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Under the Green Star

by
Lin Carter

Part |

THE BOOK OF CHONG THE M GHTY
Chapter 1

THE BOOK FROM TI BET

As | sit witing these words, a weird sensation of unreality sweeps through ny being.

Beyond the bay w ndow before which nmy desk is drawn | can see green fields and tall trees-hickory
and nountain laurel, pine and yell ow poplar. And beyond those fields and hills |ies the waking
world, filled with busy and teeming cities, with ordinary people who | ead everyday lives-lives
that sel domtouch on mystery and marvel

Which is real-the fantastic adventure | feel conpelled to relate-or the world beyond ny w ndows?
Have | only dreaned that | have stood where no man of ny race has ever set foot before, or is this
dull world of tax returns and ball-point pens, of air pollution and TV talk shows, itself but a
drean? Are both worlds real ?

Are-neither?

Perhaps | could begin ny story in earliest youth, when w de readi ng brought the first intimtions
of the occult within the reach of ny specul ative inmagi nation. But-no- shall begin this narrative
with the first nmoment | took into ny hands that imeasurably ancient and incredibly precious book
fromthe secret heart of Asia.

The | ong-dead hand that inscribed these yell owed and winkl ed vel |l um pages in queer crooked
characters called this book the Kan Chan Ga. For a thousand years it lay in a jewel ed box of Bold
in the nost secret archives of the holy Potal a-the Tenpl e-Pal ace of the Dalai Lama in hidden Lhasa
itself. Before that ... no one can say for certain. The Commentaries say it was found in a
prehistoric stone tonb in the foothills of the Trans-H nal ayas | ong centuries before even the
first God-King ruled fromthe Lotus Throne-but no one really knows. There were enpires before
Egypt, and cities older than Ur, and the sages whi spered of |lost |lands and forgotten real ns | ong
before Plato dreaned of Atlantis and set those dreans down to excite the imagination of nen
forever.

The title, Kan Chan Ga, is not Tibetan. Neither are the odd, crooked little rune-like letters
wherewith the vellum pages are thickly lined. The Conmentaries say the book is witten in Ad

U ghur, a |l anguage that was forgotten before Narner the Lion brought the Two Lands together under
one crown and ruled as the first Pharaoh. And certain obscure and ancient texts hint there was
once an Ui ghur Enpire am dst the trackl ess sands of the Gobi in Central Asia . . . long. |long ago
when all that desert was a bl oom ng garden, before the Poles changed. | neither know nor care.
The book cost ne two hundred thousand dollars and seven years. Wen holy Lhasa fell to the

i nvadi ng hordes from Red China. and the Dalai Lama fled into exile in India, the Kan Chan Ga, and
certain other priceless treasures, were taken into hiding. In those confused, horrible days, when
the snowy peaks of ancient Tibet were crinmson with the flanmes of burning | anmaseries and scarl et
with the bl ood of murdered sages, the book was lost. It was to have travel ed west with the Panchan
Lama and his retinue. but in the snowstornms, with the roar of machi ne guns echoing fromthe rocky
cliffs, one party of |anmas went

astray. The book was hidden in the crypts beneath a minor |lamasery of little consequence, from
whi ch, after years of searching, ny agents found and rescued it.

And now | held it in my hands . . . the book that the npbst ancient sages speak of with awe and
reverence as The Key of The Liberation of The Sou

My father invested wisely and well in the Market and left ne with a private fortune |arge enough
to permit me to indulge nmy curiosity in the occult sciences.

| amthirty years old, tall, broad-shoul dered, deepchested, and strongly-built. | have blond hair
and gray eyes and am accounted a handsone man. But strength and health and handsoneness are a
nmockery to me, for since | was six years old | have not taken a single step without the help of
nmechani cal ai ds.

