was free! The last of the grave tinkled awvay and he
rolled abruptly down a smal dedlivity to >-est limply &t the bottom of the little hillsde.

He saw now that eroson had cut through this burid ground—wherever it was—and had opened a
way for him through the side of his grave. His sght was strangely dim, but he became aware of hdf a
dozen little figuresin a frightened semicircle beyond him.

Children! Children in strange modernistic garb of bright colors, but nevertheless human children who
sared at him with wide-open mouths and popping eyes. Therr curi-oudy cherubic faces were set in



masks of horrified terror.

Suddenly recdling the terrors he had sometimes known in his own childhood, Connor was surprised
they did not flee. He stretched forth an imploring hand and made a desperate effort to speak. This was
hisfirg attempt to use his voice, and he found that he could not.

The spell of dread that held the children frozen was ingtantly broken. One of them gave adismayed
cry: "A-aa-hl 'Saspecker!"

In panic, shrieking that cry, the entire group turned and fled. They disappeared around the shoulder
of the eroded hill, and Connor was I&ft horribly aone. He groaned from the depths of his despair and
was con-scious of afant ragping noise through his cracked and parched lips.

He redized suddenly that he was quite naked—his shroud had long since moldered to dust. At the
same moment that full comprehension of what this meant came to him, he was gazing in horror a his
body. Bones! Nothing but bones, covered with a dirty, parchment-like skin!

So tightly did his skin cover his skeletd framework thet the very dructure of the bones showed
through. He could see the articulation at knuckles, knees, and toes. And the parchment skin was cracked
like an ancient Chinese vase, checked like aged varnish. He was a horror from the tomb, and he nearly
fanted at the redization. After a swooning space, he endeavored to arise. Find-ing that he could not, he
began crawling panfully and laborioudy toward a puddle of water from the last rain. Reaching it, he
leaned over to place his lips againd its surface, reckless of its potability, and sucked in the liquid until a
vadt roaring filled his ears.

The moment of dizziness passed. He fdt somewhat better, and his bresthing rasped a hit less
panfully in his moistened throat. His eyesight was dowly clearing and as he leaned above the little pool,
he glimpsed the specter reflected there. It looked like a skull—a face with lips shrunken away from the
teeth, so fleshless that it might have been a death's head.

"Oh, God!" he cdled out doud, and his voice croaked like thet of a Sck raven. "What and where am
"

In the back of his mind dl through this weird experi-ence, there had been a sense of something
drange aside from his emergence from a tomb in the form of aliving scarecrow. He stared up at the sky.

The vault of heaven was blue and fleecy with thewhitest of clouds. The sunwas shining as he
had never thought to seeit shine again. The grasswas green. The ground was normally earthy. Everything
was as it should be—but there was a strangeness about it that frightened him. Ingtinctively he knew that
something was direfully amiss.

It was not the fact that he faled to recognize his sur-roundings. He had not had the strength to
explore; ne-ther did he know where he had been buried. It was that indefingble homing ingtinct
possessed in varying degree by dl animate things That indinct was out of gear. His time sense had
stopped with the throwing of that dectric switch—how long ago? Somehow, lying there under the
warming rays of the sun, he fdt like an dien presence in a strange country.

"Logt!" hewhimpered likeachild.

After a long space in which he remained in a sort of stupor, he became aware of the sound of
footsteps. Dully he looked up. A group of men, led by one of the children, was advancing dowly toward
him. They wore brightly colored shirts—red, blue, violet—and queer baggy trousers gathered at the
anklesin an exatic Syle.



With a desperate burst of energy, Connor gained his knees. He extended a pleading skeletonlike
claw.

"Help me!" he croaked in his hoarse whisper.

The beardless, queerly effeminate-looking men hdted and stared a himin horror.
"'Assm!" dhrilled the child's voice. " 'S a specker. 'S dead.”

One of the men stepped forward, looking from Con-nor to the gaping hole in the hillsde.
"Wassup?' he questioned.

Connor could only repeat his croaking pleafor ad.

" 'ESick," spoke another man gravely. "Seeper, eh?”

There was a murmur of consultation among the men with the bright clothes and oddly soft,
womanlike voices,

"T' Evaniel" decided one. "T' Evanie, the Sorc'ess.”

They closed quickly around the hdf reclining Connor and lifted him gently. He was conscious of
being borne dong the curving cut to a ydlow country road, and then black oblivion descended once
more to daim him.

When he regained consciousness the next time, he found that he was within wals, redining on a soft
bed of some kind. He had a vague dreamy impresson of a girlish face with bronze hair and feetures like
Raphad's angds bending over him. Something warm and swestish, like glycerin, trickled down his throat.

Then, to the whispered accompaniment of that queerly durred English speech, he sank into the
blissful repose of deep deep.

CHAPTER TWO
EVANIE THE SORCERESS

THERE WERE SUCCESSIVE intevds of dream and oblivion, of racking pan and terrible
nauseating weakness; of voices murmuring queer, unintdligible words thet yet were dusivey familiar.

Then one day he awoke to the consciousness of a summer morning. Birds twittered; in the distance
chil-dren shouted. Clear of mind a last, he lay on a cushioned couch puzzing over his whereabouts, even
hisidentity, for nothing within his vison indicated where or who he was.

Thefird thing that caught his attention was his own right hand. Paper-thin, incredibly bony, it lay like
the hand of death on the rosy coverlet, so trangparent that the very color shone through. He could not
raseit; only atwitching of the horrible fingers attested its union with his body.

The room itsdf was utterly unfamiliar in its dmost megnificently smple furnishings There were neither
pic-tures nor ornaments. Only severd chairs of duminumt-like meta, a gleaming sivery table holding a
few ragged old volumes, a massve cabinet againg the opposite wdl, and a chanddier pendant by achan
from the celling.



Hetried to call out. A faint croak issued.

The response was gartlingly immediate. A soft voice said, "Hahya?' in his ear and he turned his head
panfully to face the girl of the bronze hair, seated at his Sde. She amiled gently.

She was dressed in curious green baggy trousers gathered at the ankle, and a brilliant green shirt. She
hed rolled the full deeves to her shoulders. Hers was like the costume of the men who had brought him
here.

"Whahya?' she said softly.

He understood.

"Oh! I'm—uh—Thomas Connor, of course.”
"Fm'ere?'

"From . Louis."

"Sdui?'Sfar off."

Far off? Then where was he? Suddenly a fragment of memory returned. The trid—Ruth—that
catastrophic epi-sode of the grim chair. Ruth! The yellow-haired girfl he had once adored, who was to
have been his wife—the girl who had coldly sworn hislife away because he had killed the man she loved.

Dimly memory came back of how he had found her in that other man's arms on the very eve of ther
wed-ding; of his bitter redizaion that the man he had cdled friend had solen Ruth from him. His
outraged passions had flamed, the fire had blinded him, and when the ensu-ing baitle had ended, the man
hed been crumpled on the green sward of the terrace, with a broken neck.

He had been dectrocuted for that. He had been strapped in that chair!

Then—then the niche on the hill. But how—how? Had he by some miracle survived the burning
current? He must have—and he gill had the pendty to pay!

Hetried desperately torise.

"Mug leave herel” he muttered. "Get away—must get avay.” A new thought. "No! I'm legdly dead.
They can't touch me now; no double jeopardy in this country. I'm safel™

V oices sounded in the next room, discussing him.
"Fm Sdlui, hesay," said aman'svoice. "Longo, too."
"Eeh," sad another. " 'S lucky to live—lucky! 'L berich."

That meant nothing to him. He raised his hand with a greet effort; it glistened in the light with an ail of
some sort. It was no longer cracked, and the ghost of alayer of tissue softened the bones. His flesh was
growing back.

Histhroat fet dry. He drew a breath that ended in atickling cough.
"Could | have somewater?' he asked the girl.
"N-n-n!" She shook her head. "N' water. Sm licket?'



"Licket?' Mugt be liquid, he reflected. He nodded, and drank the mug of thick fluid she held to his
lips

He grinned his thanks, and she sat beside him. He wondered what sort of colony was this into which
he had falen—uwith their exotic dress and queer, clipped English.

His eyes wandered gppreciatively over his companion; even if she were some sort of foreigner, she
was glori-oudy beautiful, with her bronze hair gleaming above the emerad costume.

"Cntdk," shesadfindly asif in permisson.
He accepted. "What's your name?"
"'M Evanie Sair. Evanie the Sorc'ess.”

"Bvanie the Sorceress!” he echoed. "Pretty name— Evanie. Why the Sorceress, though? Do you tel
fortunes?'

The question puzzled her.
"N'ongtan,” she murmured.
"l mean—what do you do?"

"Sorcy." At his mydified look, she amplified it. "To give strength—to make wel." She touched his
fleshlessarm.

"But that's medicine—a science. Not sorcery.”

"Eah. Science—sorcy. 'Sdl one. My father, Evan Sair the Wizard, taught me"" Her face shadowed.
"'S dead now." Then aoruptly: "Whe's your money?' she asked.

He stared. "Why—in . Louis. In abank.”

"Oh!" sheexlamed. "N-n-n! Sdlui! N'safel”

"Why not?' He started. "Has there been another flood of bank-hustings?!
Thegirl looked puzzled.

"N'safe" she reiterated. "Urbs is better. For very long, Urbs is better." She paused. "When'd you
degp?'

"Why, lagt night.”
"N-n-n. Thelong deep.”

Thelong deep! It struck him with sunning force that hislast memories before that terrible awakening
had been of a September world—and this was mid-summer!’ A horror gripped him. How long—how
long—had he lain in his—grave? Weeks? No—months, at least.

He shuddered asthe girl repested gently, "When?"
"In September,” he muttered.

"What year?'



Surprise strengthened him. Y ear? Nineteen thirty-eight, of course!”
She rose suddenly. " 'S no Nineteen thirty-eight. 'S only Eight forty-six now!"

Then she was gone, nor on her return would she per-mit him to talk. The day vanished; he dept, and
another day dawned and passed. Still Evanie Sair refused to dlow him to talk again, and the succeeding
days found him fuming and puzzled. Little by little, however, her strange clipped English became familiar.

So he lay thinking of his Stuation, his remarkable escape, the miracdle that had somehow softened the
dis-charge of Missouri's generators. And he strengthened. A day came when Evanie again permitted
gpeech, while he watched her preparing his food.

"Y'onger, Tom?' she asked gently. " 'L bea soon.” He understood; she was saying, "Are you hungry,
Tom?1'll be there soon.”

He answered with her own afirmative "Eah," and watched her place the med in a miraculous cook
gove that could be trusted to prepare it without burning.

"Evanie," he began, "how long have | been here?’

"Three months,” said Evanie. "Y ou were very sick.”

"But how long was | adeegp?"

"You ought to know," retorted Evanie. "l told you this was Eight forty-six."
He frowned.

"Theyear Eight forty-six of what?"

"Jud Eight forty-9x," Evanie sad matter of factly. "Of the Enlightenment, of course. What year did
you degp?'

"I told you—Nineteen thirty-eight,” ingsted Connor, perplexed. "Nineteen thirty-eight, A.D."
"Oh," sad Evanie, asif humoring achild.

Then, "A.D.?" she repeated. "Anno Domini, that means. Year of the Master. But the Master is
nowhere near nineteen hundred years old."

Connor was nonplussed. He and Evanie seemed to be taking at cross-purposes. He camly started
agan.

"Ligen to me" he said grimly. " Suppose you tdl me exactly what you think | an—all about it, just as
if | were a—oh, a Martian. In smple words."

"I know what you are," said Evanie. "Y ou're a Slegper. Often they wake with muddled minds.”
"And what," he pursued doggedly, "isaSeeper?’

Surprigngly Evanie answered that, in a clear, under-standable—but mogt astonishing—way. Almost
as aston-ished hersdf that Connor should not know the answer to his question.

"A Seepe,” she sad amply, and Connor was now able to understand her peculiar clipped
gpeech—the speech of dl these people—with comparative ease, "is one of those who undertake



electrolepss. That is, have themselves put to deep for along term of years to make money.”
"How? By exhihiting themsdves?'

"No," she said. "I mean that those who want wedth badly enough, but won't spend years working for
it, un-dertake the Sleep. You mug remember tha—if you have forgotten so much else. They put ther
money in the banks organized for the Seepers. You will remember. They guarantee Sx percent. You
see, don't you? At that rate a Sleeper's money increases three hundred times a century—three hundred
unitsfor each one deposited. Sx percent doubles their money every twelve years. A thou-sand becomes
afortune of three hundred thousand, if the Slegper outlasts a century—and if he lives™

"Fary tded" Connor sad contemptuoudy, but now he understood her question about the
whereabouts of his money, when he had first awakened. "What inditution can guarantee Sx percent with
safety? What could they invest in?'

"They invest in one percent Urban bonds.”
"Andrun at aloss, | suppose!™

"No. Their profits are enormous—from the funds of the nine out of every ten Sleepers who fal to
waken!"

"S0 I'm a Seeper!” Connor said sharply. "Now tdl me the truth.”

Evanie gazed anxioudy down & him.

"Electrolepss often muddies one.”

"I'm not muddied" he yelled. "I want truth, that's al. | want to know the date.”

"It's the middle of July, Eight hundred and forty-six,” Evanie said patiently.

"The devil itid Perhaps | dept backward then! | want to know what happened to me"
"Then supposeyou tell,” Evanie said gently.

"I will'" he cried franticdly. "I'm the Thomas Mar-shal Connor of the newspapers—or don't you
read 'em? I'm the man who was tried for murder, and dectrocuted. Tom Connor of St. Louis—S.
Louid Undersand?'

Evanie's gentle features went suddenly pae.

"S. Louid" she whispered. "S. Louis—the ancient name of Sdui! Before the Dark
Centuries—impossiblel™

"Not impossble—true,” Connor said grimly. "Too pan-fully true.”

"Electrocution!” Evanie whispered awedly. "The An-cients punishment!” She stared as if fascinated,
then cried excitedly: "Could eectrolepsis happen by accident? Could it? But no! A milliampere too much
and the brain's de-stroyed; amillivdlt too little and asepsis fals Either way's death—»buit it has happened
if what you are tdling is the truth, Tom Connor! Y ou mug have experienced the im-possblel”

"And what is electrolepss?’ Connor asked, desperately cdm.
"It—it's the Seep!” whigpered the tense girl. "Elec-trica pardyss of the part of the brain before



Rolando's Fissure. It's what the Sleepers use, but only for a cen-tury, or a vey litle more. This—thisis
fantadtic! Y ou have dept since before the Dark Centuries! Not less than a thousand yeard™

CHAPTER THREE
FOREST MEETING

A WEEK—the third since Connor's awakening to sane thought, had passed. He sat on a carved
stone bench before Evani€'s cottage and reveled in the burning canopy of stars and copper moon. He
was living, if what he had been told was true—and he was forced to believe it now—after untold hillions
hed passed into eternity.

Evanie mug have been right. He was convinced by her gentle ingstence, by the queer English on
every tongue, by a subtle difference in the very world about him. It wasn't the same world—quite.

He sghed contentedly, breathing the cool night air. He had learned much of the new age from Evanie,
though much was gill mysterioudy veiled. Evanie had spoken of the city of Urbs and the Master, but only
vagudy. One day he asked her why.

"Because'—she hedtated—"well, because it's best for you to form your own judgments. We—the
people around here—are not fond of Urbs and the Immortas, and | would not like to influence you,
Tom, for in dl truth it's the partisans of the Master who have the best of it, not his enemies. Urbs isin
power; it will probably re-main in power long after our lifetimes, Snce it has ruled for seven centuries™

Abruptly she withdrew something from her pocket and passed it to him. He bent over it—a golden
disc, acoin. He made out the lettering "10 Units" and the figure of a snake dirding a globe, its tal in its
mouth.

"The Midgard Serpent,” said Evanie. "I don't know why, but that's what it's caled.”

Connor reversed the coin. There was revedled the em-bossed portrait of a man's head, whose
features, even in miniaure, looked cold, austere, powerful. Connor read:

"Orbis Terrarum Imperator Dominusgue Urbis."
"Emperor of the World and Master of the City," he trandated.

"Yes. Tha is the Magter." Evani€s voice was serious as she took the coin. "This is the money of
Urbs. To understand Urbs and the Master you mus of course know something of hisory since

your—deep.”
"Higtory?" he repested.

She nodded. "Since the Dark Centuries. Some day one of our patriarchs will tdl you more then |
know. For | know little of your mighty ancient world. It seems to us an incredible age, with its vast cities,
its fierce na-tions, its inconceivable teeming populations, its terrific energies and its flaning genius. Great
wars, great indus-ries, great art—and then great wars again.”

"But you can tdl me—" Connor began, alittle impa-tiently. Evanie shook her head.

"Not now," she said quickly. "For now | mugt hasten to friends who will discuss with me a maiter of
great moment. Perhpas some day you may learn of that, too."



And she was gone before Tom Connor could say a word to detain her. He was left done with his
thoughts —dashing, devastating thoughts sometimes, for there was so much to be learned in this strange
world into which he had been plunged.

In so many ways it was a srange, new world, Connor thought, as he watched the girl disappear
down the road that danted from her hilltop home to the village. From where he sat on that bench of hewn
stone he could glimpse the village at the foot of the hill—a group of buildings, low, of some white stone.
All of the structures were classica, with pure Doric columns. Ormon was the name of the village, Evanie
hed said.

All strange to him. Not only were the people so vadly at variance with those he had known, but the
physcad world was bewilderingly different.

Gazing beyond the village, and bringing his attention back to the hills and the forests about him, Tom
Connor wondered if they, too, would be different.

He had to know.

The saringtime landscape beckoned. Connor's strength had returned to such an extent that he arose
from his bench in the sun and headed toward the green of the forest dretching away behind Evanies
home. It was an enchanting prospect he viewed. The trees had the gliger+ing new green of young foliage,
and emerdd green grass waved in the fidds that stretched away down the hill-9des and carpeted the
plans.

Birds were twittering in the trees as he entered the forest—hbirds of dl varieties, in profusion, with
galy-colored plumage. Ther numbers and fearlessness would have surprised Connor had he not
remembered something Evanie had told him. Urbs, she had said, had wiped out objectionable singing
insects, flies, corn-worms and the like, centuries ago, and the birds had helped. As had certain parasites
thet had been bred for the purpose.

"They only had to let the birds increase" Evanie had said, "by destroying ther chief enemy—the
Egyptian cat; the house-cat. It was acdimatized here and running wild in the woods, so they bred a
paraste—the Fdiphage— which destroyed it. Since then there have been many birds, and fewer
insects”

It was pleasant to gtrall through that green forest, to that bird orchestra accompaniment. The soring
breeze touched Tom Connor's face lightly, and for the firg timein hislife he knew whet it was to drall in
freedom, un-touched by the pestiferous annoyance of mosquitoes, swarming gnats and midges, or other
ginging insects that once had made the greenwood sometimes akin to pur-gatory.

What a boon to humanity! Honey bees buzzed in the danddlionsin the carpeting grass, and drank the
sweet-ness from spring flowers, but no mites or flies buzzed about Connor's uncovered, upflung head as
he swung adong briskly.

Connor did not know how far he had penetrated into the depths of the newly green woods when he
found him-sdIf falowing the course of a amdl stream. Its Slvery waters sparkled in the sunlight filtering
through the trees as it moved dong, lazily somnolent.

Now and then he passed mossy and viny hegps of stones, interesting to him, snce he knew, from
what he had been told, that they were the sole reminders of an-cient structures erected before the Dark
Centuries. Those hegps of stones had once formed buildings in another, and long-gone age—his own

age.



Idy falowing the little stream, he came & lagt to a wide bend where the stream came down from
higher ground to soill in alittle splashing fdls.

He had just rounded the bend, his gaze on a clear, dill pool beyond, when he stopped stockdtill, his
eyes wider+ing increduloudy.

It was as if he were seaing spread before him a pic-ture, wel known in his memory, and now
brought to animate life. Connor had thought himsdf aone in that wood, but he was not. Sharing it with
him, there within short yards of where he stood, was the most beautiful creature on whom he had ever
looked.

It was hard to believe she was a living, breathing being and not a figment of his imagingtion. No
sound had warned her of his approach and, sublimey unaware that she was not done, she hdd the pose
in which Con-nor had fird seen her, like some lovdy wood sprite— which she might be, in this
increasingly agtonishing new world.

She was on her knees beside the darkly mirrored pool, supported by the dender ams and hands
thet looked ala-baster white againg the mossy bank on which she pressed. She was amiling down at her
own reflection in the water —the famous Psyche painting which Connor so wel re-membered, come to
lifel

He was afrad to breathe, much less to speak, for fear of Sartling her. But when she turned her head
and saw him, she showed no sgns of being startled. Sowly she smiled and got gracefully to her feet, the
dinging white Grecian draperies that swathed her, gently swaying in the breeze to outline a figure too
perfect to be flesh and blood. It was accentuated by the Slver cord that crossed beneath her breasts, as
gparkling as her ink-black hair.

But as she amiled a Connor, ingantly in the depths of her sea-green eyes he saw no fear of him; but
mock-ery.

"l did not know," she said, in avoicethat held the resonance of asivery bell, "that any Weeds ever
cared enough about the beauties of Nature to penetrate so far into the forest.”

"I am not a Weed," Connor promptly disclaimed, as unconscioudy he moved a step or two nearer
her. He hoped that she would not vanish at the sound of hisvoice, or a his approach. "'l an——"

She stared a him a moment, then laughed. And the laughter, too, was mocking.

"No need to tdl me" she sad arily. "I know. You are the Slegper who was recently revived—uwith
the great tde of having dept a thousand years. Asif you were an Immorta!"

In her laughter, her voice, was the lofty inimation that she, a leaest, believed nothing of the sort.
Connor made no attempt to convince her—not then. He was too enthraled, merdy gazing at her.

"Areyou one of the Immortas?' he asked, his own voice awed. "I have heard much of them.”

"There are many things more immortd,” she said, hdf crypticdly, hdf mockingly, "than the humen to
whom has been given immortdity. Such Immortas know noth-ing of dl that was known, or guessed, by

the Greeks of long, long ages past.”

Agan Connor stared at her. She spoke so confidently. And she looked. . . Could it be possible that
the gods and goddesses, the sprites, of that long-dead Greek age were not legends, after dl, but living
entities? Could it be possible that he was gazing a one now—and that she might venish a a touch, a a
word?



She seemed red enough, though, and there was a cer-tain imperiousness in her manner that was not
hisidea of what should be the reaction of any lovely sprite sraight out of the pages of mythology. None
of it seemed real—except her extravagant, pulse-warming beauty.

CHAPTER FOUR
A BIT OF ANCIENT HISTORY

THE GIRL'S WORDS snapped him out of his reverie, with the confused knowledge that he was
daing a her inandy as she stood there, swaying dightly, like a dender reed, while the gentle breeze
whipped her white, gauzy draper-ies.

"Come" she sad peremptorily. "Come St beside me here. | have come to the forest to find
adventure that | cannot find dsewherein aboring world. | have not found it. Come, you shdl amuse me.
St here and tdl methis story | have been hearing about your—deep.”

Haf-hypnoticaly, Connor obeyed. Nor did he question why. It was dl in a line with the re<t, that he
should find himsdf here above the sparkling dark pool, beside this woman—or girl, rather, snce she
could be no more than eighteen—whose beauty was starkly incredible.

The sun, filtering through the leaves, touched her mass of hair, so black that it glinted blue as it fdl in
waving cascades below her dender waist. Her skin, magnoliatinted, was dl the clearer because of the
dartling ebony of her hair. Her beauty was more than a lack of flaws, it was, in true fact, goddesslike.
But sultry, flaming. Her perfect lips seemed congantly amiling, but like the amile in her emerad eyes, it
was sardonic, mocking.

For one moment the beauty of this wood sprite, come upon so unexpectedly, swept dl other
thoughts from Connor's mind; even memory of Evanie. But the next moment Evanie was back, filling his
thoughts as she had from the firg with her cool, understandable, coppery-haired loveiness. But even in
that moment he knew that the radiant creature beside him, so different from Evanie and other Weed girls
he had seen, would forever haunt him. Whoever, whatever she might be—human being or wood
goddess.

Thegirl grew impatient a hisglence.
"Tdl me" she said imperioudy. "I have said to you, | would be amused. Tdl me—Sleeper.”

"I am no Sleeper—of the type of which you probably have cusomaily heard,” Connor said,
obedient to her command. "Whatever has come to me has been none of my doing; nor by my wishes. It
was like this——"

Bridfly he recited his experience, dl that he knew of it, making no dramétic effort. He must have
been impres-sive, for as he talked, he could see the incredulity and mockery pass from her sea-green
eyes, to be replaced by rductant belief, then astonishment.

"It is dmogt unbdievable" she sad softly, when he had finished. "But | do bdieve you." Her
marvelous eyes held a far-away expression. "If in your memory you have retained knowledge of your
own ancient times, great things await you in this age to which you have come.”

"But | know nothing about this agel™ Connor quickly complained. "I gleen snatches of this and that,
of some myderious Immortads who seem to ragn supreme, of many things dien to me and my
undergtanding. But so far, | have not been able to learn much about this age. No! Nor do | even know



anything of the history of the ages that have passed while | was—degping!”

Connor's wood sprite looked hard a him a moment, admiraion for him plain in her low-lidded
glance. The mockery flickered a moment in her eyes, then died.

"Sdl | tdl you?' she asked. "We of the woods and vdleys know many things We learn as the
cydes of years go by. But not dways do we pass our knowledge dong.”

"Pleas?" begged Connor. "Please tdl me—everything. | am log!"

She seemed a little uncertain where to begin, then suddenly started to tak as if giving an dl-indusive
les-son in history from the beginning of time.

"You of the ancient world had greet cities” she said. "Today there are mighty cities, too. N"Y ork had
aght millions of people; Urbs, the great metropoalis of this age, has thirty millions But where there is now
one metropo-lis, your world had a hundred. A marveous age, that time of yours, but it ended. Some time
inyour Twentieth Century, it went out in a blaze of war."

“The Twentieth Century!" exclamed Connor. "So near my time"

"Yes Your fierce, warlike nations sated their lugt for battle at last in one gigantic war that spread like
a cloud around the planet. They fought by sea, by land, by ar, and beneath sea and land. They fought
with weapons whose secrets are dill lost, with strange chemidries, with diseases. Every nation was
caught in the druggle dl their Vast knowledge went into it, and city after giant city was destroyed by
aomic bombs or annihilated by infected water supplies. Famine stalked the world, and after it swept
awift pestilence,

"But, by the fiftieth year after the war, the world had reached a sort of dability. Then came
barbarism. The old nations had fdlen, and in thar place came number-less little city-states, little faming
communities each suf-ficient to itsalf, weaving its own cloth, rasing its own food. And then the language

began to change™
"Why?" asked Connor. "Children speak like their par-ents.”

"Not eractly,” sad the wood sprite, with a dow gmile "Language evolves by laws. Here's one
Consonants tend to move forward in the mouth as languages age. Take the word 'mother.’ In the ancient
Tokhar, it was makar. Then the Latin, mater. Then madre, then mother and now our modern word
muwer. Do you see? K—T—D—Th— V—each sound a little advanced in the throat. The ul-timate of
course, is mama—ypure labid sounds, which proves only that it's the oldest word in the world.”

"l see" said Connor.

"W, once it was released from the bonds of print-ing, language changed. It became difficult to read
the old books, and then books began to vanish. Fire gutted the abandoned cities; the robber bands that
lurked there burned books by winter for warmth. Worms and decay ruined them. Precious knowledge
vanished, some of it forever."

She paused a moment, waiching Connor keenly. "Do you see now," she asked, "why | sad
greatness awaits you if you retain any of your ancient knowledge?'

"Possibly,” said Connor. "But go on, please.”

"Other factors, too, were & work," she said, nodding. "In the firg place, a group of smdl city-states
seems to be the best environment for genius. That was the Stuation in Greece during the Golden Age, in



Ity during the Renaissance, and dl over the world before the Second Enlightenment.

"Then too, a period of barbarism seemsto act as atime of rest for humanity before a charge to new
heights. The Stone Age flared suddenly into the light of Egypt, Persia decayed and Greece flowered, and
the Middle Ages awoke to the glory of the Renaissance. So the Dark Centuries began to flame into the
brilliant age of the Second Enlightenment, the fourth great dawn in human higtory.

"It began quietly enough, about two centuries after the war. A young man named John Holland
drifted into the village of N'Orleans that sprawled beside the ancient city's ruins. He found the remnants
of alibrary, and— unusud in his day—he could read. He studied done at fird, but soon others joined
him, and the Academy came into being.

"The townspeople thought the students wizards and sorcerers, but as knowledge grew the words
wizard and sorcerer became synonyms for what your age cdled scientigs.”

"l see!" muttered Connor, and he was thinking of Evanie the Sorceress. "'l seel”

"N'Orleans,” said his charming enlightener, "became the center of the Enlightenment. Holland died,
but the Academy lived, and one day a young student named Teran had a vison. Some of the ancient
knowledge had by now yidded its secrets, and Teran's vison was to re-store the ancient N'Orleans
power plants and water sys-tems—to give the city its utilitied

"Although there was no apparent source of fud, he and his group labored diligently on the
centuries-old ma-chines, confident that power would be a hand when they needed it.

"And it was. A man named Einar Olin, had wan-dered over the continent seeking—and finding—the
last and greatest achievement of the Ancients, he rediscov-ered aomic energy. N'Orleans wakened
anew to its an-cient life. Across plains and mountains came hundreds just to see the Great City, and
among these were three on whom history turned.

"These were sandy-haired Martin Sair, and black-haired Joaquin Smith, and his sster. Some have
cdled her Satanicdly beautiful. The Black Hame, they cdl her now— have you. heard?’

Connor shook his head, his eyes drinking in the beauty of this woman of the woods, who fascinated
himin a manner he would never have believed possible.

For a moment the mocking glint came back in the girl's eyes, then indantly it was gone as she
shrugged her white shoulders and went on.

"Those three changed the whole course of history. Mar-tin Sair turned to biology and medicine when
he joined the haf-monagic Academy, and his genius made the fird new discovery to add to the
knowledge of the Ancients. Studying evolution, experimenting with hard radiations, he found derility
then—immortality!

"Joaquin Smith found hisfield in the neglected socid sciences, government, economics, psychology.
He too had a dream—of rebuilding the old world. He was—or is—a colossa genius. He took Martin
Sair'simmortdity and traded it for power. He traded immortdity to Jorgensen for a rocket thet flew on
the atomic blast, to Kohlmar for a weapon, to Erden for the Erden resonator that explodes gunpowder
miles away. And then he gathered his army and marched.”

"War agan!" Connor said tightly. "I should have thought they would have had enough.”

But the girl did not heed him. In her emerad eyes was a light as if she were seeing visons
hersdf—visons of glorious conquest.



"N'Orleans,” she said, "directly in the light of Joaguin Smith's magnetic persondity, yieded gladly.
Other cities yidded dmogt as if fascinated, while those who fought were overcome. What chance had
rifle and arrow againg the flying Triangles of Jorgensen, or Kohimar's ionic beams? And Joaquin Smith
himsdf was—well, magnificent. Even the wives of the dain cheered him when he comforted them in that
noble manner of his

"Americawas conquered within Sxty years. Immor-tality gave Smith, the Master, power, and no one
save Martin Sair and those he taught has ever been able to learn its secret. Thousands have tried, many
have daimed suc-cess, but the results of their failures dill haunt the world.

"And—wdl, Joagquin Smith has his World Empire now; not America done. He has bred out criminds
and the feeble-minded, he has impressed his native English on every tongue, he has built Urbs, the vast,
glittering, bril-liant, wicked world capitd, and there he rules with his sster, Margaret of Urbs,, beside
him. Yet !

"I should think this world he conquered would wor-ship him!" exclamed Connor.

"Worship hm!" cried the girl. "Too many hate him, in spite of dl he has done, not only for this age,
but for ages gone—since the Enlightenment. He——"

But Tom Connor was no longer ligening. All his thoughts, his attention, his eyes tha drank in her
beauty, were on the girl. So lovely—and to have so much wis-dom stored up in the brain beneath the
sheen of that satiny-black cap that was her hair. There could only be one answer to that. She must be a
goddess, cometo life

He ached to touch her, to touch only the hem of her gauzy garment, but that mugt not be. His heart
pounded at the very nearness of her—but it was with a worship that could have thrown him prostrate at
her feet.

"It'sdl like a dream, what you've told me" he said, his voice far-away, musng. "Y ou're a dream.”
The dancing light of mockery came back into her sea-green eyes.

"Shdl we leave it a dream—this mesting of ours?' she asked softly. She lad one white hand lightly
on his am and he thrilled a the touch as though an dectric current had shot through him—but not a
panful annihi-lating one now. "Man of the Ancients," she said, "will you give me a promise?'

"Anything—anything!" Connor said eagerly.

"Then promise me you will say nothing, not even to the Weed gl who is cdled Evanie the
Sorceress, about having seen me thismorning. No dightest hint.”

For a moment Connor hesitated. Would it be disloydty to Evanie, in any way, to make that
promise? He did not know. What he did know was thet it fdl in with his own ideas to keep this medting
a secret—like some-thing sacred; something to hold as a memory deep with-in his own heart only.

"Promise?' she repested, in that slvery-bell voice.
Connor nodded. "I promise," he said soberly. "But tdl me, will | see you again? Will you——"

Suddenly the girl leaped lightly to her feet, sartled, as she stood ligening, like the faun she appeared
to be. Her agtonishing emerad eyes were wide, as she poised for flight. Dimly, the entranced Connor
became aware of voices back in the woods. Men were probably coming to seek him, knowing how sick
he had been.



"I mugt go!" the girl whispered quickly. "But Man of the Ancients, we shall meet again! That is my
prom-ise. Keep yourd™

And then, before he could speak, she had whirled like a butterfly in flight, and was speeding through
the woods on noisaless feet. Connor caught one last glimpse of her fluttering white draperies againg the
brown and green of tree trunks and leaves, then she was, gone.

He passed a hand dowly before his bewildered eyes. A dream! But she had promised they would
mest again. When?

CHAPTERHVE
THEVILLAGE

DAYS SLIPPED IMPERCEPTIBLY by. Connor had amog re-gained his full strength. Time and
again, whenever he could do so unobserved, he dipped away to the woods done, but never again did
he catch gght of the wood nymph who had so deeply fascinated him. Gradudly he came to persuade
himsdf that the whole incident had been a dream. Many things as strange had happened to him since his
awakening. Only one thing gave it the semb-lance of redity—the knowledge he had gleaned from the
inky-haired girl of mygtery, a knowledge later con-firmed when he began to enter the peaceful life of the

village

Asde from Evanie, however, he had but one other close friend. He had taken a once to Jan Orm,
engineer and operator of the village of Ormon's sngle factory on the hill.

The factory was a perpetual surprise to Connor. The incredibly versatile machines made nearly
evaything ex-cept the heavier mechanisms used in the fidds, and these, he learned, could have been
made. That was not neces-sary since the completed machines could as easily be transported as the sted
necessary to congtruct them.

The atomic power amazed Tom Connor. The motors burned only water, or rather the hydrogen in it,
and the energy was the product of synthess rather than disnte-gration. Four hydrogen atoms, with thelr
weight of 1.008, combined into one hdium atom, with a weight of 4; somewhere had disappeared the
difference of .032, and this was the source of that abundant energy—mat-ter being destroyed, weight
transformed to energy.

There was a whole series of aomic furnaces, too. The release of energy was a process of one
degree, like ra-dium; once started, neither temperature nor pressure could speed or dow it in the least.
But the hydrogen burned steadily into hdium at the uniform rate of hdf its massin three hundred days.

Jan Orm was proud of the plant.

"Nedt, iant it?" he asked Connor. "One of the type cdled Omnifac; makes anything. There's
thousands of 'em about the country; practicaly make each town independ-ent, sdf-sugtaining. We don't
need your ancient cumber-some railroad system to transport cod and ore.”

"How about the meta you use?'

"Nor metd ether,” Jan said. "Jud as there was a stone age, a bronze age, and an iron age, just as
higory cdls your time the age of sted, we're in the duminum age. And duminum's everywhere; it's the
base of dl clays, dmogt eight per, cent of the Earth's crugt.”



"I know it'sthere”" grunted Connor. "It used to cost too much to get it out of clay.”

"Wdl, power costs nothing now. Water's free” His face darkened moodily. "If we could only
control the rate, but power comes out a dways the same rate—a hdf period of three hundred days. If
we could build roc-kets—like the Triangles of Urbs. The naturd rate is just too dow to lift its own
weight; the power from a pound of water comes out too gradudly to raise a one-pound mass. The
Urbans know how to increase the rate, to make the water deliver hdf its energy in a hundred days —ten

days"
"And if you could build rockets?"

"Then," said Jan, growing even moodier, "then wed———" He paused abruptly. "We can detonate
it," he said in a changed voice. "We can get dl the energy in) one tarific blagt, but that's usdess for a
rocket."

"Why can't you use afiring chamber and explode say a gram of water a atime?' Connor asked. "A
rapid series of little explosons should be just as effective as a continuous blagt.”

"My father tried that,” Jan Orm said grimly. "He's buried at the bend of the river."

Later, Connor asked Evanie why Jan was so anxious to develop atom-powered rockets. The girl
turned sud-denly serious eyes on him, but made no direct reply.

"The Immortas guard the secret of the Triangle™ was dl she said. "It's a military secret.”
"But what could he do with arocket?'
She shook her glistening hair.

"Nothing, perhaps."

"Bvanie" he said soberly, "I don't liketo fed that you won't trust me. | know from what you've sad
that you're somehow opposed to the government. Wdl, I'l help you, if | can—but | can't if you keep me
inignorance.

Thegirl wasslent.

"And another thing," he proceeded. "This immortdity process. I've heard somebody say that the
results of its failures when some tried it, dill haunt the world? Why, Evanie?'

Swiftly a crimson flush spread over the girl's cheeks and throat.
"Now whet the devil have | said?' he cried. "Evanie, | swear | wouldn't hurt you, for the world!"
"Dont," sheonly murmured, turning slently away.

He, too, was hurt, because she was. He knew he owed his life to her for her treatments and
hospitdity. It dis-turbed him to think he knew of no way in which to re-pay her. But he was dubious of
his ability to earn much as an engineer inthis world of strange devices.

"I'd have to gart right at the bottom,” he observed ruefully to Evanie when he spoke of thet later.

"In Urbs" Evanie said, "you'd be worth your weight in radium as a source of ancient knowledge. So
much has been lost; so much is gone, perhaps forever. Often we have only the record of a great man's
name, and no trace of his work. Of these is a man named Eingein and another named de Sitte—men



acknowledged to be supreme geniuses of science even by the supreme scien-tists of your age. Ther
work islog.”

"I'm afrad it will remain log, then,” he said whimracdly. "Both Eindein and de Sitter were
contemporaries of mine, but | wasn't up to understanding their theories. All | know is that they dedt with
gpace and time, and a supposed curvature of space—Rd ativity, the theory was cdled.”

"But that's exactly the due they'd want in Urbd" ex-clamed Evanie, her eyes shining. "That's dl they
need. And think of what you could tell them of ancient litera-ture! We haven't the artists and writers you
had—not yet. The plays of a man named Shakespeare are dill the most popular of dl on the vison
broadcasts. | dways watch them." She looked up widfully. "Was he aso a contem-porary of yours?
And did you know a philosopher named Arigtotle?!

Connor laughed.

"I missed the one by three centuries and the other by twenty-fivel" he chuckled.
"I'm sorry,” said the girl, flushing red. "I don't know much of higory.”

Heamiled warmly.