Al my father's fortune could not purchase a cure for polio in the twenty years before the
perfection of the Sal k vaccine.
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Being a cripple, it was perhaps natural that | should turn ny attention inward. The lore of the
occult attracted me fromny earliest youth. | had the finest tutors, and nastered Latin, G eek,
Sanskrit, and Hebrew. The anci ent Eastern science called eckankar-soul -travel, the projection of
the so-called "astral body"-fascinated ne. In nmy search for the secrets of this lost art, this
forgotten science, | went far. A thousand books hinted of the secret, but none could reveal it.
In that strangest of all books, the Bardo Thodol, | first heard of the old book in U ghur. The
Bardo Thodol, which may be described as a geography of the travels of the soul after death and
before birth, whispered of the Kan Chan Ga. Crumbling scrolls froman old abandoned nonastery in
the Sinkiang province of China, smuggled out through Hong Kong, told nme nore. A hundred agents
searched the Orient at ny behest, and at |ength the book was unearthed. The seventh of the "living
gods" of Tibetthe Gupcha Lama hinself-translated the Ui ghur for ne, on nmy pronise that the sacred
book woul d be returned to the Dalai Lanma once | possessed the wi sdomthat | sought. This has now
been done.

I read the translation of the odd, crooked characters with an inner excitenment that my reader can
only dimy imagine. If the secret lay in these ancient pages, then 1,

who had not taken an unaided step in twenty-four years, could travel the earth as swi ft-w nged as
thought itself. Unseen, | could wal k the thronged bazaars of Rangoonpeer up at the smling enigma
of the Sphinx by nmoonlightgaze upon the carven stone ruins of jungle-grown Angkor Vat-explore the
mysterious ruins of elder and cryptic Tiahuanaco ami dst the pl ateaus of the Andes.

Bit by bit, the secret enmerged fromthe strange manuscript. Man is nmore than body and nind and
soul, the nanel ess sage of the Gobi had witten. H's nature is sevenfold: the animal flesh, the
material body itself; the vitalizing life-force that animates that flesh; the ego that is the
conscious "I" of every man; the nenory, that contains a record of all that each man has seen and
felt and known: the astral body, the vehicle of the higher soullevels on the second plane; the
etheric body, that is the chalice contained within the astral vehicle; and, seventh and last, the
imortal soul itself, that is the precious flane within the chalice.

Subtly linked together are these seven selves, which nmake up the individual man. In deep sleep or
in hypnotic trance, the astral body sonetinmes . . . wanders . . . causing strange dreans of far-
of f places and visions of distant friends. But only a stern discipline can rel ease the etheric
body and the soul it contains, together with the conscious ego. That was the secret | had sought
so long; and | stood upon its threshold at |ast.

Ni ght after night, mnd-weary fromthe occult disciplines | had practiced, | lay in ny bed and
stared wistfully up at the stars. If |I could master the ancient art of soul-travel, no nore would
I be chai ned and eart hbound, |ocked in a helpless, crippled prison of flesh. | would be free ..
free as few nen have ever been ... and bow | hungered for that freedon

Day after day | practiced the inner concentration, the "Loosening of the Bonds." Few even of the
holy sages of old Tibet had ever in truth mastered eckankar-but few of them had been driven by the
nmoti ve that goaded ne on.

I shall not bore ny reader with a description of nmy labors. Nor shall | tell of the heartbreaking
monments of failure and despair that overcame ne at tines. The task was |ong and arduous ... it is
no easier to train the

muscl es of the body to Aynpic skills, than to train the mnd and soul and spirit in this occult
science. But at last the day canme when | deened nyself ready for the experinent.

Havi ng fasted and performed certain austerities and calned my mind with the recitation of certain
mantras, | infornmed nmy housekeeper that on no account was | to be disturbed, and | ocked mnysel f

wi thin the upper portion of ny ancestral house which served as ny private quarters and library.
The good wonman was accustoned to this sort of behavior. My quarters were equi pped with a
kitchenette and pantry, and nmany tines in the past | had secluded nyself for days on end behind

| ocked doors while busied in ny researches. | inpressed upon her that. she was not to interrupt ne
for any reason.

Emptying my mind of all trivial thoughts, | stretched out on a soft, confortable sofa and conposed
nmyself as if for slumber. dosing my eyes, | visualized a black sphere. It hovered before ny
mnd's eye exact in every detail, alnpst as if it were a material object. My concentration was
focused upon that orb of darkness with such intensity that, ere long, | was unaware of outside
sounds. Then | began to will nyself into the deepest trance. | began to |ose all awareness of ny

own body; all outer sensation faded; no longer could I feel the faint brush of nmoving air against
my face, or hear the beating of ny own pulse, or feel the pressure of nmy crippled body against the
soft fabric of nmy couch. Al of nmy attention was turned i nward now.