"If | thought | could actualy earn something—if | could pay you for dl the trouble I've been, I'd go to
the aty of Urbs for awhile—and then come back here. I'd like to pay you."

"Pay me?" she asked in surprise. "We don't use money here, except for taxes.”
"Taxes?'

"Yes The Urban taxes. They come each year to col-lect, and it must be paid in money." She
frowned an-grily. "'l hate Urbs and dl it stlands for! | hate it!"

"Are the taxes so oppressvely high?'

"Oppressive?' she retorted. "Any tax is oppressivel It's a differencein degree, that'sdl! Aslong as a
government has the right to tax, the potentid injustice is there. And what of other rights the Master
arrogated to hmsdf?' She paused asif to let the full enormity of that strike in.

"WdI?' he said cardlesdy, "that's been a privilege granted to the heads of many governments, hasn't
it?"

Her eyes blazed. "'l can't understand a man who's will-ing to surrender his naturd rightd™ she flared.
"Our men would die for a principlel™

"But they're not doing it," observed Connor caugticdly.

"Because they'd be throwing their lives away usdesdy —that's why! They can't fight the Master now
with any chance of success. But just wait urtil the time comes!™

"And then, | suppose, the whole world will be just one great big beautiful state of anarchy.”

"And in't that an ided worth fighting for?' asked the girl hatly. "To permit every sngle individud to
a-tain hisrightful liberty? To destroy every chance of injudtice?"

"But




Connor paused, consdering. Why should he be argu-ing like this with Evanie? He fdt no dlegiance
to the government of Urbs; the Master meant nothing to him. The only government he could have fought
for, died for, was logt a thousand years in the past. Whatever loydty he owed in this topsy-turvy age
belonged to Evanie. He grinned. " Crazy or not, Evanie”" he promised, "your cause isming!”

She softened suddenly.

"Thank you, Tom." Then, in lower tones, "Now you know why Jan Orm is o anxious for the secret
of the rocket blast. Do you see?' Her voice dropped to a whis-per. "Revolution!”

He nodded. "I guessed that. But snce you've answered one question, perhaps youll answver my
other one. What are the falures that gill haunt the world, the products of the immortdity trestment?”

Again that flush of unhgppiness.
"He meant—the metamorphs,” she murmured softly.

Quickly she rose and passed into the cottage.

CHAPTER SX
THE METAMORPHS

CONNER'S STRENGTH SWIFTLY approached normd, and shortly litle remained of that
unbelievable sojourn in the grave. His month's grizzle of beard began to be irritat-ing, and one day he
asked Jan for arazor.

Jan seemed puzzled; at Connor's explanation he laughed, and produced a jar of save that quickly
dis-solved the stubble, assuring Connor that the preparation would soon destroy the growth entirely.

But Evani€e's reaction surprised him. She stared for a moment without recognition.
"Tom!" she cried. "You look—you look like an an-cient statue!™

He did look different from the mild-festured villagers. With the beard removed, his lean face had an
auraof strength and ruggedness that was quite unlike the ap-pearance of his neighbors.

Time dipped pleasantly away. Evenings he spent tak-ing to newly made friends, relating stories of his
dead age, explaining the State of politics, society, and science in that forgotten time. Often Evanie joined
in the conver-sation, though at other times she amused hersdf at the "vison," a device of remarkable
perfection, on whose two-foot screen actors in digtant cities spoke and moved with the naturaness of
minigure life

Connor himsdf saw "Winter's Tde' and "Henry the Eighth” given in accurate portrayal, and was
once sur-prised to discover a familiar-seeming musica comedy, complete to scantily-clad chorus. In
may ways Evanie puzzled Tom Connor. There was some mydery about her that he could not
understand. Lifein Ormon, it seemed to him, was essentialy whet it had been in hisold daysin St. Louis.
Y oung men il followed imme-morid routing; each evening saw them walking, stting, taking, with girls,
iding through the parklike arcades of trees, dralling dong the quiet river.

But not Evanie. No youth ever climbed the hill to her cottage, or sat with her at evening—except
when Jan Orm occasiondly came. And this seemed strange, considering the girl's loveiness. Connor



couldn't remem-ber a more attractive girl than this spirited, gentle, de-mure Evanie—except hisgirl of the
woods. Not even Ruth of the buried days of the past.

He musad over the matter until a more sensationd mydery effaced it. Evanie went hunting game
up-river. Deer were fairly plentiful, and game-birds, wild turkeys, and pheasants had increased uniil they
were nearly as common as crows once had been.

Thetrio carried gligening bows of soring sted that flung dender sted arrows with deadly accuracy, if
used properly. Connor was awkward, but Evanie and Jan Orm handled them with skill. Connor
bemoaned the lack of rifles; he had been afar marksman in the old days.

"I'd show you!" he declared. "If | only had my Marlin repeater!”

"Guns aren't made any more" said Jan. "The Erden Resonator finished them; they're usdess for
military weap-ons.”

"But for hunting?"

"They're banned by law. For awhile &fter the found-ing of the Urban Empire people kept ‘em hidden
around, but no one knew when a resonator might sweep the sec-tion, and folks got tired of having the
things go off a night, smashing windows and plowing walls. They weren't safe house-pets.”

"Wdl," grumbled Connor, "I'd like one now, even an ar-rifle. Say!" he exclamed. "Why not a
water-gun?'

"A water-gun?'
"One run by atomic energy. Didn't you say you could detonate it—get dl the power out a once?'

"Yes but " Jan Orm paused. "By God!" he roared. That's the answer! That's the weapon!
Why didn't any-body think of that before? There's what we need to———" He broke his sentence in
mid-air.

Evanieamiled. "It'sdl right," shesad. "Tom knows."
"Yes" sad Connor, "and I'm with you in your revo-lutionary ambitions.”

"I'mglad,” Jan Orm said Smply. His eyes lighted. "That gun! It's a stroke of genius. The resonators
can't damage an atom-powered riflel Evanie, the time draws near!”

The three proceeded thoughtfully up the river bank. The midsummer sun beat down upon them with
wither-ing intengty. Connor mopped his streaming brow.

"How I'd like asvim," he gaculated. "Evanie, do you people ever svim here? That place where the
river's backed up by that falen bridge—it should be a great place for adip!™

"Oh, no!" the gifl said quickly. "Why should we swvim? You can bathe every day in the pool a
home."

That was true. The six-foot basn where water, warmed to a pleasant tepidity by atomic hedt,
bubbled steadily through, was dways avalable. But it was a poor sub-dtitute for svimming in open
water.

"Thet little 1ake looked tempting,” Connor sighed.



"Thelake" cried Evanie, in horror. "Oh, no! No! You can't snvim therel”
"Why not?'
"Youjus can't!"

And that was as much information as he could ob-tain. Shortly afterward, swinging the haf-dozen
birds thet hed fdlen to their arrows, they started back for the village.

But Connor was determined to ferret out at least that one mystery—why he should not svim in the
lake. The next time he accompanied Jan Orm on a tramp up-river, he plied Jan with questions. But it was
futile He could extract no more from Jan Orm than he had from Evanie.

As the pair approached the place of the ruined bridge that dammed the stream, they turned a little
way inland. Jan's keen eyes spotted a movement in a thick copse.

"Deer inthere" he whispered. "L et's separate and gtart him."

He bore off to the left, and Connor, cregping cautioudy to the right, approached the grass-grown
bank of the watercourse. Suddenly he stopped short. Ahead of him the sun had glinted on something
large and brown and wet, and he heard a rudtle of movement. He moved gsedthily forward; with utmost
care he separated a screen of brush, and gazed through it to a little open glade, and on the creature that
Sprawled there beside the water.

At fird he saw only a fivefoot drip of wet, hairless, aily skin that heaved to the thing's dow
breething. He hdld his bow ready lest it prove dangerous, and stared, wondering what sort of cresture it
could be. It was cer-tainly nothing netive to the North America of his day. And then, a some sound or
movement of his, the beast rolled over and faced him.

Connor fdt sick. He glimpsed short, incredibly thick limbs, great splay feet with webbed toes, broad
hands with webbed fingers. But what sickened him was the smooth bulbous face with its tiny eyes and
little round red-lipped mouth.

The thing was, or had been, human!

Connor let out a choking yel. The creature, with a mumble that might have been speech, flopped
awkwardly to the bank and into the water, where it cleaved the de-ment like an otter and disappeared
with along, slent wake.

He heard the crashing of Jan Orm's approach, and his cry of inquiry. But a webbed print in the mud
of the bank told Jan Orm the story.

"Wh—what was it?' Connor choked.
"A metamorph,” said Jan soberly.

Empty-handed as they were, he turned homeward. Connor, too aghast to press questions, followed
him. And then came the second mystery.

Connor saw it fird—a face, a child's face, peering at them from a leefy covert. But this was no
humen child. Speechless, Connor saw the amdl pointed ears that twitched, the pointed teeth, the black
danting eyes squint-111

ing a him beedily. The face was that of a young satyr, a child of Pan. It was the spirit of the



wilderness in-carnate, not evil exactly, not even savage, but just wild —wild!

Theimp vanished indantly. As Connor gasped, "What's that?" it was dready far beyond arrow-shaot,
headed for the forest. Jan viewed it without surprise.

"It's a young metamorph,” he said. "A different sort than the one at the lake" He paused and stared
geadily into Connor's eyes.

"Promise me something,” he muttered. "What?'
"That you'l not tell Evanie you saw these things."

"If youwish," said Connor dowly. It wasdl beyond him.

CHAPTER SEVEN
PANATE BLOOD

BUT TOM CONNER WAS DETERMINED now to fathom these mysteries. Jan should no longer
put him off. He stopped and placed a hand firmly on Jan's arm, forced the man to look into his eyes
when Jan would have evaded his gaze.

"Just what," he said bluntly, "is a metamorph? Y ou mus tdl me, Jan!"
There was a moment's uncomfortable slence.

"Tha question has been evaded long enough,” Connor said firmly, "and | intend to know why. This
ismy world now. I've got to liveinit, and | want to know what others know of it—its faults as wel as
its virtues. Why have you shunned the question?"

"Because—because—"

"Because of Evaniel” supplied Connor.

"Yes," Jan agreed, reluctantly. "Because of Evanie.”
"What has that monster at the lake to do with her?!

"Nothing directly.” Jan Orm paused. "Before | tdl you more, Tom, I'm going to ask you something.
Do you love Evanie?'

"I'mvery fond of her."
"But do you love her?' Janinssted.
"Yes," said Connor suddenly. "1 do."

A swift thought had come to him before he had reached that decision. The vison of a amiling wood
nymph was before his eyes. But only a human being could be loved by a man—a coodlly lovey girl like
Evanie not a goddess.

"Why do the youths of Ormon ignore Evanie so, Jan?' Connor asked abruptly. "She's far the
lovdies girl in town."



"So sheis, Tom. It's her own doing that they ignore her. They have tried to be friends with her—have
tried hard. But she—well, she has dways discouraged them.”

"Why?
"Becausg, | think, she feds that in justice to everybody she can't marry.”

"And aganwhy?'

For along moment Jan Orm hesitated. "I'll tdl you," he said findly. " She's one-eighth metamorph!™
"What?"

"Yes, hea mother was the daughter of Montmerci the Anadominist. A great man, but haf
metamorph.”

"Do you mean," asked Connor, aghast, "that she has the blood of that 1ake mongter in her?"

"No! oh, no! There are two kinds of metamorphs. One sort, the Panate metamorph, is human; the
others, the amphimorphs, are just—horrors. Evanies blood is Panate. But she had conquered her
metamorphic heredity.”

"A metamorph!" Connor groaned.

The picture of that flopping horror rose in his mind, and then the vison of the wild, impish face of the
woods child. There was something reminiscent of Evanie in tha, the color of her bronze hair, an
occasond dlintin her deep eyes.

"Tdl me" he said huskily, "about that heredity of hers. Might her child, for instance, turn wild? Or
turn into such a horror as an—amphimorph?’

Jan Orm amiled.

"By no chance! The Panate metamorphs, | tdl you, are human. They're people. They're much like
us—good and bad, brilliant and stupid, and many of them sur-passingly beautiful in their wild way."

"But just what are they? Whered they come from?”

"Do you remember hearing Martin Sair mentioned? He was companion of the Master, Evanies
great-uncle thirty generations removed.”

"The discoverer of immortaity? 1 remember.”

But Connor made no mention of when he had firs heard of both Martin Sair and the Maste'—from
an un-cannily beautiful wood sprite who had seemed to possess dl the wisdom of the ages.

"Yes" Jan told him. "And you mus have heard, too, that there were other attempts at making men
immortd, in the first century of the Enlightenment. And failures. Some that ill haunt the world. Well, the
metamorphs are those failures.”

"l see," said Connor dowly.

"They're a mutation, an atifiad mutation,” Jan ex-plained. "When Martin Sair's discovery became
known, thousands sought to imitate him. It was understood that he was working with hard radiations, but
judt what was a mysery—whether as hard as the cosmic rays or as soft as the harder x-rays.



Nevertheless, many charlatans clamed to be able to give immortdity, and there were thousands of eager
vidims It was amania, awave of lunacy. The laboratories of the tricksters were packed.

"There were four directions of error to be made; those who had not Sair's secret, erred in dl four.
People who were treated with too hard radiations died; those treated with too soft rays smply became
derile. Those treated with the right rays, but for too long a time, remained themsdalves unchanged, but
bore amphimorphs as children; those treated for too short atime bore Panate meta-morphs.

"Can you imagine the turmoail? In aworld just emerg-ing from barbarism, il disorganized, of course
some of the freaks survived. Near the sea coasts amphimorphs began to appear, and in lakes and rivers,
while in the hills and forests the Children of Nature, the Panate type, went trouping through the
wilderness"

"But why weren't they exterminated?' asked Connor tensdy. "You've bred out criminds Why let
these creatures exist. Why not kill them off?"

"Would you favor such ameasure?’

"No," Connor said, adding in impassioned tone: "It would be nothing less than murder, even to kill
the svim-merd Are they—intelligent?"

"In adim fashion. The amphimorphs are creatures cast back to the amphibious stage of the human
embryo— jugst above the gilled period. The others, the Panates, are strange. Except for an odd
claustrophobia, the fear of enclosed things—of houses or clothing—they're quite as intdligent as most of
us And they're comparaively harm-less.”

Connor heaved asgh of rdief. "Then they aren't a problem?”

"Oh, there were consequences” Jan sad wryly. "Thar women are often very beautiful, like the
marble figures of nymphs dug up in Europe. There have been many cases like Evanies. Many of us may
have a drop or so of metamorphic blood. Bt it fals hardest on the first offspring, the hybrids, miserable
crestures uneble to en-dure dvilized life, and often most unhgppy in the wilds. Yet even these
occasondly produce a genius. Evanie's grandfather is one”

"Whet did he do?'

"He was known as Montmerci the Anadominigt, haf human, hdf metamorph. Yet his was a powerful
per-sondity. He was strong enough to lead an abortive revo-lution agang the Master. Both humans and
metamorphs followed him. He even managed to direct a group of am-phimorphs, who got into the city's
water supply and erupted into the sewers by hundreds.”

"But what happened to the revolution?"

"It was quickly suppressed,” Jan said hitterly. "What could a horde armed with bows and knives do
agang the Rings and ionic beams of Urbs?'

"And Montmerci?'

"He was executed—a rare punishment. But the Mas-ter redized the danger from this wild
metamorph. A second atempt might have been successful. That's why Evanie hates Urbs so intensdy.”

"Bvanid" Connor said musngly. "Tdl me, what wasit that led to her father's marrying a—a—"

"A cross? Wdl, Evan Sar was like Evanie, a doctor He came upon Meria, the daughter of



Montmerci, down in the mountain region called Ozarky. He found her there sick just after the collgpse of
the uprisng. So Evan Sair cared for her and fdl in love with her. He brought her here to his home, and
married her, but she soon began to weaken again from lack of the open woods and sun-light.

"She died when Evanie was born, but she would have died anyway,"

Jan Orm paused and drew along breath. "Now do you see why Evanie fears her own blood? Why
she has driven away the youths who tried to arouse even friendship? She's arad of the degping
metamorphic nature in her, and needlesdy afraid, snce she's ssfey human. She has even tried to drive
me away, but | refuse to be so driven. | understand.”

"So do I," said Connor soberly. "And I'm going to marry her."
Jan Orm smiled dryly. "And if she thinks otherwise?"
"Then | must convince her."

Jan shook his head in mild wonderment. "Perhaps you can,” he said, with the barest hint of
reluctance. "There's something dynamic about you. In some ways you'e like the Immortas of Urbs.”

When they reached the village Connor left Jan Orm and trudged in a deep reverie up Evanies hill,
musng on the curious reveldions he had heard, andyzing his own fedings. Did he redly love the
bronze-haired Evanie? The query had never presented itsdf until Jan had put it to him, so bluntly, yet
now he was certain he did. Admitting that, then—had he the right to ask her to marry a survivd of the
past, arevivified mummy, a sort of living fossl?

What damage might that millennium of deep have done him? Might he not awake some mormning to
find the weight of his years suddenly upon him? Might he not disntegrate like a veritable mummy when
its wrappings were removed? Sill he had never fdt stronger or hedthier in hislife. And was he such a
fresk, after dl, inthisworld of Immortals, satyrs, and haf-human svimmers?

He paused a the door of the cottage, peering within. The miraculous cook-stove hissed quietly, and
Evanie was humming to hersdf as she stood before amirror, brugh-ing the shining metd of her har. She
glimpsed him in-gtantly and whirled. He strode forward and caught her hands.

"Evanie———" he began, and paused as she jerked vio-lently to release hersdlf.
"Please go out!" she said.

He held her wrigs firmly. "Evanie, you've got to ligen to me. | love you!

"I know those aren't the right words," he sumbled on. "It's just—the best | can do.”
"l don't—permit this" she murmured.

"I know you don't, but—Evanie | meanit!"

He tried to draw her closer but she stood diffly while he dipped his ams about her. By sheer
strength he tilted her head back and kissed her.

For amoment he fdt her rdlax againgt him, then she had thrust him away.
"Pleasd" she gasped. "You can't! You don't—under-stand!™

"l do," hesaid gently.



"Then you see how impossibleit isfor meto—marry!”

"Any wildness in any children of ours” he said with a amile, "might as easly come of the Connor
blood."

For a long moment Evanie lay passve in his ams, and then, when she struggled away, he was
dartled to see tears.

"Tom," she whispered, "if | say | love you will you promise me something?'
"You know | will!"

"Then, promise youll not mention love again, nor try to kiss me, nor even touch me—for a month.
After that, I'l—I'll do as you wish. Do you promise?’

"Of course, but why, Evanie? Why?'

"Because within amonth,” she murmured tensdly, "therell be war!™

CHAPTEREIGHT
IN TIME OF PEACE

CONNER HELD STRICTLY to his word with Evanie. But the change in their rdaionship was
apparent to both of them. Evanie no longer met his gaze with frank steadi-ness. Her eyes would drop
when they met his, and she would lose the thread of her sentencesin confusion.

Ya when he turned unexpectedly, he adways found her waching him with a mixture of
abstractedness and specu-lation. And once or twice he awakened in the mormning to find her gazing a him
from the doorway with a tender, widful smile.

One afternoon Jan Orm hailed him from the foot of Evanies hill.

"I've something to show you," he cdled, and Connor rose from his comfortable sprawl in the shade
and joined him, walking toward the factory across the village

"I've been thinking, Jan," Connor remarked. "Frankly, | can't yet understand why you consider the
Master such a despicable tyrant. I've yet to hear of any redly tyran-nous act of his”

"Heisn't atyrant,” Jan said gloomily. "I wish he were. Then our revolution would be smple. Almost
everybody would be on our side. It's evidence of his adility that he avoids any misgovernment, and keeps
the greater part of the people satisfied. He's judt, kind, and benevolent— on the surface!™

"What makes you think he's different underneath?"

"He retains the one secret weld dl like to possess— the secret of immortdity. Isn't that evidence
enough that he's supremdy sdfish? He and his two or three million Immortals—sole rulers of the tiarth!™

"Two or threemillion!"

"Yes What's the difference how many? They're ill ruling haf a billion people—a samdl percentage
ruling the many. If he's so benevolent, why doesn't he grant others the privilege of immortdity?'



"That's afar question,” said Connor dowly, ponder-ing. "Anyway, I'm on your Sde, Jan. You're my
people now; | owe you dl my dlegiance" They entered the fac-tory. "And now—what was it you
brought me here to see?’

Jan's face brightened.
"Ah!" heexcdamed. "Have alook at this"

He brought forth an object from a desk drawer in his office, passing it pridefully to Connor. It was a
blunt, thick-handled, blue sed revolver.

"Atom-powered," Jan glowed. "Here'sthe magazine."
He shook a dozen little leaden balls, each the Sze of hislittle fingernall, into his pam.

"No need of a cartridge, of course,”" commented Con-nor. "Water in the handle? ... | thought so. But
here's one migtake. You don't want your projectiles round; you lose range and accuracy. Make ‘em
cylindricd and blunt-pointed.” He squinted through the weapon's barrel. "And —there's no rifling.”

He explained the purpose of rifling the barrel to give the bullet a rotary motion.

"I should have known enough to consult you fird,” Jan Orm said wryly. "Want to try it out anyway? |
haven't been able to hit much with it so far.”

They moved through the whirring factory. At the rear the door opened upon a dope away from the
village. The ground danted gently toward the river. Glancing about for a suitable target, Connor seized an
empty can from a bench within the door and flung it as far as he could down the dope. He raised the
revolver, and suddenly per-ceived another imperfection that had escaped his notice.

"Thereareno sghtsonit!" he gaculated.
"Sights?' Jan was puzzled.
"Toamby." He explained the principle. "Wl lef'stry it asis”

He squinted down the smooth barrel, squeezed the trigger. There was a sharp report, hisarm
snapped back to aterrific recoil, and the can legped spinning high into the air, to fal yards farther toward
theriver.

"Wow!" he exclamed. "What akick!"
But Jan was legping with enthusiasm.
"Youhitit! Youhitit!"

"Yegh, but it hit back,” Connor said ruefully. "While you're meking the other changes, lighten the
charge alittle, se youll have broken wrigs in your army. And I'd set somebody to work on ordnance
and rifles. They're alot more ussful than revolvers” At Jan's nod, he asked, "You don't expect to equip
the whole revalution with the products of this one factory, do you?"

"Of course not! There are thousands like it, in villages like Ormon. I've dready sent descriptions of
the weapons well need. I'll have to correct them.”

"How mary men can you count on? Altogether, | mean.”



"We should muster twenty-five thousand.”

"Twenty-five thousand for aworld revolution? An even twenty-five thousand to attack a city of thirty
million?'

"Dont forget thet the aity isdl that counts. WWho holds Urbs holds the world."

"But dill—a dty that 9ze! Or even judt the three mil-lion Immortas. Well be overwhemed!”

"l don't think s0," Jan said grimly. "Don't forget that in Urbs are severa million Anadominists. | count
on them to join us. In fact, I'm planning to smuggle arms to them, provided our weapons are successful.
They won't be as effective as the ionic beam, but—we can only try. Wdl have at least the advantage of
surprise, snce we don't plan to muster and march on Urbs. Well infiltrate dowly, and on the given day,
a the given hour, well grike!™

"Theréell be street fighting, then,” Connor said. "Theré's nathing like machine-guns for thet.”
"What are they?'
Jan's eyes glowed as Connor explained.

"We can manage those," he decided. "That should put us on a par with the Urban troops, so long as
we re-main in the city where the air forces can't hdp them. If only we had arcraft!”

"Therere airplanes, such asmy generation used.”
"Too flimsy. Usdess againg the fliers of Urbs. No, what 120

we need is the secret of the rocket blast, and snce that's unobtainable, well have to do without.
Well manage to keep our fighting in the City itsalf. And how well need you!"

Connor soon came to redize the truth of Jan's words. Whet little he knew of trgjectories, velocities,
and the science of baligtics was taxed to the uttermost. He was astounded to discover that caculus was
alost knowledge, and that Jan was even unacquainted with the use of log-arithms and the dide rule.

Reather than plod through hours and hours of mathe-matica computation, it seemed to Connor the
shorter method was to work out a table of logarithms to four places, and to congtruct a dide rule; in both
of these operations Jan joined with growing enthusiasm as under-standing increased.

As the preparations progressed, Connor began to no-tice other things—the vanishing of familiar
faces, the lack of youthful activities. He knew what that meant. The revolutionaries were gradudly
filtering into Urbs, and the day of the upriang was at hand.

How close it was, however, he never dreamed until he emerged one morning to find Evanie taking to
Jan Orm, with her eyes dight. She turned eagerly to Tom, led him back into the cottage.

"Kissme" she whispered. "The day is here! We leave for Urbs tonight!"

All day there was a hush over the village. It was bereft of youth, girls as wdl as men. Only the
oldsters plodded about in street and fidd.

Jan Orm confessed to Connor that he was not entirdly pleased with dl details. His esimate of the
number of revolutionaries who would join him had been too high. But the infiltration into the city had been
successful, and twenty-two thousand villagers lay armed and hidden among their Urban sympathizers
This Jan argued, prom-ised a greeat accession to their ranks once the hour had struck.



"What are your arrangements?’ Connor asked.

"Each village has chosen its leader. These leaders have again centrdized their command into ten, of
whom our Ormon leader happens to be one. But each variety of Weed has its own corps.” He smiled.
"They cdl us Weeds, because we're supposed to run wild.”

And again there came to Connor a quick mental pic-ture of his beautiful girl of the forest. She, too,
hed spoken of "Weeds," a little contemptuoudy, he seemed to remember now. He had not understood
her dluson then, had not asked her to explain. But it was plain enough now. Her lofty attitude toward
"Weeds" or the common people, mugt have been because she was an aristocrat hersdf. Who could she
have been? He had seen no one hereabouts bearing any faintest resemblance to her.

He brought his mind swiftly back to Jan. "If youwin," he observed, "you'll have agenerd bat-tle over
the spails. Y ou may find yoursdlf worse off after the revolution than before.”

"We know that,” Jan sad grimly. "Yet well fight Sde by sde untl the Master's done for.
Afterward——-" He spread his hands expressvely.

"You mentioned ‘our Ormon leader,'" remarked Con-nor. "That's you, of course.”

"Oh, no!" Jan chuckled. "That's Evanie." "Thedevil!" Connor stared amazed at the gentle, shy, and
quiet girl.

"Jan exaggerated,” she said, amiling. "I depend on dl the rest of you. Especidly Jan—and you,
Tom."

He shook his head, puzzled abouit this revolution— shadowy, vague, ill-planned. To assault a world
ruler in a colossd city with untrained rabble usng weapons unHfamiliar to them! Surely the Master mugt
know there was sedition and plotting among his people.

He was about to voice his doubts when a flash of ir-idescence down the sunny dope caught his
eye. It seemed more like a disturbance in the ar or a focus of light than a materid body. 1t swept in
wide cirdes as if hunt-ing or seeking, and—Connor heard its high, humming buzz. The creature, if it
were a creature, was no more than eighteen inches long, and featureess save for a misy beak at the
forward end.

It circled closer, and suddenly he perceived an amaz-ing phenomenon. It was drding the three of
them and, he had thought, the cottage too. Then he saw that in-stead of drding the building it was

passing through the walld
"Look!" hecried. "What'sthat?"'

CHAPTER NINE
THEWAY TO URBS

THE EFFECT ON Jan and Evanie was dartling. As they perceived the dmost invisble thing, the gif
dhrieked in terror.

"Don't look at it!" Jan choked out. "Don't even think of it!"

Both of them covered thair faces with their hands.



They made no attempt to flee: indeed, Connor thought confusedly, how could one hide from a thing
that could pass like a phantom through rock walls? He tried to fol-low their example but could not resst
another peep a the mydery. It was dill visble, but further off down the dope towards the river, and as
he gazed, it abandoned its drding, passed like a Streak of mig over the water, and vanished.

"It's gone" he said mildly. " Suppose you tdl me what it was."

"lt—it was a Messenger of the Master," murmured Evanie fearfully. "Jan, do you think it was for one
of us?If so, that means he suspectd!”

"God knowd" Jan muitered. "It looked dim to me, like a stray.”

"And what," Connor demanded to know, "isa Mes-senger of the Master?'

"It'sto carry the Master's commands,” said Evanie.

"You don't say!" he snapped ironicdly. "I could guess that from its name. But whét is it?"
"It's a mechaniam of force, or so we think," said Jan. "It's—did you ever see bdl-lightning?'
Connor nodded.

"W, there's nothing materid, grictly spesking, in bal-lightning. It's a balance of dectricd forces.
And s0 are the Messengers—a structure of forces.™

"But—wasit alive?"

"Webdieve not. Not exactly dive."

Connor groaned. "Not materid, rictly spesking, and not exactly divel In other words, a ghost.”
Jan amiled nervoudly.

"It does sound queer. Wha | mean is that the Mes-sengers are composed of forces, like
bdl-lightning. They're stable as long as Urbs supplies enough energy to offsat the losses. They don't
discharge dl a once like bal-lightning. When their energy is cut off, they just dis-sipate, fade out, vanish.
That one missed its mark, if it was for us”

"How do they bear the Master's commands?”'

"l hope you never find out,” Evanie said softly. "l was sent for once before, but that Messenger
missed like this. Jan and I—can close our minds to them. It takes practice to learn how.”

"Wadl," said Connor, "if the Master suspects, you'd bet-ter change your plans. Surprise was your
one advantage.”

"Wecant," Jan said grimly. "Our cooperating groupswould split into factionsin haf an hour, given
any ex-cuse."

"But—that might have been sent asawarning!”
"No matter. Weve got to go ahead. What's more, we'd better leave now.”

Jan rose aoruptly and departed. A moment later Con-nor saw him back in a motor vehide from the
hill below the factory. And then, with no more preparation then that, they were jolting over the rutted



red day road, Jan driving, Evanie between the two men.

When they swung suddenly to a wide paved highway, the battered vehide leaped swiftly to
unexpected speed. A full hundred miles an hour, though that was not so greetly in excess of the speed
of cars of Connor's own day.

Hour after hour they rushed down the endless way. They passed tree-grown ruins and little villages
like Ormon, and as night fdl, here and there the lights of some peace-ful farm dwelling. Evanie relieved
Jan, and then Connor, pleading his acquaintance with ancient automobiles, drove for a while, to the
expressed admiration of the other two.

"Y ou ancients must have been amazing!" said Jan.

"What paving isthis?" asked Connor as they darted dong.

"Same stuff as our tires. Rubrum. Synthetic rubber.”

"Paved by whom?'

"By Urbs" said Jan sourly. "Out of our taxes."

"Wl isn't that one answer to your objections? No taxes, no roads.”

"The road through Ormon is maintained without taxes, Smply by the cooperation of the people.”
Connor smiled, remembering that rutted clay road.

"Isit possble to dienate any of the Master's troops?' he asked. "Traned men would hep our
chances.”

"No," Jan said pogitively. "The man has a genius for loydty. Such an attempt would be suicide™

"Humph! Do you know—the more | hear of the Mas-ter, the more | like hm? | can't see why you
hate im so! Apparently, he's a good ruler.”

"Heisagood ruler, damn his clever soul! If he weren't, | told you everybody'd be on our sde” Jan
turned to Evanie. "See how dangerous the Master is? His charm strikes even through the words of his
enemied”

When they findly stopped for refreshments, Evanie de-scribed for Connor other wonders of the
Master's world empire. She told him of the hot-house cities of Antarctica under ther crystal domes, and
epecidly Austropalis, of the grest mining city in the shadow of the Southern Pole, and of Nyx, lying
precarioudy on the dopes of the volcano Erebus.

She had awedth of detall gleaned from the vison screen, but Jan Orm had traveled there, and added
terse comment. All traffic and freight camein by rocket, the Triangles of Urbs, a means too expensive for
generd use, but the mines produced the highly-prized metd, platinum.

Evanie spoke, too, of the "Urban pond,” the new sea formed in the Sahara Desert by the blagting of a
pas-sage through the Atlas Mountains to the Mediterranean.

That had made of Algeriaand Tripali fertile countries, and by the increased surface for evaporation, it
hed changed even the dimate of the distant Arabian Desert.

And there was Eartheye on the summit of sky-pierc-ing Everest, the great observatory whose



objective mir-ror was a spinning pool of mercury a hundred feet across, and whose images of ddlar
bodies were broadcast to students around the world. In this gigantic mirror, Betd-geuse showed a
messurable disc, the moon was a pitted plain thirty yards away, and even Mars glowed cryp-ticdly a a
distance of only two and a hdf miles.

Connor learned that the red planet dill hed its mys-tery. The cand's had turned out to be illuson, but
the seasonal changes dill argued life, and amillion tiny mark-ings hinted at some sort of cvilization.

"But they've been to the moon," Evanie said, continu-ing the discussion as they got under way again.
"Therés a remnant of life there, little crysdline flowers that the great ladies of Urbs sometimes wear.
Moon orchids; each one worth a fortune.”

"I'd like to give you one some day," murmured Con-nor.
"Look, Tom!" Evanie cried sharply. "A Triangle!"

He saw it in the radiance of early dawn. It was in fact a triangle with three girders rigng from its
points to an apex, whence the blast struck down through the open center. At once he redized the logic
of the con-gtruction, for it could neither tip nor fdl while the blast was fed.

How large? He couldnt tdl, since it hung a an un-known height. It seemed enormous, & leest a
hundred feet on a sde. And then alaterd blast flared, and it moved rapidly ahead of them into the south.

"Were they watching us, do you suppose?' Evanie asked tensdly. "But—of course not! | guess I'm
just nerv-ous. Look, Tom, there's Kaatskill, a suburb of the City."

The town was one of magnificent dwellings and vast lawns,
"Kaatskill!" mused Connor. "The home of Rip van Winkle"

Evanie did not get the meaning of that. "If helivesin Kaatskill | never heard of him,” shesaid. "Itisa
place where many wedthy Sleepers have sttled to enjoy their wedth.”

The road widened suddenly, then they topped the crest of a hill. Connor's eyes widened in
agonishment as the scene unfolded.

A vdley lay before them and, cupped in the hills as in the pam of a colossal hand, lay such a hive of
mam-moth buildings that for a moment reason refused to ac-cept it. Urbs! Connor knew ingantly that
only the world capital could stretch in such reaches across to the dis-tant blue hills beyond.

He stared at sky-piercing structures, at tiered streets, at the curious stedl web where a monorail car
sped like a spider dong its Slken strand.

"There! Urbs Minor!" whispered Evanie. "Lesser Urbgl"
"Lesser Urbs?'

"Yes, Urbs Mgor isbeyond. See? Toward the hills." He saw. He saw the incredible structures that
loomed Gargantuan. He saw afleecy cloud drift across one, while behind it twin towers struck yet
higher toward the heavens.

"The spires of the Palace," murmured Evanie. They sped dong the topmost of three tiers, and the
vad structures were blotted out by nearer ones. For an hour and ahdf they passed dong that ssemingly
endless street. The morning life of Urbs was appearing, traffic flowed, pedestrians moved in and out of



doorways.

The dress of the dty had something military about it, with men and women dike garbed in
metdlic-scaed shirts and either kirtles or brief shorts, with sandaled feet. They were dight in build, as
were the Ormon folk, but they had none of the easy-going complacency of the villagers. They were
hectic and hurried, and the sght struck a familiar note across the centuries.

Urbs was city incarnate. Connor fdt the brilliance, the glamour, the wickedness, that is a part of dl
great aties from Babylon to Chicago. Here were dl of them in one, dl the grest cities that ever were, dl
inthis gigantic metropolis. Babylon reborn—Imperial Rome made young again!

They cross, suddenly, athree-tiered viaduct over brown water.
"The cand that makes Urbs a seaport,” Evanie ex-plained.

Beyond, riang difflike from the bank, soared those structura coloss Connor had seen in the blue
distance, towering unbdievably into the bright sky. He fdt pygmy-like, crushed, stifled, so enormous was
the mass. He did not need Evanies whisper:

"Acrossthe water is Greater Urbs.”
Those mountainous piles could be nothing less.

On the crowded sdewaks hrilliantly costumed people flowed by, many smoking black cigarettes.
That roused a longing in Tom Connor for his ancient pipe, now dis-integrated a thousand years. He
stared at the bold Urban women with their short hair and metdlic garb. Now and again one stared back,
ether contemptuoudy, noting bis Weed dothing, or in admiration of his strong figure.

Jan Orm guided the car down a long ramp, past the second tier and down into the dusk of the
ground leve. They cut into a solid line of thunderous trucks, and fi-ndly pulled up a the base of one of
the giant buildings. Jan drew a deep Sgh.

"Werehere" hesaid. "Urbd"

Connor made no reply. In hismind was only the sun-ning thought thet this colossus caled Urbs was
the dty they were to attempt to conquer with their Weed army— a handful of less than twenty-five
thousand!

CHAPTER TEN
REVOLUTION

WITH THE CESSATION of the car's movement a blanket of humid heat closed down on them.
Theground level was sultry, hot with the stagnant breath of thirty million pairs of lungs.

Then, as Connor dighted, there was a whir, and he glanced up to see a fan blower disolve into
whirling invighility, drawing up the fetid accumuletion of air. A fant coolness wafted dong the
tunnd-like street. For perhaps hdf a minute the fan hummed, then was dilled. The colossd city
breathed, in thirty-second gasps!

They moved into the building, to a temperature d-mogt chilly after the furnace heat outsde. Connor
heard the hiss of a cooling systemn, recognized the sihilance since he had heard it from a amilar system in



Evanies cottage. They followed Jan to an devator, one of a bank of fully forty, and identicd to one of
the automatic liftsin an ancient apartment building.

Jan pressed a button, and the cage shot into swift and dlent motion. It seemed a long time before it
clicked to ahdt at the seventy-fourth floor. The doors swung noise-lesdy aside and they emerged into a
carpeted hdl, follow-ing Jan to a door hdfway down the corridor. A fant murmur of voices within
ceased as Jan pressed a bdl-push.

In the moment of dlence afant, bluish light outlined the faces of Jan and Evanie; Connor sanding a
bit to the Sde, was beyond it.

"Looking us over on avision screen,” whispered Jan, and ingtantly the door opened. Connor heard
voices. "Evanie Sair and Jan Orm! At last!" Connor followed them into asmal chamber, and was alittle
taken aback by the hush that greeted his appear-ance. He faced the group of leadersin the room, haf a
dozen men and an equa number of women, al garbed in Urban dress, and al frozen inimmobile
surprise.

"Thisis Tom Connor,” Jan Orm said quickly. "He suggested the rifles”

"WdI!" drawled a golden-haired girl, relaxing. "He looks like a cool Immortd. Lord! | thought we
werein for it!"

"You'd manage, Eng" said a driking dark-haired beauty, laughing disdainfully.

"Dont mind Maris" The blonde amiled a Connor. "She's been told she looks like the Princess,
hence the ar of hauteur." She paused. "And what do you think of Urbs?'

"Crowded," Connor said, and grinned.
"Crowded! Y ou should seeit on abusinessday.”

"It's their weekly holiday," explained Evanie. "Sunday. We chose it purposely. Therell be fewer
guardsin the Palace saeing room.”

For the firg time Connor redized that Sundays passed unobserved in the peaceful life of Ormon.
Jan was surveying the Urban costumesin grim disap-proval.

"Let'sget to business," he said shortly.

Therewasachorusof, "Hush!"

The gil Maris added, "You know there's a scanner in every room in Urbs, Jan. We can be seen
from the Pal-ace, and heard too!"

She nodded toward one of the lightbrackets on the wal. After a moment of close ingpection Connor
digin-guished the tiny crystd "eye."

"Why not cover it?" he asked in alow voice.