Next | visualized the black sphere as not a gl obular object, but an illusion-I sawit as the

bl ack, circular nouth of a tunnel, and down that endless tunnel | inmagined nyself traveling, unti

| was swallowed up in unrelieved darkness.
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Deeper and deeper | descended, until at length | perceived the faintest spark of |ight ahead, |ike
a star against the breast of the night, like the far, dimopening at the end of the tunnel. |
drifted toward it at ever-increasing speeds, until | seemed to hurtle through the black holl ow

darkness at an inconceivable velocity.

| energed from darkness into dimruby |ight.

For a nonent | could make nothing of nmy surroundings. | seened to be enclosed in a rectangul ar box
of

consi der abl e depth, whose fl oor was drowned in deep gl oom and whose upper |evels were awash in
faint red lum nosity.

Then, with a strange, tingling shock of surprise, | recognized ny surroundings. | was in the very
room wherein | had i mersed nyself in the sleep-like trance ... but floating near the ceiling!
Many hours had passed, for early afternoon had given way to the hour of sunset, and the |ast |eve
beanms shone redly through the wi ndows of the western wall.

Gazing down frommy height | saw . . . myself.

| lay stretched out on a couch, ny arnms fol ded upon ny chest, ny face waxen-pal e and curiously
unfam liar to nme. It came to ne then that | had never before actually seen ny own face as others
saw it, but always in a mirror or through the nedium of sone other reflective surface. A ways
before I had seen ny face reversed, in reflection: but now | saw nyself as the rest of the world
saw nme. It seenmed a trivial difference; but it was oddly stranger than it shoul d have been. My

face was ... enpty; blank and expressionl ess.
Was this because | lay in trance-like sleep, and all of ny facial nuscles-which in ny waking
monments were in tension, giving my features what we call "expression"were now conpletely rel axed?

O was the strange bl ankness of ny features due to the fact that ny body was

now unt enant ed?

| cannot answer now, nor could | then

Curiously, | turned nmy gaze upon nmy own being, and found that to the eyes of ny immuaterial self |
was an invisible spirit. Indeed, now that | began to accustomnyself to this peculiar state, |
felt oddly unaware of nyself in every way. A man in the flesh may strip hinself naked and yet be
aware of his bodily envelope in a thousand snmall ways-the roughness of a carpet against his bare
sol es-the chill w nd bl owi ng agai nst naked flanks-the thousand little internal sensations of the
body, tongue resting against teeth, dryness of throat, an itching finger. None of these | felt in
my new spirit-state: it was as if | did not possess a body at all

And, of course, that was the truth of the matter

I had |iberated nyself from ny body.

| was free!

Chapter 2

BEYOND THE MOON

To the windows |-drifted. | know of no other term whereby to describe the node of |oconbtion
enployed. | did not stride or even swmthrough the air: | ... moved. In ny bodiless state, the
whimwas father to the deed. | but thought of going over to | ook out of the wi ndow, and found

mysel f there without any sensation of having propelled nyself thither
| gazed out. The sun was all but gone now, mere guttering enbers burning am d the distant pines.

Suddenly, | wanted to be out in the open air . . . and again found that | had traversed an
interval of space with no sensation of having physically noved. | hovered far above the | awn,
whi ch | ay drowned in darkness below. Had | been here in the body, | should have experienced the
gi ddi ness of vertigo; now !l felt nothing. | hung in the air thirty feet above the wet grass, but
it was like a dreamof flight, rather than the physical experience.

A sudden intoxication seized nme: | could go anywhere-do anything! | rose to a great height with

the swi ftness of
“thought. The hilly Connecticut countryside lay spread out beneath ne, fields and forests and the
checkered farnms with their sown fields. The rooftops of the nearest community, Harritton, were

visible fromny height; | could see the white steeple of the Congregational church, the yellow
mar quee |ights of the cinema, the red neon sign of the Cozy Gak Bar and Gill, the | um nous
funnel s of noving headlights along the highway | eading to New Haven

At this height-in the flesh!-1 would have felt intense cold, the pressure of great w nds-but |

felt nothing. Nor

could I hear a sound, not even the beating of my own heart or the faint hollow roaring of blood
movi ng through the arteries of the inner ear, that seashell sound that is the closest to absol ute
silence man ever knows.

Why should | be able to see and not to hear? True, | was as immterial as thought itself, and
sound waves passed through nme w thout the slightest obstacle-but was not this true of |ight waves
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as well? And it was truly light by which | saw, not the ghostly |umnmi nance of sone astral sun, but
the Iight of the ordinary world. Why was | opaque to light, but transparent to sound or matter?
The anci ent pages of the Kan Chan Ga said nothing of this. And to this day | have no expl anati on
to offer; | can but set down exactly what | experienced, and |eave it to others wi ser than nyself
to expl ain.

| 1 ooked down. The woods bordering ny property lay below, all but invisible in the darkness.
Wthin those woods was a narrow stream by whose banks | had played as a child before polio struck
me down. A whim bore ne there without the slighest sensation of nmotion. The darkness under the
over hangi ng pi ne boughs was inky, but the nmoon was beginning to rise and a dimsilver radiance
pervaded the place. The streamwas wi der than | renmenbered, and the banks nore deeply cut-but that
shoul d be the case, considering the years that had passed.

A fat raccoon was washing its food in the gliding waters. | watched it with delight. Had | been
present in the body, the wary little fell ow woul d have vani shed in the bushes on the instant: now,
al though it paused, to rear up and peer around with bright eyes gleaning in its conic, black-
masked face, it showed no sign of being aware of ny presence.

Like this fat, furry little inhabitant of the woods, 1, too, was-free! | could go where |I would,
and no walls or barrier of steel could hinder ny passage.

Behind nme, in the great house, ny body lay in deep sleep. My heartbeat had slowed by this tinme, ny
body tenperature had dropped, and ny breathing was shallow. To | eave ny body far behi nd woul d not
cause it barmin any way, so the Kan Chan Ga assured ne. Were | to spend hours, or even days in
this insubstantial state, | could return to ny body in confidence that it had suffered in no way
fromthe departure of its tenant. In the deep trance state in which it nowlay, the fires of life
bur ned

very low. There were mininmal denands on that store of vitality in this state; to remain away for
days or even weeks would not nean that | would return to find a gaunt, starved corpse.

Nor did ny exertions while in this astral state cause any drain of energy. | was essentially

di senbodi ed thoughtfree spirit-and | drew upon cosmic sources of energy as yet unstudi ed by
Western sci ence.

The nmoon was rising now, it glowed like a shield of pure silver through the black branches. A
sudden heady intoxication seized ne-l1 could travel wherever | mightto the very nmoon itself, if the
whi m pl eased ne!

But, no-nen of ny race had wal ked the desiccated powdery plains of that shining sphere-why shoul d
I, in the perfect freedomof ny spirit-state, .go where other nmen could travel ?

| gazed beyond the nmoon to where the ruddy spark of Mars burned like a dimcoal -Mars! The goal of
the human i magi nati on for untold centuries-1 could travel there, if | willed, with the unthinkable
swi ftness of thought itself! Wat matter the vast distances of interplanetary space: a nmllion
mles or eight millions are naught to the unl eashed spiritl

Upon the very thought, mnmy soul lifted with joy. To wal k the surface of another planet-to go where
no man of ny world had yet been in all the ages of infinite tine! Vague thoughts of the books I
had read with such fascination in nmy boyhood cane back to me-nenories of old Edgar Ri ce Burroughs
and his unforgettable Martian adventure classics-now |, too, like John Carter, could stride the
dead sea bottons of nysterious and ronantic Barsoon

Again, the whimwas father to the deed. In a twinkling the Earth vani shed beneath nme and the

bl ackness of space cl osed about ny being. The noon flashed by in a dimdazzle of gray-silver, and

the blurred red sphere swam up before nme until it filled my vision. | drifted down toward it -
like one in a dream and slowy canme to rest on anillinmtable dimplain of dry red sand and
crunbl i ng porous rock

About ne, stretching to a horizon that seened strangely closer than Terrestrial horizons, | stared

through the dimtw light of the Martian day. The sun was only a fierce, scorching, and intolerably
brilliant star at this vast dis-

tance, and it shed little Iight on the red desert and the | ow ancient hills.

I gazed up, searching for the fanbus twin noons, and at length | found them They were very nuch

smal l er than | had thought they would be, and very dim alnost invisible. | |ooked beyond themto
the Earth | had left behind, and found it, a dim renote blue star with a mnute silvery
conpani on.