"That would bring a Palace officer in five minutes" responded the blonde Ena. "A blank on the
screen gticks out like the Alpha Building.”

She summoned the group close about her, dipping a casud arm through Connor's. In an dmogt
inaudible whisper she began to detall the progress of the plans, replying to Jan's queries about the



digribution of weap-ons and where they now were, to Evanie's question about the appointed time, to
inquiries from each of the others.

Evani€s report of the Messenger caused some appre-hension.
"Do you think he knows?" asked Ena. "He mugt, un-less it was some siray that passed near you."

"Suppose he does," countered Evanie. "He can't know when. We're ready, arent we? Why not
drike today— now—at once?"

There was a chorus of whispered protest.

"We oughtn't to risk everything on a sudden decison —it's too reckless!"

Ena pressed Connor's am and whispered, "What do you think?"

He caught an angry glance from Evanie. She resented the blond girl's obvious attention.

"BEvaniesright," he murmured. "The only chance this half-baked revolution has is surprise. Lose that
and you've logt everything.”

And such, after more whispered discussion, was the decison. The blow was to be struck a one
o'clock, just two hours avay. The leaders departed to pass the in-gtructions to their subordinate leaders,
until only Connor and Evanie remained. Evan Jan Orm had gone to warn the men of Ormon.

Evanie seemed about to speak to Connor, but sud-denly turned her back on him.
"What's the matter, Evanie?' he said softly.
He was unprepared for the violence with which she svung around, her brown eyes blazing.

"Matter!" she snapped. "You dare ask! With the fed of that canary-headed Ends fingers dill warm
on your am!"

"But Evaniel" he protested. "1 did nothing.”
"Youlet her!"

"B

"You let her!"

Further protest was prevented by the return of the patrician Maris. Evanie dropped into a sulky
slence, not broken until Jan Orm appeared.

It was a solemn group that emerged on the ground level and turned their steps in the direction of the
twin-towered Palace. Evanie had apparently forgotten her grievance in the importance of the impending
moment, but dl were slent and thoughtful.

Not even Connor had eyes for Palace Avenue, and the tumult and turmail of that great street boiled
about him unnoticed. Through the girders above, the treffic of the second and third tiers sent rumbling
thunder, but he never glanced up, trudging abstractedly beside Evanie.

A hundred feet from the street's end they paused. Through the tunnd-like opening where Paace
Avenue divided to circle the broad grounds of the Palace, Connor gazed a a vida of green lawn



surmounted by the flight of white steps that led to the Arch where the enormous diorite statue of Holland,
the Father of Knowledge, sat peering with narrowed eyes into an ancient volume.

"Two minutes” said Jan with a nervous glance around. "Wed better move forward.”

They reached the open. The grounds, surrounded by the incredible wal of mountainous buildings,
glowed green as a lake in the sun, and the full vastness of the Palace burst upon Connor's eyes, towering
into the heavens like a twin-peaked mountain. For a moment he gazed, awe-struck, then glanced back
into the cave of the ground level, waiting for the hour to strike.

It came, booming out of the Palace tower. One o'clock! Ingantly the ground level was a teeming
mass of hu-manity, swarming out of the buildingsin a torrent. Sun-light glanced, flashing from rifle barrels;
shouts sounded in a wild chorus. Swiftly the Ormon men gathered around Evania, whose brilliant
costume of green and crimson formed ardlying point like aflag.

The mob became an army, each group fdling into formation about its leader. Men ran shouting into
the streets on the broad avenue that circled the grounds, on the second and third tiers. Indantly a traffic
jam began to spread to epic proportions. And then, between the vehicles, the mass of humeanity flowed
across the street toward the Palace.

From other streets to right and left, other crowds were pouring. The black-haired Maris was griding
bare-limbed and lithe before her forces. White, frightened faces stared from a thousand stdled cars.

Then the heterogeneous mob was sweeping up the dope of grass, a surging mass converging from
evary dde. The Palace was surrounded, at the mercy of the mob. And then—the whole frenzied
panorama froze suddenly into immohility.

From a dozen doors, and down the wide white steps came men—Urban men, with glittering metallic
cuirasses and bare brown limbs. They moved deliberately, in the manner of trained troops. Quickly they
formed an inner circle about the Palace, an opposing line to the menacing thousands withot.

They were few compared to the revolutionary forces, yet for a tense moment the charge was hdted,
and the two lines glared a each other across a few hundred feet of grassy dope.

That moment was etched forever in Connor's mind. He seemed to see everything, with the strange
darity that excitement can lead. The dlint of sunlight on sted, the vast inextricable jam of treffic, the
motionless thou-sands on the hill, the untold thousands peering from every window in every one of the
gigantic buildings. And even, on a bacony of stone far up on the left tower, two tiny shining figures
urveying the scene. The three Tri-angles hanging motionless as clouds high in the heavens. The vast
brooding figure of Holland staring unperturbed into his black stone book.

"He'swarned—he's ready!™ Jan muttered. "WEell haveto fire," Evanie cried.

But before her command, the sharp raitle of rifles came from far to the right. Machine-guns
sputtered, and dl down the widespread line puffs of steam hillowed like huge white chrysanthemums,
and dissipated at once.

From a thousand windows in the bank of buildings burst other momentary clouds, and the medley of
shouts punctuated by staccato explosions was like a chorus of wild music.

Connor stared thunderstruck. In the opposing line not a 9ngle man had falen! Each stood motionless
as the giant statue, left arm crooked across breast, right am holding a gligening revolverlike weapon.
Was marksman-ship responsible for that—incredibly poor marksmanship? Impossible, with that hail of



bulletd Puffs of dust spurted up before the ling, splintered stone flew from the walls behind. Windows
crashed. But not one Urban sol-dier moved.

"What'swrong?' Connor yelled.

"Heknew." Jan Orm panted. "He's equipped his men with Paige deflectors. HE's the devil himself!”
Thegirl Marislegped forward. "Come on!" she shouted, and led the charge. Instantly the line of Urbans
raised their weapons, lay-ing them acrosstheir bent left arms. A faint misty radi-ance stabbed out, a
hundred brief flashes of light. The beams swept the revolutionaries. Anguished cries broke out as men
spun and writhed.

Connor leaped back as aflash caught him. Sudden pain racked him as his musclestore againgt each
other in violent spasmodic contractions. A moment only; then he was trembling and aching asthe beam
flicked out. An dectric shock! None should know that better than he! Everywhere the revol utionaries
werewrithing in agony.

The front ranks were down, and of dl those near him, only he and Evanie were sanding. Her face
was srained and white and agonized.

Jan Orm was druggling to hisfeet, his face a mask of pain. Beyond him others were crawling away.
Con-nor was astounded. The shock had been painful, but not thet panful.

Hafway up the dope before the immohile line of Urbans lay the black-haired Maris. Her nerves had
been unequd to the task set them, and she had fainted from sheer pain. The whole mass of the Weed
amy was wavering. The revolution was faling!

CHAPTER ELEVEN
FLIGHT

CONNOR HAD AN INSPIRATION. The deflecting force must emanate from the- glittering
buttons on the Urbans |eft arms. Moreover, the fidd must be projected only before the Urban soldiers,
else they'd not be able to move their own weapons. Saringing to a fdlen machine-gun, he righted it, soun
it far to theleft so as to enfilade the Urbans, to strike them from the side.

He pulled the trigger—let out aydl of fierce joy as a dozen foemen toppled. He tried to shout his
discovery to the others, but none heeded, and anyhow the Urbans could counter it by a dight shift of
formation. So grimly he cut as wide a gap as he could.

The beams flashed. Steding himsdlf to the agony of the shock, he bore it unflinchingly. When it had
passed, the Weed army was in flight. He muttered a vicious curse and jerked a groaning man on the
ground besde him to his feet.

"Youredill dive, you sheep!" he snarled. "Get up and carry that gifl!" He gestured at the prostrate
Maris.

The dope was dearing. Only hdf a hundred Weeds lay twiding on the grass, or were saggering
panfully erect. Connor glared at the dowly advancing Urbans, faced them for a moment disdanfully,
then turned to follow the flying Weeds. Hafway across the grounds he paused, seized an abandoned
rifle, and dropped to his knee.

In a gesture of utter defiance, he took careful am at the two figures on the tower bacony five



hundred feet above. He pressed the trigger. Ten shots spat out in quick succession. Windows splintered
above the figures, below, to right and left. Tom Connor swore again as he redized that these, too, were
protected. Then he gritted his teeth as the ionic beam swept him once more.

When it ceased, he fled, to mingle with the last of the retresting Weed forces. They were trickling
through, over, and around that traffic jam that would take heroic efforts to untangle.

The Revolution was over. No man could now re-organize that flying mob. Connor thrust his way
through the mass of panic-stricken humanity until he reached the car in which Jan and Evanie were

dready waiting.

Without a. word Jan swung the car hedtily about, for the traffic snarl was reaching even as far away
as he had parked. Evanie dropped her head on Connor's shoulder, weeping quietly.

"That'sahdl of arevolution!" he grunted. "Twenty minutes and it's over!"

The car swept through the semi-dusk of the ground leve of Palace Avenue to the point where the
ramp curved about the base of the Atlas Building. There Jan guided it into the sunlight of the upper tier. In
the after-noon glare his face was worn and haggard. Evanie, her spdl of weeping over, was pdlid and
expressonless, like a statueinivory.

"Wont we be stopped?’ Connor asked, as Jan put on speed.

"Theyll try," said Jan. "They'll block dl of the Hun-dred Bridges. | hope we get across fird. We can
only hope, because they can see every move we make, of course. There are scanners on every strest.
We may be watched from the Palace now."

The bridge over which they had come into the city loomed before them. In a moment they were over
the cand and into Urbs Minor, where ten million people dill moved about their occupations in utter
ignorance of the revolution and its outcome.

The colossal buildings of Greater Urbs receded and took on the blue hue of distance, and Lesser
Urbs dipped rapidly by them. It was not until they had surmounted the ridge and dropped into Kaatskill
that Jan gave any evidence of rdaxing. There he drew a deep breath.

"Respite!” he murmured gloomily. "There are no scan-ners here, at least.”
"What's to be done now?" asked Connor.

"Heaven knows! Well be hunted, of course—every-body who was in it. But in Montmerci's
rebdlion the Magter punished only one—Montmerci himsdf; the lead-er."”

"Evaniésgrandfather.”
"Yes That may weigh againgt her.”

"This damned revolution was doomed from the start!™ declared Connor irritably. "We hadn't enough
organiza-tion, nor good enough weapons, nor an effective plan— nothing! And having logt the advantage
of surprise, we had no chance at dl."

"Dont!" Evanie murmured wearily. "We know that now."

"I knew it the whole time" he retorted. "By the way, Jan—those Paige deflectors of theirs. Do you
know how they work?'



"Of course” Jan's voice was as weary as Evanies. "It's just an inductive fidd. And metd passng
through it had eddy currents induced in it."

Smple enough, musad Connor. He'd seen the old ex-periment of the duminum ring tossed by eddy
currents from the pole of an dternating current magnet. But he asked in surprise:

"Agang such velocities?'
"Yes The greater the velocity, the stronger the eddy currents. The bullet's speed helps to deflect it."
"Did you know of these deflectors before?' snapped Connor.

"Of course. But projectile weapons haven't been used for so long—how could | dream he'd know of
our rifles and resurrect the deflectors?'

"You should have anticipated the posshility. Why, we could have used——" He broke off.
Recriminations were usdess now. "Never mind. Tdl me about the ionic beam, Jan."

"It's just two pardld beams of highly actinic light, like gamma rays. They ionize the ar they pass
through. The ionized air is a conductor. There's an aiomic generator in the handles of the beam-pistals,
and it shoots an eec-tric charge dong the beams. And when your body closes the drcuit between
them—Lord! They didn't use a killing potentid, or we'd have been burned to a crisp. | dill ache from

thet agony!™
"Evanie stood up toit," Connor remarked.
"Jugt once," murmured the girl. "A second time—Oh, I'd have died!"

It struck Connor that this ddlicate, smal-boned, ner-vous race must be more sendtive, less inured to
pain, than himsdf. He had stood the shock with little difficuity.

"Y ou'relucky you weren't touched,” said Jan.

Connor snorted. "l was touched three times—the third time by ten beamd! If you'd listened to me we
could have won the dog-fight anyway. | blew a dozen Urbans down by firing from the sde.”

"You what?"
"l saw that," said Evanie. "Jugt before the second beam. But I—I couldn't stand any more.”

"It makes our pogtion worse, | suppose,” muttered Jan. "The Master will be angry a injury to his

Connor gave it up. Jan's regret tha the enemy had suffered damage Smply capped a long overdue
dimax. He was loathe to blame Jan, or the whole Weed army, for flying from the searing touch of the
ionic beams. He fdt himsdf an unfar judge, snce he couldn't fed with their nerves. More than likdy what
was merdly painful to his more rugged body was unbearable agony to them.

What did trouble hm was the redization that he faled to understand these people, faled to
comprehend their viewpoint. This whole mess of  a revolution seemed ill-planned, futile, unnecessary,
even supid.

This set him to wondering about Evanie. Was it fair to try to bring love into her life, to rouse her
from the reserve she had cast about hersdf? Might that not thresten unhgppiness to both of
them—these two Strang-ers from different ages?



Humanity had changed during hislong deep; the only persondity in this world with whom he fdt the
dightest sympathy was—the Magter!

A man he had never even seen, unless one of the two shining figures on the tower had been he. Like
himsdf, the Master was a survivd of an earlier time. Therein, perhaps, lay the bond.

His musings were interrupted by a flagh of iridescence in the ar ahead. There was a long, desolate
slence as the car sped onward.

"Wdl," Jan Orm at last said gloomily, "it'scome." But Connor dready knew, indinctively, that what
he had seen was the rainbow glint of one of the Master's Messengers.

"For which of us, do you suppose?’ he asked soberly. "For Evanie, | guess. But don't watch
it—don't think of it. It might be for you."

Evanie was lying back in the sedt, eyes shut, features blank. She had closed her mind to the unholy
thing. But Connor was unable to keep ether mind or eyes from the drding mydery as it swept slently
about the speeding car.

"It'sclogngin,” he whispered to Jan.

Jan reached a sudden decison. A rutted road branched ahead of them, and he swung the car into it,
boring to-ward the hills

"Weed villagein here," he muttered. "Perhaps we can lose it there.”
"How? It can passthrough brick walls.”

"I know, but the pneumatic freight tube goes through here. The tube's fast as a scared meteor. We
can try it, and———" He paused grimly.

The sun was low in the west when they came to the village, a tiny place nestled among green hills
The omi-nous cirding thing was glowing faintly in the dusk, now no more than twenty yards away. Evanie
had kept to her resolute Slence, never glancing at the threatening mys-tery.

Inthe village, Jan talked to an ancient, bearded in-dividud, and returned to the car with a frown.
"He has only two cylinders" he announced. "Y ou and Evanie are going.”
Connor clambered out of the car.

"See herel" he whispered. ™Y ou're in more danger than |. Leave me with the car. | can find my way
to Ormon."

Jan shook his head. "Ligen a moment,” he sad firmly. "Understand what I'm saying. | love Evanie.
I've dways loved her, but it's you that's been given to waken her. You mugt go with her. And for God's
sake—quickly!

Rductantly Connor and Evanie followed Jan into a stone building where the nervous old man stood
above two seven-foot cylinders lying on a little track. Without a word the gifl clambered into the firg,
lying flat on her face with her tiny sandals pressed againg the rear.

The ancient snapped down the cover like a coffin lid. Connor's heart sank as the man shoved the
metd cylin-der into a round opening, closed down a door behind it, and twirled a hissng handle. Jan
moationed Tom Connor to the other tube, and at that moment the flashing irides-cence of the Messenger



swept through the room and away. He climbed hadtily in, lying as Evanie had done.
"To Ormon?' he asked.
"No. To the next Weed village, back in the moun-tains. Hurry!"

CHAPTER TWELVE
THE MESSENGER

THE OLD MAN dammed the cover. Connor lay in utter darkness, but as he fdt the cylinder dide
aong the track, he thought he glimpsed for a bare ingant the luminous Messenger in a flash through the
metd sdes. He heard the faint dlang of the door, and there was a brief mo-ment of quiet.

Then, with a force that bent his knees, he fdt the thrust of terrific acceleration. Only a faint rumble
cameto his ears, but he redized that his speed must be enor-mous. Then the pressure shifted. He fdt his
hands driven againg the front, and in a few more seconds, no pressure a dl.

The cover was raised. He thrust himsdf out, to face Evanie, just dambering from her own cylinder,
and a frightened nondescript man who muttered franticaly:

"Don't tdl onmel Don't tdl!"

He turned to ligen to a low-voiced inquiry from Evanie, and answered in an inaudible whisper and a
gesture to the north.

Connor followed Evanie as she hurried out of the build-ing into darkness. He caught a fant glimpse
of the stone cottages of avillage smdler than Ormon, then they were trudging over a dim trall toward the
hillsblack againg the stars.

"To the metamorphs of the hills" Evanie said me-chanicaly. "They'll hide us until it's sefe” She added
wesrily, "I'm so tired!"

That was not surprising, after such aday. She started to speak. "Y ouve been—Oh!™

He saw it too. The luminous needlebeaked shape that was the Messenger, drding them twenty yards
away.
"Lord!" he whispered. "How fast can that thing travel ?'

"Disembodied dectric force?' she asked wearily. "As fast as light, | suppose. Well—it doesn't
matter. | can fight it off if | must. But hurry!™

"God!" Connor groaned. "That persistent demon!”

His voice rose in a ydl of surprise and fear. The midy thing had stopped in mid-air, poised a
moment, then launched itsdf at his head!

There was no pain, just a brief buzzing. Connor red-ized that the needlebeak had thrugt itsdf into his
skull, and the horror rested above his shoulder. He beat at it. His hands passed through it like mist. And
then, in a squeaky little voice tha clicked maddeningly within his very brain, came the words of the
Messenger.



"Go back to Urbd" it clicked. "Go back to Urbs." Over and over. "Go back to Urbd" Just that.
Heturned frantic eyes on Evani€'s sartled face.
"Get it off!" hecried. "Get it off!"

"It was for you!" she whispered, stricken. "Oh, if it had been for me! | can fight it. Close your mind to
it, Tom. Try! Please try!"

He did try; over and over. But that maddening, click-ing voice burned through his efforts; "Go back
to Urbs! Go back to Urbd™

"I can't stand it!" Connor cried franticadly. "It tickles —ingde my brain!" He paced back and forth in
anguish. "I want to run! To walk until I'm exhausted. | can't— stand—it!"

"Yed" Evanie said. "Wak until you're exhausted. It will give ustime that way. But walk north—away
from Urbs. Come."

Sheturned wesarily to join him.
"Say here" he said. "Il walk done. Not far. I'll soon return.”

He rushed off into the darkness. His thoughts were turmail as he dashed down the dim trail. I'll fight it
off— Go back to Urbsl—I wont ligen—Go back to Urbsl—If Evanie can, so can I. I'm a man,
gronger than she— Go back to Urbsl Go back to Urbs!

Clicking—tickling—maddening! He rushed blindly on, tripping over branches, crashing into trees.
He scram-bled up the dope of a steep hill, driving himsdif, trying to exhaust himsdf until he could atain
the forgetfulness of deep.

Panting, scratched, weary, he paused from sheer neces-Sity on the crest of the hill. The horror on
his shoulder, dicking its message in his brain, gave him no surcease. He was going mad! Better death at
the Master's hands than this. Better anything than this. He turned about and plunged toward the hill from
which he had come. With hisfirg step south, the maddening voice ceased.

Hewadked onin ardieved daze. Not even the dm mig of the Messenger on his shoulder detracted
from the sheer ecstasy of dillness He murmured meaningless words of gratitude, fdt an impulse to
shout a song.

Evanie, resting on afdlen log, glanced up a him as he approached.
"I'm going back to Urbs!" he cried wildly. "I cant sand thigl"

"Youcant! 1 won'tletyou! Please—I canridyou of it, given time. Give me alittletime, Tom. Fight
it" "l wont fight it! I'm going back!"