Then | stared down at the dimlitters red sands beneath ne. | sought to bend and touch the sands,
but I had no bodily awareness at all and do not know if my spirit-self perforned the action or

not. This is very difficult to describe: I was not aware of having arns wherewith to reach, or a
wai st wherefromto bend; and all that chanced was that ny "level" sank until "I" was closer to the

ground t han before.
I next ascended and fl oated above the endl ess plain, searching for sone feature-either the
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| egendary canals the early astrononmers bad seen, or had thought they had seen---or the inmense
craters NASA had phot ographed from Mari ner.

| saw neither . . . instead, | saw-.a cityl

Excitenment flanmed up within me, and | sank toward it.

It lay in the shelter of encircling hills, and the red sands | apped up to drift about its squares
and to sift slowy into the streets. | stared about me with heartaching wonder. A city of tall,

i mpossi bly slender, incredibly graceful fluted towers with flaring tiers and swelling dones, al
fashi oned from sone unknown and glistening stone, |like pale golden narble, faintly veined with
green. There were broad avenues and mghty foruns and | ong shadowy arcades of slimcolums, and on
the slopes of the encircling hills, facing upon what had once been a broad seashore a billion
years ago, were the husks of lovely villas.

| drifted like a ghost through the deserted city, wondering what sort of beings had dwelt in these
enpty pal aces and what dreams they had dreaned, gazing up at the cold nockery of the stars. And in
a small square | found at last a |likeness of the | ong-gone dwellers of the seaside metropolis, and
gazed with wonder upon the slim graceful statue of palest alabaster, that |imed the |ikeness of
a race that bad died before the first Terrestrial manmal had risen fromthe prinordial sline.

It was manli ke, slender and inpossibly tall, with a

featurel ess oval for a head. Two of its several boneless linbs were lifted to the skies, and the
snoot h casque of its face was tilted on its long graceful neck, as if it stared up longingly at
the stars it could never reach

At the base of the statue was an inscription, but in no tongue known to nme, a |lovely, elaborated
script full of curlicues and flourishes.

| turned fromthe slim mournful, lovely thing restlessly: this city was a necropolis. Here

rei gned Death and only shadows drifted through these silent streets. | wandered on, floating above
the doned villas, and through the colum-fronted pal aces, and found nmurals filled with the

sl ender, facel ess bei ngs posed agai nst fantastic gardens that had withered to dust aeons ago: Not
even a bone had been left untouched by tine.

Beyond, on the stone quays where once the blue waves of a forgotten sea broke in sheeted foam
beneath the hurtling glory of the noons, | raised ny sight to the stars that blazed |ike strewn

di anonds on bl ack velvet, far clearer and nore brilliant than those that glitter through the

wat ery at nosphere of my own world

If I could traverse the abyss between the worlds, the stars thensel ves were not beyond ny reach
and | had no fear of becoming lost in the star-sewn i mensities of the universe, no fear of
traveling so far | could not find ny way back to that shell of flesh that |ay slunbering on Earth.
For the nere act of wishing ny return would cause it, even if | had no conception of distance or
direction.

So again 1 lifted up ny sight ... and a strange green star caught and held my attention

Geen it was, that distant spark, as a flane of enerald, and it blazed down steadily fromits
hei ght as if beckoning tome . . . as if calling ne fromthe illimtable vastnesses wherein it
hung.

Why this particular star, out of the mllions that jeweled the Martian night, seized ny attention
| cannot say. Perbaps it was only that green is a rare hue for stars and that | could not recal
havi ng ever seen a star of this strange color before. Or there nay have been sone other and far
stranger reason for the fascination which now seized upon nme-and of this | shall speak at another
time and in another place.

Suffice it to say that floating there amd the inpossibly slimtowers of the Martian city, | was
rapt and hel d by

the flame, of enerald green that blazed above me through the night. And | thought to mnyself-why
not ?-mere distance is no hurdle to a bodiless spirit-1 could circumavi gate the Universe itself,
if so | desired.

And | soared up fromthe barren surface of Mars and left the ghostly city behind ne to its shadows
and its inmrenorial nenories, and flew out into the greater universe that |ay beyond.

By now all conception of tine bad left me. In this bodiless spirit-realm both tinme and space-

di stance and durationwere wi thout real neaning, and | discovered that the awareness of passing
time is only a habit of the flesh-bound consciousness, no nore.

Thus | cannot say whether my flight to the Green Star was as swift as a flashing instant, or

occupi ed some duration. | was not aware of any slightest sensation of notion. The dimred di sk of
Mars shrank and vani shed beneath ne; the fierce star-like beacon of the sun dwi ndl ed and was | ost
inthe jeweled msts of clustered stars that gemmed the night. | flashed on through darkness in a

strange dreamike flight and it nay have been an aeon-or an instantbefore the Green Star swung
before ne |ike a trenmendous gl obe of vernal flane.
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For a long noment | floated there in space before the terrific orb of furious light.

Then a world swaminto view out of the darkness-a planet, like the one whereon | had been born, or
the one from whose surface | had flown hither, an instant or an aeon ago.

On sudden inpulse, | directed nmy flight toward the dimsilvery orb whose surface was weathed in

| acy nmists. Down through its atnosphere | flashed . . . down to the surface of a new and unknown
world . . . and into an adventure nore strange and perilous and thrilling than any other nan has
ever |ived!

Chapter 3

WORLD OF THE GREEN STAR

And | found nyself in the mdst of an astounding scene, unlike any surroundings | had ever seen
bef ore.

I magi ne a world whose skies are a done of dim pearly mists, through which but faintly a sun like
a sphere of incandescent eneral d bl azes.

A world of colossal trees-trees which | oomed about me on all sides-trees of such unthinkable girth
and height that beside their like the titanic Redwoods of California would dwi ndle to saplings-
trees that nust have towered two full mles into the nmsty, |umnous airl

I had cone to rest an enornous di stance above the surface of this strange new world. Near ne
soared the vast bole of a tree taller than nany Earthly nountains. Its trunk soared al oft, hidden
fromne by innunerabl e branches of conparabl e size-branches as broad as six-1ane hi ghways-from
whi ch burst an infinite nunber of strangely yellow | eaves | arger than nen.

Bel ow nme, the trunk of this forest titan dw ndl ed thousands of feet down until it al so becane
obscured and finally conceal ed by the tangle of imense boughs and the thickness of innunerous
| eaves. | could see perhaps half a mle in every direction, but everywhere | |ooked ny vision

eventual ly ended in masses of pale yellow | eaves or entangl ed oakli ke boughs of enornous size.
felt like an ant ami d Sequoiae, or a note floating anong the towers of Manhattan

The rays of the Green Star above the mists shone down through the i nmense foliage whose yell ow

|l eaves filtered the light into a strange di mgreen-gold gl oom

In this nystic half-light | began to perceive fornms of higher Iife. Perhaps six hundred feet from
where | hovered, a scarlet reptile with a sawtoothed spine clung with sucker-feet to the
under si de of one col ossal bough thrice the breadth of Broadway. The scarlet lizard itself was the
size of twin Bengal tigers

| caught a flicker of novenment bel ow nme-a twi nkle of jeweled brilliance, the glitter of gold, the
sheen of sheeted opal-and in the next instant my attention was riveted upon the nost fantastic
steed and rider inaginable.

The steed was |ike a dragonfly-but |larger than a Percheron. Four |ong narrow oval transl ucent
wings flickered in the currents of air ... wings like thin slices of glassy opal, veined with
crawl i ng threads of glistening jade!

A head like a glittering hel net of burnished gold, crowned with branching antennae of crinson

vel vet, soft as down; and, for eyes, the fabulous creature had two i mmense, curving, teardrop-
shaped protuberances of faceted jet.

Its long, tapering, and cylindrical body was plated with overlapping flat rings of flashing
silver, powdered with dust of azure. Like the goblin steed of sone inpossible elf-knight, it
flashed through the di manber gloomon its undreanmabl e m ssion

Then ny dazzl enent woke to astoni shed awe-for | glinpsed tasseled, silken reins affixed to the
base of the delicate antennae-a saddl e of padded and sunptuous vel vet belted about the torpedo-
like torso of the winged creature-and seated therein-an elfin knight in truth!