He turned franticaly to rush on south, in any direc-tion that would silence that dicking, tickling voice
of tor-ment.

"Go back to Urbgl" it ticked. "Go back to Urbs!" Evanie seized hisarm. "Please—please, Tom!"

He tugged away and spun around. What he immedi-aidy saw in the darkness hdted him. In a
luminous arc, not three yards distant, oun a second Messenger—and in a mad moment of perversity, he
was dmogt glad!



"Hereésonefor you!" he said grimly. "Now fight it!"

The girl'sface turned pale and terror stricken. "Oh, no! No!" she murmured. "I'm so tired—so
tired!" She turned frightened brown eyes on him. "Then stay, Tom. Don't distract me now. | need—all

my srength.”

It was too late. The second horror had poised itsdf and struck, glowing midily againgt Evani€'s soft
bronze hair.
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Connor fdt a surge of sympathy that not even the insanity-breeding Messenger could overcome.
"Evanid" he cried huskily. "Oh my God! What isit saying?'
Her eyeswere wide and terrified.

"It says, 'Sleep—Sleep!” It says, The world grows dark —your eyes are closing.’ It isn't far! | could
fight it off— | could fight both of them off, given time! The Master— the Master wants me—unable—to
help you."

Her eyesgrew midly.
Suddenly she collapsed at hisfest.

For a long minute Connor stared down at her. Then he bent over, gathered her in his ams, and
moved out into the darkness toward Urbs.

Evanie was alight burden, but that firs mile down the mountain was a torment that was burned into
Con-nor's memory forever. The Messenger was il as he began the return, and he managed well enough
by the starlight to follow the trail. But a thousand feet of moun-tain unevenness and inequdlities of footing
just about ex-hausted him.

His breath shortened to panful gasps, and his whole body, worn out after two nights of
degplessness, pro-tested with aches and twinges. At lagt, dill cradling Evanie in his ams, he sank
exhausted on the moss-covered bole of afdlen tree that glowed with mity fox-fire.

Ingtantly the Messenger took up its distractingly irri-tating admonition.
"Go back to Urbd" it clicked deep in hisbrain. "Go back to Urbs! Go back to Urbd"

He bore the torment for five minutes before he rose in wild obedience and staggered south with his
burden.

But another quarter mile found him reding and dizzy with exhaugtion, lurching into trees and bushes,
scratched, torn, and ragged. Once Evanie's hair caught hi the thorns of some shadowy shrub and when
he paused to disen-tangle it, the Messenger took up its maddening refrain. He tore the girl loose with a
desperately convulsve ges-ture and blundered on dong the trall.

He was on the verge of collapse after a angle mile, and Urbs lay—God only knew how far south!
He shifted Evanie from his arms to his shoulder, but the thought of abandoning her never entered his
mind.

The time came when his wearied body could go no further. Letting Evani€'s limp body dide to the
ground he closed his eyes in agony. As the torturing voice of the Messenger resumed, he dropped



beside her.

"I can't!" he croaked as though the Messenger or its distant controller could hear him. "Do you want
to kill me?'

The sublimity of relief! The voice was dill, and he relaxed in an ecstasy of rest. He redized to the full
the sweetness of Smple slence, the absolute perfection of merdy being quiet.

He dumped full length to the ground, then, and in a moment was deeping as profoundly as Evanie
herdf.

When Tom Connor awoke to broad day a hegp of fruit and a shdlow wooden bowl of water were
beside him. Connor guessed that they had been placed there by the metamorphs that roamed the hills

They were dtill loyd to Evanie, watching out for her.

He ate hungrily, then lifted Evani€'s bronze head, tilt-ing the water againg her lips. She choked,
swalowed a mouthful or two, but moved no more than that.

The damage to his dathing from his plunge through the darkness was dight.

His shirt was torn a deeves and shoulder, and his trousers were ripped in severd places. Evanies
soft hair was tangled with twigs and burrs, and a thorn had scratched her cheek. The dadtic that bound
her trouser leg to her left ankle was broken, and the garment flapped loosely. The bared ankle was
crossed by a reddened gash.

He poured what remained of the water over the wound to wash away any dirt or foreign substance
that might be init. That was dl his surgery encompassed.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE TRAIL BACK

BY DAYLIGHT THE MESSENGER was only a blur, visble out of the corner of his eye like a tear
in the eye itsdf. The demon on Evani€s shoulder was a shifting iridescence no more solid then the
heatwaves about a summer road. He stared compassionatdly down on the ill, white face of the girl, and
it was at that moment that the Mes-senger took up its inexorable, dicking chant: "Go back to Urbsl Go
back to Urbgl"

He sghed, lifted the girl in arms ill aching, and took up his laborious journey. Yard by yard he
trudged dong the uneven trail. When the blood began to pound in his ears he rested again, and the slent
Messenger on his shoulder remained slent. Only when his strength had re-turned did its voice take up the
admonition.

Connor hated the Master now, hated him for these past hours of torture, and for the pdlor of
Evaniess cheeks, and her body limp in hisarms.

The aun rose higher, struck down burning rays on his body. The perspiration that dampened his
clothes was warm and sticky while he toiled dong, and dammily cold while he rested. Shiny beads of it
were on the brow of the unconscious girl, while his own face was covered with trickling rivulets that stung
his eyes and bore sdty drops to hislips. And the ar was hot—hot!



Staggering south, resting, plowing on again, it was near sunset when he approached the Weed village
where they had emerged from the pneumatic tube. A man digging before a cottage stared a him and fled
through the door.

On the steps of the building that housed the tube, haf a dozen idlers moved hedtily within, and he
glimpsad the pani c-stricken nondescript who had released him from the freight cylinder.

Connor strode wearily to the steps and deposited Eva-nie. He glared at the pae faces beyond the
door.

"I want food," he snapped. "And wine. Do you hear? Wing"

Someone dipped timidy past him. In a moment he was back with coarse brown bread and cold
mest, and a bottle of tart wild grape wine of the region. Connor ate slently, redizing that eyes peered at
him from every window. When he had finished, he poured wine between Evani€s lips. It was the only
nourishment he could give her.

"Youin therel" he caled. "Can any of you release us from these things?'

Evidently, that was a mistake. There was a terrified rustling within and a hurried exodus from some
other door. The Messenger took up its refrain with maddening promptness. Abandoning hope of ad,
once agan he picked up Evanie and tramped into the darkness.

The demon on his shoulder findly let him deep. It was just dawn when he awoke, and scarcely had
he opened his eyes on this second morning of his torturous trek when the dicking voice resumed its
chant. He made no attempt to resist it, but rose and struggled on with his burden. Now he followed a
day road on which he could avoid tearing thorns and branches.

No more than a mile from the village he topped arise to view a wide black highway, perhaps the
same over which he and Jan Orm and Evanie had sped to Urbs—just two days ago! He found the
rubbery surface somewhat less tiring and managed a little more distance between rests. But the journey
was painfully dow. Y et the Messenger never hurried him. He was permitted ample rest.

Now and again vehicles hummed past, modly giant trucks. Occasondly a speeding machine dowed
as if to stop, but one glimpse of the midiness on his shoulder sent the driver whizzing on. No one,
goparently, dared association with the bearer of that dread badge of the Master's enmity. It was with
amazement, therefore, that Connor saw a truck actudly stopping, and heard a cheer-ful invitaion to
"Comeonin*

He clambered laborioudy into the cab, placing Evanie on the seat beside him, holding her againg
him. He thanked the driver, a pleasant-featured youth, and re-laxed, Slent.

"Weed trouble, eh?' the driver asked. He stared a Connor's shoulder.

"Say, you mug be a pretty important Weed to rate a Messenger." He glanced sideward at Connor
and sud-denly grinned. "I know you now! You're the fdlow that carried the beam when hdl popped
Sunday. Lord! Stood right up to the beam!™ In his tone was deep admiration.

Connor said nothing.

"Wadl, yourein for it, dl right," the youth resumed cheerfully. "You blew down some of the Master's
men, and that's bad!"

"What did he do with the others?' Connor asked gloomily. “They couldn't dl get avay."



"He only picked up the leaders. Nine of ‘em. Vison didn't say what he did. Papers say he released
some of 'em. Girl who thinks she looks like the Princess."

Maris, thought Connor. And Evanie was the tenth of the decemvirate. He himsdf was tossed in for
good meas-ure. Wdll, perhaps he might bargain for Evani€'s release. After dl, he had something to trade.

It was mid-afternoon before they looked down on Kaat-skill, and Connor redized in astonishment
the distance over which they mugt have flashed in the freight tube. Then he forgot dl ese as Urbs Minor
appeared with its thousands of towers and, far across the valey, the misty peaks that were the colossus,
Greater Urbs.

The truck kept to the ground level. The mighty build-ings, shidded by the upper streets from sght,
were less spectacular here, but their vast bases seemed to press upon the ground like a range of
mountains, until Connor wondered why the solid earth did not Snk beneath their weight. Millions upon
millions of tons of meta and masonry—and dl of it asif it rested on his own brain, so despondent did he
fed.

Presently they were on Paace Avenue. Even the ground leve of that mighty Street was crowded.
Connor dready knew its dmogt legendary reputation. What the Via Appia was to Rome, or Broadway
to America of yore, Palace Avenue now was to the world. Main street of the planet; highway of Sx—no,
the seven—continents. For Antarctica was an inhabited continent now.

When the unbdievably magnificent Twin Towers came into clean view the truck came to a hdt.
Connor climbed out and turned to pick up Evanie.

"Thanks" he said. "Y ou made the road to hdl alot easier.”
Theyouth grinned.
" 'S nothing. Good chances, Weed. Youll need 'em!™

Connor turned for the long ascent to the Paace. He trudged up the interminable flight of steps,
passing crowds of Urbans who stared and gave him wide passageway. He moved close under the grest,
brooding, diorite statue of Holland, into the north doorway of the Palace, where a guard stepped hadtily
adde to admit him.

Through a door to his right came the clatter and rustle of voices and machines, engaged in the
busness of adminigering a world government. To his left was a closed door, and ahead the hdl
debouched into aroom so colossd thet & fird it seemed anilluson.

He strode in. Along the far wall, a thousand feet away, was a row of seats—thrones, rather—each
on adas or platform perhaps ten feet above the floor, and each ap-parently occupied. Perhaps fifty of
them. Before the cen-tra one stood a group of people, and a few guards flanked it. Then, as he
approached, he redized that dl but the centrd throne were occupied only by images, by deverly worked
datues of bronze. No—two centrd thrones held living forms.

He pushed his way roughly through the knot of peo-ple, carefully deposited Evanie on the steps
ascending to the seat, and glared defiantly at the Magter.

For amoment, so intent was his gaze a the man he had come hitterly to hate, through dl the torture
of his forced trip, that he did not shift his eyes to the figure who sat beside the Master. The Princess of
whom he had heard, he supposed—the beautiful crue Margaret of Urbs who, with her brother, ruled
with an iron hand.



But he was not interested in her now. Her immorta brother dlamed dl his attention, al his defiance.
Jugt for a breath, though, Connor's eyes did flicker in her direction—and indantly he stood stockstill,
frozen, won-dering if a last he had logt his mind. For here, before his saring eyes, was the most
incredible thing he had come upon in dl this incredible new world! And what held him spell-bound was
not so much the utter, unbe-lievable, fantastic beauty of the woman—aor girl—who sat upon the throne of
Urbs, as was the fact that he knew her! Gazing a her, frozen in utter surprise and fascination, Tom
Connor knew in that moment that the crud Margaret of Urbs and the inky-haired, white-robed girl with
whom he had spent those unforgettable moments in the wildwood outside the village of Ormon were one
and the same!

There could be no possible doubt of that, though in her emerald green eyes now was no friendly light
as she looked down at him haughtily. In that same manner she might show her distaste for some crawling
thing that had annoyed her. But not even her changed expression, not even her rich garb that had
replaced her white robe of sylvan smplicity, could ater the fact that here before Tom Connor was his
woman of the woods, his girfl of mystery, the girl who had unfolded to him the higtory of this more and
more astonishing age into which Fate had drawn him.

Not by the dightest flicker of a long, black, curling eye-lash did she show that she had even seen
Connor be-fore. But even in his own quick resentment that swiftly followed his frozen moment of
surprise, the man from another age uncomfortably redlized that her fascination for him, the sway of her
bewildering beauty, was as great as it had been the firs moment he had gazed upon her.

His own predicament—Evanie—everything—was for-gotten as if he were hypnotized.

Instead of a gauzy, white robe that wasin itsdf re-veding, but with a touch of poetry and mydicam,
she now wore the typica reveding costume of Urbs—rose bodice, and short kirtle of golden scales. And
that hair of hers—never would Connor forget it—so black that it glinted blue in the light. Nor would he
ever forget her skin, so trangparently clear, with itstint like the patina over ancient slverbronze.

Looking a her now, Connor could see how Maris might daim a resemblance, but it was no more
then the resemblance of a candle to the sun. Evanie was beautiful, too, but her loveiness was that of a
humen being, while the beauty of thisgifl who sat upon a throne was un-earthly, unbelievable, immortd.

She sat with her dim legs thrust cardlesdy before her, her dbow on the am of her chair, her chinin
her cupped hand, and gazed indifferently from Strange sea-green eyes into the vastness of the giant
chamber. Never once did she glance a Connor after her firgt swift distagteful sur-vey.

Her exquidte features were expressionless, or expres-sve only of complete boredom. Though there
did seem to Connor that there was the faintest trace of that unfor-gettable mockery in the set of her
perfect lips. Before he could tear his gaze away from her she moved dightly. With the movement
something flamed on her breast—a great flower of seven petas that flashed and glisened in a dozen
colors, asif made of jewels.

It took dl of Connor's will power to keep his eyes from her, even though in that moment of long
dlence that had fdlen in the throne room with his entry, he was resenting her, loathing her for what she
was—ingtead of what he had thought her to be.

Ddliberately he faced the Master, head up, defiant. Let the Master—Iet his Princess sister—do what
they pleased. He was ready for them!

CHAPTER FOURTEEN



THEMASTER

THE MAN AT WHOM Connor stared, the man whose fea-tureshe had seen before on Evanie's
coin, seemed no older than the middle twenties. He was dark-eyed, and hisblack hair fell in asmooth
hadmet below hisears.

The eyes were drange, piercing, shrewd, as if they adone had aged, as if they were the receptacles
of these centuries of experience. The mouth was set in a thin, cold line and yet, strangely enough, there
was a fantly humorous quirk to its corners. Or not so srangely, ether, decided Connor. A man must
have a sense of hu-mor to survive seven centuries.

And then a deep, resonant voice sounded as the Mas-ter spoke.

" see, Thomas Connor," he said ironicdly, "that you received my Messenger hospitably. And thisis
litle Eva-niel” His voice changed. "Good blood,” he mused. "The mingling of the blood of Martin Sair
with that of Mont-merci.”

Connor glared bdligerently. "Release us from these vicdious Messengers of yours, will you?' he
demanded an-grily. "Were here”

The Master nodded mildly, and spoke briefly into a mouthpiece on a black table beside him. There
was a moment's pause, then a tingling shock as the unbound energies of the Messenger grounded
through Connor's body. Evanie quivered and moaned as the thing on her shoulder vanished, but she lay
asquiet as ever.

Connor shook himsdf. Free! He flashed an angry frown at the impassve Master, but his eyes kept
graying back to the Princess, who dill had not even glanced a him after that one firg ingtant.

"Wdl," said the Master quietly, "your revolution was aftrifle abortive, wasn't it?"
"Up to now!" snapped Connor.

His hatred suddenly overwhemed him. The impulse for revenge shook him bodily. Swiftly stooping,
he snatched Evanies revolver from her bet, and hed the trigger while twelve shots spat full a the
Master's face in a continuous Seaming roar.

The seam moved lazly awvay. The Master sat with-out change of expression, uninjured, while from
far above a few glinters of glass from a shattered skylight tinkled about him. Of course, Connor
reflected bitterly, the man would be protected by an inductive fidd. Glass had been dble to pass through
thet inductive fidd, where Connor's bullets could not, but their glass was a didectric.

He cast the empty gun aside and stared sullenly at the man on the throne. Then, despite his efforts, his
gaze was agan drawn to the Princess.

She was no longer looking abstractedly into vacancy. At the crash of the shots she had shifted
dightly, with-out raising her chin from her hand, and was watching him. Thear glances crossed. It was like
the tingle of the Messenger's discharge to him as he met the cool green eyes, inscruteble and
expressionless and utterly disinter-ested. And in them was no dightest hint of recognition! For reasons of
her own she did not mean to recognize him. Wdl, two could play at that game.

"Your impulses take violent form,” sad the Magter coldly. "Why do you, who dam to be a
newcomer to this age, hate me s0?"

"Hate you?' Connor echoed fiercdly. "Why shouldn't 1? Didn't you put me through two days and



nights of hdl with your damned Messenger?'
"But there would have been no torment had you obeyed immediately.”
"But Evanid" Connor snapped. "See what you've done to her!”

"Shewas interfering. | didn't want her here, particu-larly, but she might have released you from the
Mes-senger. If you'd Ieft her to hersdlf, | would have freed her within afew hours”

"Kind, aren't you?' sneered Connor. ™Y ou're so con-fident in your own powers that you don't even
punish revolt. Well, you're a tyrant, nevertheess, and some day youll get more than you bargain for. /
could have done it mysdf!”

He glanced again at the Princess. Was there the faint-ext flicker of interest in her imperious eyes?

"And what would you have done" queried the Master amigbly, "if you had been running the
revolution?'

"Henty!" retorted Connor. "In the firg place, I'd never have shipped weapons into Urbs through
the public tubes. Y ou were bound to discover that, and surprise was our greatest dly. I'd have had 'em
mede right here, or near here. There must be Weed factories around, and if not, 1'd have bought one."

"Go on," said the Magter interestedly. "What else?"

"I'd have had a red organization—not this cumber-some leader upon leader pyramid. I'd have laid
red plans, planted spies in the Paace. And findly, your deflectors. | didn't know of them, or we could
have won even as things were. My—associates—forgot, rather carelesdy, to mention them.”

The Magter amiled. "That was an error. If you had known of them, what would you have done?"

"I'd have used wooden bullets instead of metd ones” said Connor boldly. "Your induction fidd
won't stop wood. And your ionic beams—why the devil couldn't we have used metd screen armor? We
could have closed the circuit with that instead of with our bodies™

He was aware, though he steadfastly refused to look at her, that the Princess was watching him now
with undisguised mockery, her lovdy lips parted in the ghogt of aamile

"True" said the Master with a curious expression. "You could have" He frowned. "I did not believe
the stories | firg heard of you—that you were a Sleeper who had awakened after a deep of a thousand
years. They were too fantastic for bdief. | thought you were meaning to capitdize on the Seep in some
way known only to your-self—since | understand you had no bank deposit to draw interest for you and
make you a wedthy man. Now | am indined to beieve you have come from another age— an age of
wisdom—and you're a dangerous man, Thomas Connor. Y ou're a brave man to bait me as you do, and
a srong one, but dangerous; too dangerous. Yet I'm rather sorry your courage and strength has been
bred out of the race."

"What are you going to do?'

"I'm going to kill you," said the Master softly. "I'm sorry. Were it not for Evanie, | might be tempted
to ask for your oath of dlegiance and release you, but | can't trust a man who loves a Weed woman. It's
achance | dare not take, though | bitterly regret losing your blood and your ancient knowledge. If it
consoles you, know that | intend to free Evanie. She's harmless to me. Any trouble she might cause can
be easly handled. But you —you're different.”



"Thanks," retorted Connor.

Like acompass needle his eyes did return to the face of the Princess, then. Even now, condemned to
diefor the second timein his strange life, he gazed fascinated at her, smiling at her with an echo of her
own mockery.

"l don't suppose,” said the Master hopefully, "that you'd consent to—say, marry Evanie and
perpetuate your blood before you die. | need that ancient strain of yours. Our race has grown weak."

"] would not!" Connor said.

"Tdl me" said the other in sudden eagerness. "Isit true, as an Ormon prisoner told us, and which
| scorned to believe, having then no faith in this thousand-year Sleep, that you understand the ancient
mathematics? Cd-culus, logarithms, and such lost branches?"

"It's quitetrue,” snapped Connor.

"Who told you?'

"Y our Ormon chemist. Would you consent to impart that knowledge? The world needsit.”
"For my life, perhgps.” The Master hesitated, frowning.

"I'm sorry,” he said at lagt. "Invaduable as the knowl-edge is, the danger you, persondly, present,
outweighsit. | could trick you out of your secrets. | could promise you life, get your information, then
quietly kill you. | do not stoop to that. If you desire, your knowledge goes to the grave with you."

"Thanks again," retorted Connor. "You might remem-ber that | could have concealed my
dangerous character, too. | needn't have pointed out the weakness in your de-fenses.”

"I dready knew them. | dso know the weaknesses of Weed mentdity.” He paused. "I'm truly
sorry, but—this seems to be the end of our interview.” He turned as if to gesture to the guards dong
the wall.

Margaret of Urbs flashed a strange, inscrutable glance at Connor, and leaned toward the Magter.
She spoke in low, inaudible tones, but emphaticdly, inggently. The Master looked up a Connor.

"I reconsider,” he said coadlly. "I grant you your life for the present on one condition—that you
make no move againg me while you are in the Palace. 1 do not ask your word not to escape. | only
warn you that a Messen-ger will follow. Do you agree?”

Connor thought only amoment. "'l do."

"Then you will remain within the Padace" The Master snapped an order to a guard. "l will send

doctors to attend litle Evanie. That's dl."

The guard, as tdl a man as Connor himsdf, stepped forward and gathered Evanie in his arms.
Connor fol-lowed him, but could not resist a backward glance at the Princess, who sat once more staring
idy into space. But in his mind was the thought now, exultant in spite of his resentment, that & least she

hed not forgotten him, or those hours together in the woods.

They moved into the hdl, and into an eevator that flashed upward with sudden and Sckening
acceeration. He had glimpses of floor after floor through the glass doors as they mounted high into the

North Tower.



The motion ceased. Connor followed the guard into a room lit by the red glow of sunset, and
watched as he deposited Evanie on a white-covered bed, then turned, and threw open a door. "Thet is
yours," the guard said briefly, and departed.

Luxury breathed through the perfumed ar of the rooms, but Connor had no time for such
observations. He bent anxioudy over the pallid-faced Evanie, wonder-ing miserably why the release of
the Messenger had not awakened her. He was dill gazing when a knock sounded, and two doctors
entered.

One, the younger, set indantly to work examining the scratch on the girl's ankle, while the other pried
open her eyes, parted her dill lips, bent close to ligen to her breathing.

"Bran-burnt,”" he announced. "Brain-burnt by a vitergon—the Messenger. Severe dectrolepss.”
"Lord!" Connor muttered anxioudy. "Isit—isit very serious?'

"Serious? Bah!" The older man spun on him. "It's exactly what happens to Seepers—parayss of the
pre-Rolandic areas, the will, the consciousness. Like—if I'm properly informed—what happened to youl
It might be seriousif we let her deep for ahdf a century, not other-wise" He stepped to an ebony table
beside the bed, de-canting a ruby liquid into atumbler. "Here" he said. "Well try a good siff gimulant.”

He poured the ruddy fluid between Evani€s lips, and when the last drop had vanished, stood over
her watching. She moved convulsvely and moaned in agony.

"Hah!" sad the doctor. "Thatll burn some life into her!" The girfl shuddered and opened dazed and
pain-racked eyes. "So! Y ou can handle her now," he cdled to the younger man, and moved out through
the doorway.

"Evanid" croaked Connor tensdly. "Are you dl right? How do you fed?'
The dazed eyesrested on him.

"l burn! Water—oh, please—water!"

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
TWO WOMEN

TOM CONNER GLANCED asdlent question at the doctor. At his nod, Connor seized the empty
tumbler and looked franticdly for water. He found it beyond a door, where a slent stream gushed from
the mouth of a grotesque face into a broad basin.

Evanie drank eagerly, thirdily, when he brought it to her. She stared bewilderedly about the luxurious
room, and turned questioning eyes on Connor.

"Where——" she began.

"In Urbs. In the Palace.”

Comprehension dawned.

"The Messengers! Oh, my God!" She shivered in fright. "How long—have [——"



"Jugt two days, Evanie. | carried you here.”

"What isto—to be done with us?'

"I don't know, dear. But you're safe.”

She frowned a moment in the effort to compose her ill dazed and bewildered mind.

"Wdl," she murmured findly, "nathing can be done about it. I'm ashamed to have been so wesk.
Was he— very angry?'

"He didn't seem s0." The memory of the Master's impassive face rose in his mind, and with it the
vison of the exquigte features of the Princess.

"I suppose the gifl who dits on hisright is the Princess, ian't she?' he asked. "Who is she?!

Evanie nodded. "Every one knows that. On his left Sts Matin Sair, the Giver of Life, and on his
right—— Why do you ask that?" She glanced up troubled, sus-picious.

"Because she saved my life. Sheintervened for me."

"Tom!" Evanie's voice was horror-filled. "Tom, that was Margaret of Urbs, the Black Hamel" Her
eyes were terrified. "Tom, she's dangerous—poisonous—deadly! You mustin't even look a her. She's
driven men—I don't know how many—to suicide. She's killed men—she's tortured them. Don't ever go
near her, Tom! If she saved you, it wasn't out of mercy, because she's merciless—ruthless— utterly
pitiless™

Scarcedly conscious as Yet, the girl was on the verge of hysteria. Her voice grew dhill, and Connor
glanced ap-prehengvely a the young doctor's face.

Evanieturned ashen pale.
"|—fed—dizzy," she choked. "I'm going—to————"

The doctor sprang forward. "You mustn't!" he snapped. "We can't let her degp again. We mugt wak
her! Quickly!"

Between them they dragged the collapsing girl from the bed, waking her up and down the chamber.
A meas-ure of drength returned, and she walked weskly between them, back and forth. Then, abruptly,
they paused at the sound of a sharp rap on the chamber door.

The doctor cdled out a summons. Two Urban guards in glittering metd strode through the entrance,
and stood like images on ether side of it. One of them intoned dowly, deep as an anthem:

"Margarita, Urbis Regina, Sororque Domini!"

The Princessl Connor and the doctor stood frozen, and even Evanie raised weary eyes as the
Princess en-tered, driding imperioudy into the room with the scaly gold of her kirtle glittering crimson in
the lagt rays of the sun. She swept her cold eyes over the startled group, and suddenly her exquiste
features flashed into a flame of anger. The glorious lips parted.

"Youfool!" she spat. Y ou utter fool!"

Connor flushed in sudden anger, then realized that the Princess addressed, not him, but the doctor at
Evaniesleft, who was fear-gtricken and pallid.



"You fool!" repeated Margaret of Urbs. "Waking an eectroleptic! Put her to bed—ingtantly. Let her
deep. Do you warnt to risk brain fever?

The frightened phydcian moved to obey, but Connor interposed.

"Wait a moment." He shot an accusing glance a the Princess. "Do you know anything about this?
Areyou a doctor?'

He received a cool glance from her narrowed green | eyes.

"Do you think," she drawled, "thet I've learned noth-ing in seven hundred years?' And he done
caught the full implication of her words. She was subtly reminding ; him of how once before she had given
him evidence of how vast was her knowledge. She turned imperioudy. "Obey!" she snapped.

Connor stood aside as the doctor complied in panic.

"Where's Kringar?' the Princess demanded.

"Your Highness" babbled the medico, "he gave the girl agimulant and |eft. He ssid——
"All right. Get out." She nodded at the impassve guards. "Y ou, too."

The door closed behind them. Margaret of Urbs bent over Evanie, now fully conscious, but pae as
death. She placed a dainty hand on the girl's forehead.

"Seep," she sad softly.

"Leave me here done, please," Evanie begged, trem-bling. “I'm afraid of you. | don't trust you, and
| won't deep. I'm afraid to deep agan.”

Connor stood miserably irresolute. While he hesitated, the Princess fixed her eyes on Evani€'s, they
glowed emerdd in the evening dusk as she repeated, "Seep!”

He saw the fear vanish from Evanie's face, leaving her features as blank as those of an image. Then
she was deegping.

The Princess faced Tom Connor across the bed. She took a black cigarette from a box on the
ebony table. It glowed magicdly as she removed it, and she blew a plume of perfumed smoke at him.

"Worried, aren't you?" she asked mockingly. "You know | am."
"Wl rest your mind. | mean no harm to Evanie."

"But do you know what you're doing?" She laughed, low laughter soft asrainin apool. "See here”
shesad, till with ataunt in her eyes, "I conceived thevitergons. Martin Sair crested them, but |
conceived them. | know what harm they can do, and | know the cure for that harm. Do you trust me?"

"Not entirely.”

"Wdl, you have amdl choice" She exhded another cloud of scented smoke. "Your little Weed is
safe” She moved toward the adjoining room. "Therés a bath in here” she said. "Use it, and then put on
some Urban clothes. I'm indined to dine with you this evening.”

Hewas startled. He stared back at the mocking per-fection of her face, but the green eyes carried no
readable expresson, as she came closer so that only Connor could hear what she said. "Why?' he



asked.

"Perhaps to recal a more pleasant meting,” she said gently. "Oh, | have not forgotten you—if that is
what you are thinking. | recal every word of that day in the woods, but it may be better if you forget it,
publicly. Margaret of Urbs does not care to have her private busi-ness broadcast to the city. Nor isit the
afar of anyone here—or any business of yours—that | choose to get awvay from them dl occasiondly,
with only the birds and the trees to bear me company. You will do wel to bear that in mind, Thomas
Connor!"

Suddenly her voice took on a taunting note, and the mockery in the emerad eyes was plan.
"Perhgps” she sad, "I have another reason for commanding you to dine with me. | may want to stedl
your knowledge—then kill you. I might have more than one reason for wanting to do that, but you fired a
dozen shots a me on Sunday, Thomas Connor, as | stood on the bacony of the Tower. | do not fal to
repay such debts.”

"It will take more than you to stedl what | will not give" he growled, and turned into his room, closng
the door.

He stepped indantly to the hdl door, opened it and gazed squardly into the impassve eyes of an
Urban guard standing quietly opposite. So he was watched!

He turned back into the chamber, stripped, and en-tered the water of the pool, reveing in the
refreshing coolness. As he bathed he could look out a window; he saw that the colossal Palace was built
as a hallow sguare. Opposite him rose the mountainous spire of the South Tower, and far below were
the wide pool and green-bordered walks of the Inner Gardens.

Drying his glowing body, he glanced digagtefully at the sweat-stained pile of Weed dothing on the
floor. In a closet he found Urban dress. It gave him a queer, mas-queradelike feding to don the barbaric
metd corsdlet and kirtle, but the garments were cool, and befitted his grest frame.

Ready at last, he flung open the door to Evanie's room.

Margaret of Urbs sat cross-legged on the bed, besde Evanie, amoking her black cigarette. Her
green eyes passed gopraisngly over Connor, and the glint of mockery was again in thelr depths.

"I dways thought the ancient sculptors exaggerated ther contemporaries physques” she sad,
gniling. "l waswrong . . . But you're to knedl when you enter my presence, Thomas Connor. You didn't
before.”

"And | don't now. As an enemy, | owe you no such respect.”

"As a gentleman you do, however. But never mind— I'm hungry. Come."

"Why can't we eat here? | won't leave Evanie."

"Bvaniewill be dull company for a dozen hours more. I'll send amaid to undress and bathe her.”
"Y ou'revery consderate, aren't you?"

Shelaughed mdicioudly.

"I have no quarrd with her. But | have with you. Come!”

The glorious green eyes swept him. Both eyes and voice—a voice that now seemed to glory in



maice—were 0 different from those of the girl of the woods that it was hard for Tom Connor to believe
they were the same. But he knew they were. And now that he and she were done every gesture seemed
to admit that.

She rose without a glance at Evanie's ill, white face and Connor followed her rductantly past the
guard, whose chdlenge she slenced with a peremptory word, and over to the bank of eevators.

"Where to?"' he asked as the cage dropped, plum-metlike.
"To aroom of minein the South Tower, | think. Well have to go dl the way down and walk across."

The cage came to a sckening hdt. He followed her through the vast emptiness of the room of
thrones, nating curioudy that both her own throne and that of the Master were now occupied by ceverly
executed bronze figures. He paused to examine the efigy of the Princess, wonder-ing how long ago it
had been cast.

"Third century,” she said asif in answer to his thought. "Five hundred years ago. | was a child of two
hundred and twenty then—and happier.” Sardonic amusement was in her face and manner. "There was
no Black Hame in those days. | was the madcap Princess Peggy then, reckless and daring, but sweet
and noble. Or so they thought.”

"I'm sure you deserved the reputation,” Connor ob-served acidly. He meant to follow her lead in
whaever she sad or did. She would have no complaint that he was the fird to mention their previous
mesting. If she said no more about it, then it would not be mentioned &t dl.

She flashed her green eyes on him, eyes asicy as the green cap over Antarctica
"I'm sure | deserve it no longer,” she said in tones so cold that they startled. "Come on.”
There was something fascinating, dmaost hypnoatic, about thiswerdly beautiful being.

"I'd rather dine with your image there" he remarked drily.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
IMMORTALITY
MARGARET OF URBS laughed and led Connor through a door behind the line of thrones.

"Matin Sair's laboratory,” she explained, gesturing a the chaotic confuson of glassware and
microscopes. "And this'—passing into a chamber beyond—"is mine"

The place seemed more like a luxurious, sumptuoudy furnished library than a laboratory. There were
shelves upon shelves of books, hundreds of them obvioudy an-cient, a greet vison screen, a delicately
inlad desk, and here and there bits of Satuary.

"Laboratory!" he echoed. "What do you do here?' "I think. When | want to work | use Martin's.”
She picked up a white carving from the desk. "See here— some of your ancient work." She added a
trifle sadly, "We have no artists able to create such beauty today. It's a tragedy that the ams were
broken. During the Dark Centuries, | suppose.”

Connor looked at the exquigte little ivory replica of the Venus de Milo and laughed.



"Arms broken!" he scoffed. "That's a copy of an an-cient Greek statue of Praxiteles. The arms were
broken two thousand years before my time!"

"A copy! Wheresthe origind ?1 want it!"

"It wasin the Louvre, in Paris”

"Parisisinruins. Do you know where the Louvre stood?"
"es"

"Thentdl me! I'll haveit searched for. Tell me!™

He gazed into eyes sncerely eager; the eyes now of the white-clad girl of the woods who had lolled
with him on a mossy woodland bank and told him stories of the ages. That girl had loved beauty, too;
hed been seeking it, watching her own reflection in the black pool. It amazed him that now in her role as
the frigid princess she could 4ill be so avid for beauty.

"That's a hit of information | withhold," he said dowly, "until | can trade it for something ese | may
want. Evanie's safety, or my own.”

The mocking light returned to her eyes. "You amuse me, Weed!" she said curtly. "But very wdl." She
led the way to the South Tower elevators.

She was dlent during the long ride to the very pin-nacle of the tower. They emerged into a samdl
chamber walled on every sidein glass, and Connor stood awe-struck as the city spread out before them.
The paace over-topped even the colossal structures around the Park. He gazed speechless at the mighty
dretch of peaks out-lined in light.

The Princess turned to a black screened box.

"Send dinner to the tower," she ordered. "I want— Oh, anything. And send Sora to the room of
Evanie Sarr.”

Sheflung hersdf cardesdy on a purple couch dong a glassed wadl, and Connor seated himsdlf.
"Now," she said, "what will you take for your knowl-edge?"

" won't bargain with you. | don't trust you."

Shelaughed.

"You see me through Evani€s eyes, Tom Connor, and once—well, once | thought you were
attracted to me. But no matter. We will not again speak of that time— though it does seem odd that Fate
should have had me set my Triangle down where you were. When | was just wandering restlesdy,
amlesdy, seeking peacein lovei-ness. . . It's too bad you fancy yoursdlf in love with Evanie. For | assure
you she doesn't love you.”

"That'snot true!" heflared.
She laughed, and ingantly her touch of wistfulness was gone, to be replaced by wickedness.
"Be careful,” she mocked, "or I'll exact payment for that insult as well. But it was no lie"

He controlled hisanger.



"Why do you say that?"

"Because when | forced her to deep, frightened as she was, she didnt turn to you. She fought me
hersdf. If she had loved you, she'd have indinctivdy called you for hdp.”

"l don't believeyou."

"Then you're afool," she observed indifferently, and turned from him disnterestedly at the entry of
two serv-ants bearing food.

They dipped a table between the two and served a sumptuous repast, with dishes Connor failed to
recog-nize. He ate hungrily, but the Princess, despite her professed hunger, picked and chose and ate
scarcdy any-thing. It was a slent med, but afterward, smoking one of the black, magicdly lighted
cigarettes, he prepared to ask certain questions.

She forestdled him. With green eyes glowing sar-donicdly, she looked straight a him.

"Why do you love Evanie ingtead of me?' she asked. "You? Because you are not what | thought
you were. Instead of being pure and sweet, you reve in evil. Tha is not hearsay; it is the higoricd
record of your saven hundred years. For thet | hate you, thoroughly and com-pletely.”

She narrowed her glorious eyes.

"Then you hate without reason,” she said. "Am | not more powerful than Evanie, more inteligent,
stronger, and even, | think, more beautiful ?"

"Y ou're outrageoudy, incredibly, fantagtically beauti-ful!™ he cried, as if the acknowledgement were
wrenched from him againg hiswill. "Y ou're perhaps the most beautiful woman since Helen of Troy, and
the most dan-gerous. And yet | hate you." "Why?'

"Because of your lack of alittle factor caled charac-ter. | concede your beauty and your brilliance,
but Evanieis swest, kind, honest, and lovable. One loves character, not characteristics.”

"Character!" she echoed. "You know nothing of my character. | have a hundred charactersl No
one can be so gentle as I—nor so crud.”

Thefaintest ripple of a mocking amile crossed her exquiste features, and then they were suddenly
pure as an angd's. Without risng she kicked the switch of avison screen with a dainty, sandaled toe.

"Control,” shesaid asit glowed. A face gppeared.

"A vitergon st tdl to this room," she sad crypticaly, and then to Connor as the face vanished:
"There is no scanner here. This chamber and Joaguin's in the North Tower are the only two in Urbs
lacking them."

"What of it?"
"It means, Thomas Connor, that we are in utter pri-vacy."

He frowned, puzzled. Abruptly he started back in his chair as a flash of iridescence flickered. A
Messenger! And dmogt with his sart the thing was upon him.

"Tel!" it cresked inhisbrain. "Tdl! Tdl! Tdl! Tdl!"

He sprang erect.



"Takeit off!" heroared.
"When | have your knowledge of Venus™ his tor-mentor said careledy.
"Takeit off, or: :

"Or what?' Her smilewas guileless, swest, innocent.

"Thid" he blazed, and covered the space between them in a bound, his right hand dutching the
delicate curve of her throat, his|eft pressng her shoulders fiercdy down againgt the cushions.

"Takeit off," he bellowed.

Suddenly there was a sound behind him, the grating of doors, and he was torn away, hed by four
grim-faced guards. Of course! The operator of the Messenger could hear his words. He should have
remembered that.

The Black Hame pushed hersdf to a gtting position, and her face was no angd's but the face of a
lovely demon. Green hdll dlittered in her eyes, but she only reached shakily for the vison switch.

"Tdl Control to rdease," she choked huskily, and faced Tom Connor.

The Messenger tingled and vanished. The Princess rose ungeadily, but her glorious eyes burned cold
as she snatched a wegpon from the nearest guard.