G aceful-slimas a ballet dancer-femnine in his delicate beauty-the chevalier nounted upon this
airy courser was all but nude. A cuirass of gilt leather formed a broad flat collar about his slim
throat and shielded his hairless, girlish chest, tapering to join the girdle he wore | ow about his
hips. CGens flashed and winked in the gilt |eather-red, green, and indigo.

This elfin chevalier wore a strange, conplicated helmof glittering glass: the design was vaguely
like that of antique Japanese arnor. A |ong gauzy plune of gossamer white floated back fromthe
horns of this fantastical helm

Beneath the helm this face was elfin in its delicate beauty-|arge anber-gol den eyes set aslant in
a fineboned, heart-shaped, point-chinned face. His skin was the

mel | ow tone of old ivory and his mouth a dainty pink rosebud.

H s shoul ders and arnms were bare, as were his long graceful |legs, but he wore stiff brocade
gauntlets, heavy with gold wire and flashing purple stones, and hi gh swasht opped corsair boots of
scarlet leather, with high gilt heels and jewel ed buckl es.

A long cloth of purple was wound about his supple loins, and attached to his warrior-harness he
wore a long rapier like a curved gl ass needl e.
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As | hung in mid-air, stunned with anmazenent at this gorgeous vision, the glittering elf-knight on
his dragonflysteed flashed by ne in a tw nkling and was gone.

But in his track came yet another, this one cloaked in drifting veils of msty gray, his loincloth
-of deep blue, his helmof intricate and di anond-studded silver, his plume a wi sp of shimering
gol d.

The second rider bore a slimlance of sharp glass, fromwhich a | ong banderol e of sul phurous
yel l ow, charged with a nine-pointed star of deep black, slowy uncoiled behind himin his flight.
He too flashed past nme, and now | saw that the two elfin warriors were ascending to a higher |evel-
perhaps to the i mensely broad branch far above ne.

They were the fore guard of a stately train, for now canme three in blazing yellow surcoats, the

bl ack star on their breasts, their slimfeatured faces nasked behind visors of silver cloth,
riding abreast |ike an honor guard.

And behind them borne through the misty golden twilight like Titania in her chariot, cane a
delicate car of fluted pearl shaped like a scallop shell, drawn by four gigantic dragonflies.
Throned therein on many-colored pillows was a man in a |long narrow robe of fierce yellowwith a
spi ky crown of black crystals on his brows and fathonl ess eyes of enerald flame, cold and
intelligent and subtle. In his ungauntleted hand he bore a scepter like a rod of black crystal
This aerial entourage ascended to the vast branch above me, and, drawn by a fascination | cannot
describe, | floated on their heels-to . a vision of supernal beauty transcending description

For atop the broad | evel branch ran a great boul evard of gray stone. And half a nmile away, where
the bough met and joined with the colossal trunk of the forest giant, a

city built' of ten thousand jewels flashed and glittered in the crotch of the trenendous tree!
Thus | first | ooked upon the genmmed ranparts of Phaolon the G orious-Jewel Gty of the Goddess-
Queencapital of the airy kingdom of the Laonese-wherein | was to find ny heart, ny destiny, and ny
own peculiar doon

As one enneshed in dream| followed the flying entourage to the | anding place before the high-
turreted gates of the Jewel City.

Their dragonfly steeds drifted to a |anding, as did the team which drew the pearly chariot of the
man in yell ow robes who wore the spiky nmiter of flashing black crystals.

A party of fairy knights cane forth to greet themw th high cerenony. Elfin heralds in jeweled
tabards like glittering tapestries flourished long, fluted silvery horns. An honor guard in colors
of gold and enerald saluted stiffly and I ed the way through gates that blazed with turquoise and

topaz . . . and | followed after, bedazzled by such beauty.
Into the faerie netropolis the party of visitors swept, and up a tall narrow staircase of
shimering crystals toward a towered edifice, |ike Queen Mab's pal ace.

Drawn up to either side, the elfin populace watched, but with no cheering. Mute and sullen and
unhappy were their expressions, or fiercely resentful, or tragic and bitter. It was as if a crue
and conquering enperor had arrived at their gates to demand utter surrender.

Into the nmosque-donmed pal ace they swept with regal and inperious stride. Through a tall, Gothic-
poi nted gateway studded with i mense, glittering jewels they swaggered, the gaunt, col d-eyed nan
with the crown of spiky black crystals striding before themwith the proud stance of a conqueror.