"Get out, dl of you!" she snapped.
The men backed away. Connor faced her.
"I should have killed you!" he muttered. "For hu-manity's sake."

"Yes, you should have, Thomas Connor." Her tones were hitterly cold. "For, then you would have
died quickly and mercfully for murder, but now—now you dieintheway | choose, and it will be neither
quick nor meraful. | cannot"—her voice shook—"bear the touch of violence” Her free hand rubbed her
throat. "For this—you suffer!" He shrugged. "It was worth it. | know your character now! | no longer
have to guess." Mockery gleamed.

"Do you?' Her face changed suddenly, and again it was soft and pure and wistful. "Do you?' she
repeated, in tonesthat were sad, but held that bell-like quality he so well remembered. "Y ou don't. Do
you think the Black Flameisthe true Margaret of Urbs? Do you realize what immortaity means?' Her
exquisite face was unutterably mournful as she thrust the weagpon into her belt. ™Y ou think it'sablessing,
don't you?'Y ou wonder, don't you, why Joaguin has withheld it from everybody?"

"Yes, | do. | think it'styranny. It's selfish.”

"Sdfishl Oh, God!" Her voice shook. "Why, hewith-held it from hisown mother! Blessng?It'sa
curse! | bear it out of my duty to Joaquin, esel'd have killed mysdf centuries ago. | still may, do you
hear. | fill may!" Her voicerose.

Appaled, he stared at her. "Why?' he cried.

"You ask why! Seven hundred years. Seven—hundred— years! Denied lovel How do | dare love
aman who ages day by day, until his teeth ydlow and his hair fdls out, and he's decrepit, senile, old?
Denied children! Immortas can't have children. Don't you think 1'd trade immortdity for motherhood?
Don't you?'



Connor was speechless. Her voice rose to a tense pitch. "Do you know what seven hundred years
mean? | do! It means seven centuries of friendlessness. Do you wonder that | run away to the woods
sometimes, seeking the companionship, the friendship, the love, that everywhere dse is denied me?
How can | make friends among people who vanish like ghosts? Who among the dry scientigts of the
Immortds is done—and I'm bored—bored— bored!" Her green eyes were tearbright, but when he
opened hislips to speak, she stopped him with an im-perious gesture. "I'm sick to deeth of immortdity!
| want someone who loves me. Someone I'd love to grow old with, and children to grow up beside
me. | want—| want—a friend!"

She was sobbing. Impulsively he moved toward her, taking her hand.

"My God!" he choked. "I'm sorry. | didn't understand.”

"And you—will hdp me?" Her exquisite features were pleading, tearstreaked.
"Thebest | can,” he promised.

Her perfect lips were two rosy temptations as she drew him toward her. He bent to kiss her
gently—and sprang back asif hisown lips had in truth touched a flame.

Laughter! He looked into mocking eyes whose only tears were those of sardonic mirth!

"Sol" she sad, her red lipstaunting. "Thereisthe fird taste, Thomas Connor, but there will be more
before | kill you. You may go."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THE DESTINY OF MAN

"You—DEVIL!" Connor choked, and then whirled a a soft dick behind him. A white envelope lay
inawire basket by the elevator.

"Hand it to me," said the Flame coally.
He snatched it and thrugt it at her, in aturmoil of emotion as he watched her read it.

"Indeed!" she murmured. "My esteemed brother or-ders me to keep wdl away from you—which |
ghdl not do—and commands you to his quarters a once” She yawned. "Take the eevator to any floor
below the Tower and ask aguard. That'sdl.”

Y et, as the cage dropped, Connor could not forget that there had been something wistful about the
Prin-cess, a his lag glimpse of her. Somehow, try as he would, he couldnt hate her quite
whole-heartedly, and he frowned as he found his way to the West Chambers. A guard ad-mitted him to
an inner room, and then retired quietly, leaving him facing the Master, who sat behind a paper-littered
desk.

"Wdl, what do you think of me?' the Master greeted him abruptly.
Connor was taken aback, unprepared for the question.

"Why," he sammered, "what would | naturdly think of you? Y ou dragged me back here by torture.
You nearly killed Evanie. Do you think | can eagly forget or forgive such things?'



"After dl, Thomas Connor, you participated in a revolt agangt me" the Master said suavely. "You
wounded eeven of my men. Did the governments of your day ded so leniently with treason”?”

"I've wondered why you are so easy on the rebds” he admitted. "Frankly, in my time, thered have
been a good many of us lined up againg awal and shot.”

The Master shook his head. "Why should | do that? The Weeds are the finest of my people. / made
the only mistake—that of giving leisure to a race not ready for it. Leisureiswhat has bred dl these minor
revolutions. But does a father kill his favorite children?’

"Doesason kill hismother?' retorted Connor.
The Magter smiled bleskly.

"l see my sster has been taking to you. Yes, | re-fused immortdity to my mother. She was an old
woman —ill, infirm. Should | have condemned her to added cen-turies of misery? Immortaity does not
restore youth."

The point was incontrovertible.

"Yet you withhold it from those who have youth," Connor protested. "You keep it Hfidly as a
reward, to bind to yoursdf dl men of ability. Y ou've emasculated the rest of humanity.”

"You fed that immortdity is a highly desirable reward, don't you?'
"l do! In spite of what your Sster says.”

"You don't understand,” sad the Master patiently. "Well pass the question of its desirability; it
doesn't matter. But suppose | were to open it to the race, to in-druct dl the doctors in its secrets.
Wouldnt it immedi-ately hdt dl development? How can evolution function if no one dies and no
children are born?' That was a puzzler.

"You could permit it after the birth of children," Con-nor said.

"I could. But a the present birthrate, the land areas would provide bare standing room in just a
century and a hdf. | could then kill off nine-tenths of the population, presumably, but whet of the famines
and food shortages intervening?'

Connor was slent for along moment. "The fault'swith immortdity itsdf!" he burst out ve-hemently.
"Men should never have learned that secret!” "But they have learned it. Would you have me destroy the
knowledge because fools envy it—and envy it mis-takenly?"

"Did you summon me here merdy to judtify your acts?' Tom Connor snapped in reply.

"Exactly. Y ou possess knowledge inva uable to me. I'd like to convince you of my sincerity.” "You
never will."

"See here" sad the Master, 4ill in tones of cam gravity. "Dont ever doubt that | could sted your
knowl-edge. | know ways to encompass it, and if | failed, others would not fall.”

"The Princess tried that,” said Connor grimly. "She will not try it again." He fingered a amdl bronze
bugt on the desk before him. "And incidentdly, what's to prevent me from flinging this bronze through
your skull right noan—killing you, instead of waiting for you to kill me?* "Your word to make no move
agang meinthe Paace" reminded the Master gently.



Connor's lips tightened. In that moment he redized suddenly whet it was that had perturbed him so
violently. He was beginning to bdieve the Master and he didnt want to! The memory of the
Messenger's torture was too recent; the picture of Evanie's helplessness was too burning. He was being
won over againg hiswill, but——

"Youwin," he growled, releasing the bust. "Go ahead. Tdl mewhat dl thisisleading up to. You mugt
have some objective other than the indefinite perpetuation of your own power."

The Master amiled. "l have. | plan the ultimae destiny of Mankind." He held up a hand to dill
Connor's quick, unbdieving protest. "Ligen to me. | have bred out criminds by geilizing, for many
centuries, those with crimind tendencies. | have raised the generd levd of intdligence by Serilizing the
feeble-minded, the in-competent. If we have fewer supreme geniuses than your people, we have at lesst
no stupid nor insane—and genius will come.

"I try, to the best of my knowledge, to improve the race. | think I'm succeeding. At least were far
ad-vanced over the barbarians of the Dark Centuries, and even, | believe, over the average of your
mighty, ancient people. | think we're happier.” He paused. "Do you?"

"Inaway,” Connor conceded. "But even happiness isnt dways a far exchange for—liberty!"

"Liberty? Suppose | granted liberty? Suppose | abdi-cated? How long do you think it would be
before every sort of Weed village was a& war with every other sort? Do you want the world to break up
into another welter of quarreling little nations? That's what | found; out of it I've created an empire.”

He drummed a finger on the desk, thoughtfully eyeing Connor.

"Moreover, I've preserved what differences | could. The ydlow race was a remnant; I've bred it
grong again. The red race has gone, but the black is growing. And the tag-ends of nations—I've
nourished them.”

"Why?" Connor demanded. "Differences are only grounds for future trouble, aren't they?"

"Civilization grows out of differences. No race can produce a high culture by itsdf. There mus be
an ex-change of ideas, and that means that there mugt be differences.”

"You'revery sure, arent you?' Connor taunted. "1've spent centuries thinking of it. I'm confident I've
found the truth. And | do the best | can.”

"I wish——" Connor paused. "I wish | could believe you!"

"Youcan. | never lie"

"I dmogt fed | can. You're not the mocking devil your Sster is. | rather like you.”
A queer smile nickered on the Master'slips.

"I have indructed her to cease tormenting you. | as-sume she has been, but shell keep away from
you here-after. . . Won't you, my dear?"

Connor spun around. Lounging cardlesdy in the far doorway, a haf-smoked cigarette in her hand,
was the exquigite form of Margaret of Urbs.

"Perhaps,” she drawled dowly and advanced leisurdly into the room, seating hersdf casudly on the
desk re-gardless of itslitter of papers.



"Joaquin,” she remarked, "this man neglects to kned in my presence. In yours as well, | perceive.
Sl | com-mand him?'

"Try commanding the statue of Olin," snapped Connor.
"We could persuade him," ingnuated the Princess. "Af-ter dl, Evanie Sair is our hostege.”
"Bedill'" the Master said sharply. "You know | never impose a custom on those who regject it."

The Princess turned taunting eyes on Tom Connor and was dlent. "With your permisson | should
liketo retire," he said. "We seem to have covered the ground.”

"Not entirdly,” said the Magter.
"What more do you want of me?"

"Two things. First, your knowledge. Your understand-ing of the ancient mathematics, and whatever
else we need.”

"Granted—on condition." At the Master's inquiring look he said boldly: "On condition that any
knowledge | impart be made public. You have enough secrets—though some of them are apt not to
remain ol

"Il agree,” the Master said promptly. "That was dways my intention. But what secret of mineis in
danger of exposure?’

Connor laughed. "What e sewasit you wanted of me?"

"Your blood. Your grain in the race, like an infuson of bulldog blood to give greyhounds courage. |
want you to marry and have children.”

"And that," said Connor bluntly, "ismy personal busi-ness. | refuse to promise that.”

"Wadl," the Master genidly remarked, "well let Nature take its course. I'll trade you that indulgence
for the revelation of what secret you sugpect.”

"Done! It'sthe Triangle rocket-blasts.”
"The rocket-blasts"

"Yes I've heard your craft in flight. I've ligened to the blasts™ He turned sardonic eyes from the
Magter to the Princess. "The blast isn't steady. It throbs. Do you understand? It throbd!"

The Magter's face was stern. "Well?' "1 know you can't control the rate of power. Y ou've had the
wholeworld looking for ameans of contralling the rate. That'simpossible. Hydrogen hasits natural
pe-riod likeradium. You can release the energy at that singlerate or al a once, asin our rifles—but
you can't control it otherwise!" There was silence.

"I know what you do in the blast. You detonate your water—a little at a time in an enormoudy
grong firing chamber, and release the blast gradudly. It's no more continuous than the power of a

gasoline enging”
"Y ou're endangering your life" whispered the Master. "You can't live now!"

"With her Satanic Mgjesty, the Goddess of Mockery, to intercede for me?* Connor jeered, staring



steadily into the gray-green eyes of the Princess. In her features now was no dightest trace of ataunt,
but something more like admiration. "'If I'm to die, it had better be here and now, dsel'll find away to tell
what | know!"

"Here and now!" said Margaret of Urbs.

"Not yet," said the Master. "Thomas Connor, long ago in my youth | knew men like you. They're
dead, and it'sagreat lossto theworld. But you'reliving. | don't want to kill you. I'd rather trust the fate
of my empireto your word. Having heard my side, then, will you swear d-legianceto me?!

"No. I'm not sure of your sincerity.”
"If you were, would you?'
"Gladly. | see more with you than with the Weeds."

"Then will you swear not to oppose me until such time asyou are sure? And will you swear to
keep that knowledge you have to yourself?"

"Fair enough!" Connor said, and grinned. He took the bronzed hand the Master extended. "I swear
it." He glanced coally at the Princess. "And by the three kinds of metamorphs, I'm glad to swear it!"

"Two kinds" corrected the Master mildy. "Panate and amphimorph.”
But Margaret of Urbs caught his meaning. A faint trace of anger glinted in her eyes.
"The Immortas,” she said coldly, "do not consider themseves metamorphs.”

"Then | don't consder mysdf Irish," said Thomas Connor. "Any freak that comes out of Martin Sair's
ray isametamorph to me"

"Enough,” said the Magter. "That'sdl, Connor."
But a the door the Princess hated Connor, and he gazed down into her upturned face.

"Do you bdieve," she sad coldly, "that Joaguin's prom-ise will protect you—or Evanie Sar—from
me? | have my own debt to collect from you."

He glanced back at the impassive figure at the desk.
"I traded my knowledge for your word,” he called to the Magter. "Isit good?'
"l antheMader," sad that individua camly.

Connor gazed again at the perfect features of the Hame. Sowly he raised his hand, holding her eyes
with his. And then, with a sharp gesture, he snapped his finger singingly againgt her dainty nose, grinned
and strode away.

At the outer door he turned. The Black Flame, her lovdy face a pde mask of fury, hdd a
beam-pigtol in her hand, but she made no move as he grinned back a her. Behind her the Master amiled

aypticaly.

But back in his room, an amazing redization came to Connor. Under the guise of his mildness, the
Master had won every single point! He had extracted from Connor the promise of his knowledge, the
promise of secrecy con-cerning the Triangle blasts, his dienation from the Weed cause, and more than



half an oath of dlegiance to him-sdf!

And dl fo—what? The right of Thomas Connor to bear his own children, and the same promise of
sdfety given at ther earlier meting!

He swore softly and lay thinking of the mocking love-liness of the Black Hame.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
THE SKY-RAT

CONNER AWOKE fuly rested, with the ache from muscles strained by Evanie's weight dmost
vanished. He arose, bathed, donned his glittering Urban costume, and looked into Evani€'s room.

The girl was awake a last, and apparently wdl on toward recovery. He breathed a deep sgh of
relief. At least in one matter, then, the unpredictable Princess had been sincere.

"Bvanid" he murmured. "Are you redly dl right? Are you better?”
She amiled and nodded. "I fed dmost mysdf.”
"Wdl, we migudged the Princess in one respect, then. I'll have to thank her for pulling you through.”

Evani€seyeswidened in horror.

"Thank her! What do you mean? Tom—have you— did you see her while !
He was taken aback.

"Why, | had dinner with her."

"After | warned you!" she walled. "l tdl you she's like a madness that gets into your blood. A man
can't even look a her without suffering—and she's crud and utterly inhuman.” She compressed her lips
firmly and whispered:

"There's a scanner here—right under the light. | musint talk like this"

"Who cares? She won't get into my blood, Evanie. I've met only two Immortas. The Master | like,
The Princess —I hate!”

"Sed" she whigpered. "You like the Master! Tom, he's as bad as the Princess. He's subtle,
scheming, in-ddious His charm is poisonous. Don't let him talk you over—pleasel”

He was dartled a her vehemence. But the Master had his word now. Could he break it? He was
more than hdf convinced of the great ruler's Sncerity. After dl, Evanie was only a sweet, impulsve

country girl whose grandfather had been killed. Something of his thoughts must have shown in his
expression, for her face grew suddenly hard.

"If I believed you were turning away from usto them,” she said tensdy, "I'd despise you, Tom. Bt |
believein you! Bdieve you're strong enough to ress the trickery of the Immortas. Don't fal me"

He could not answer her then, for the maid, Sora, came in with a tray of food. She placed it on a
deverly congtructed swinging am that held it above the bed. It was a dlent med. Soras presence put a



restraint on them, and Evanie was cold, eyeing Connor suspicioudy.

He was relieved when they finished and the woman departed with the tray. He found a box of the
megicaly sdf-lighting cigarettes, and puffed moodily, while Evanie watched himin slence.

A rap sounded. A Palace guard entered, bowed, and handed Connor a tiny package and an
envelope seded with the imprint of the Midgard Serpent, and departed.

Connor broke the sed and dipped a card from within, read it, and whistled. There was a queer
expresson on his face when he handed it to Evanie. Written on it in script as fine and precise as
engraving were the two sentences.

We desire your presence at once in our laboratory in the East Chambers. Show our
medallion to the guard at your door.

Margarita, Urbis Regina, Soroque Domini.

Theroyd "we" It was no invitaion, but a command. Connor stared a Evanie, who stared back with
nar-rowed eyes.

"WdI?' hesad at last.
"Wdl?'
"What can | do? Ignore it and expose both of us to her anger—if she's such a devil as you say?"

"Oh, go!" snapped Evanie. "You and your ancient strength and courage! You're like any other man
before the Black Hame of Urbs—just afooli Go!"

"And leaveyou?'
"Il have Sora for company,” she retorted. "Go ahead. Burn yoursdf at the Hame, and seeif | care”
"l don't see what ese | can do than go," he muttered unhgppily.

He turned moodily to the door, sripping the wrapper from the tiny package. A beautifully cast
golden disc lay in his hand, with the pure features of the Princessin high rdlief.

The guard outside chdlenged him a once. It gave him a grim pleasure to flash the meddlion in the
fdlow's face, to see him sdute amazedly and step aside. Connor took the eevator to the ground floor,
and passed moodily into the vast cavity of the Throne Room.

He passed through Martin Sair's disorderly chamber and findly to his destination. Margaret of Urbs
sat with a glass of purple wine in one hand and the inevitable ciga-rette in the other, her dainty sandaed
feet on a soft foot-stool. She wore Urban dress of gligening slver, above which her black hair gleamed
like metd. She gave him a sardonic amile

"Y ou may kissmy sandd," shesad.
"Or the hem of your skirt," he retorted. "Why did you send me that note?"
She gestured at the vision screen beside her.

"Mogtly to watch you and Evanie quarrel over it."



"Then you know my opinion of you."

"Yes. | wasrather amused.”

"Wéll, if you've ceased to be amused, may | go back?

"Not immediatdy,” said the Princess. "Don't you think | owe you alittle amusement in return?'
"I'll forgivethe obligation.”

"But I'm very circumspect about my debts," she in-ssted, with that maddening twinkle of mockery in
the eyes that dared him. "Isn't there anything about the Palace—or in the world—that interests you? I'll
take you sghtseeing.”

It was an opportunity, at that. There certainly was much he would like to see in this world that had
grown up athousand years after he was born. He hestated. The inky-haired gl gestured at a chair and
he sat down. Without permisson he poured himsdf a goblet of the wine beside her. It was quite different
from the dill wines of Ormon; sweet, sparkling, rich—and potent.

"I'd liketo see Eartheye," he said, musingly.
"Oh, Asastoo far!" she quickly protested. "I'm only giving you an hour or 0."
"Let's have something on the vison screen from Earth-eye, then,” he suggested. "How about Mars?!

"W, it's night over Asa." She snapped the screen on with a negligent hand and said, "Eartheye” In
amoment a bearded face appeared with a respectful saute. "Put on Mars" she drawled. "The centrd
region of Solis Lacus”

In a moment a rosy glow suffused the screen, resolving into focus as a ruddy plain with a greenish
center. Connor gazed spellbound. The planet of mystery a a distance of two miled

Enigmatica dark spots of strangdy suggedtive regu-larity were didinguishable, a lacy tracery of
cabdidic lines, the flash of something bright that might be water. A pygmy dvilization? He wondered
dizzly.

"I'd liketo see that & first hand!" he murmured.

"Sowould |I," said Margaret of Urbs. "I've tried to talk my esteemed brother into permisson to make
the attempt, without success so far.”

"You?' He remembered his conversation with Evanie and Jan Orm. "Bt it's two and a hdf yea