And at their heels, unseen, | flitted like an invisible spirit attendant on the presence of sone
mast er sorcerer.
The visiting party at length entered a vast, donmed audience hall, floored with milky jade and

roofed with a vaulted done of lucent ruby through which struck | evel shafts of burning and
sangui ne spl endor.

Here was assenbled a princely conmpany, begowned and begenmed in fantastic panoply-the court of
some Princess of Faerie-the Hall of a Goblin Queen! They stood

silent, with closed faces, bending inscrutable gaze on the tall man in narrow robes of fierce,

i ncandescent yellow, who strode through the throng, glancing neither to right nor left, bearing
hinself with all the arrogance of an enperor

They neither bowed nor nmade any salute as he passed, and their elfin features were inpassive and
unr eadabl e; but | saw anguish in the eyes of the wonen, and despair was witten on many a brow.
Intrigued by the nystery, by the strange and pregnant drama of the scene upon which | had
intruded, | lingered a tine to see what woul d occur

In the midst of the imensity of the ruby-doned hall a slimthrone towered atop a pedestal of
sparkling crystal. The chair, with its curved and slender legs of gilt, and high, fluted back
resenbled for all the world a chair fromthe reign of Louis XIV.

The throne stood enpty; slimlegged heralds, resting the belled nouths of |long silver bugles on
their hips, stood in a senmicircle about the untenanted throne, gens twi nkling on their tabards. A
bal d, fat-paunched chanmberlain in thick robes of inperial purple strode fromthe throng to bow
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stiffly before the cruel-faced man in the narrow yell ow robes.

There ensued a | engthy pause in which | sensed, but could not hear, the taut-stretched, aching

si |l ence.

And then the bugles bl ew

As a field of gorgeous flowers bows beneath a wave of wind, all that splendid and glittering
conpany sank in profound obei sance before the young wonan who appeared in a tall, pointed doorway.
She swept through the kneeling throng, past the tall, cold-faced man crowned with bl ack crystals,
mount ed the several tall steps of the dais, and seated herself in the gold throne.

And for the first tine | |ooked upon the incredible, the heart-shaki ng beauty of N anmh-N anh of
Phaol on, Goddess- Queen of the Jewel City!

Ni anh-the Queen of the Green Star! And queen of nmy heart fromthat first, breathless nonent to the
| ast nonent of ny lifel

Chapter 4

PRI NCESS OF THE JEVEL CI TY

How can | describe her as | first saw her, enthroned in her golden chair under that imense done
of dimand |um nous ruby? Words, | think, fail and falter before the task of describing such utter
perfection of feninine beauty.

She wasyoung, a girl, a mere child: she | ooked perhaps fourteen when | saw her first in the G eat
Hal I of Phaolon. Slimand graceful as a dancing girl, with her slight, tip-tilted breasts and

I ong, slender |1egs, she had the coltish grace of an adol escent which contrasted with her regal
queenly dignity.

She wore robes of dull, heavy plush-plush with a shimering silvery nap-plush the di mhue of
damask roses. A scoopi ng neckline exposed the upper slopes of her shallow, adol escent breasts,

| aid bare her slimshoulders and the fragility of her slender throat. Al of her upper bosom was
the creany hue of old nmellowivory.

The bodi ce of her gown fitted her Iike a second skin, and clung seductively to the sl ender wai st
and smoot h, boyi sh hips of Niamh. But from her girdle, slung | ow about her hips in the style of
the Renai ssance, the rose plush skirts of the gown swelled out like the open petals of sone soft,
lovely flower. This gown was slit up the sides, denmurely revealing the silken |oveliness of her
soft, snooth long | egs, naked to the upper thigh, and from beneath the hem of this gown could be
glinpsed the tiny, exquisite foot of a Mandarin princess, shod in slippers of golden filigree.
From heavy, telling puffed sleeves, her slimarns ex-

tended, bare and unadorned. In all that splendid conpany, N anh al one wore no gens at breast or
throat, |obe or brow or fingers. She had no need of the frozen mneral fire to add luster or
brilliance to her |oveliness.

Her face was fine-boned, heart-shaped, exquisite. Beneath delicately arched brows, her eyes were
enornous wells of depthless anber flane wherein flakes of gold fire trenmbled. Thick jetty I ashes
enshadowed the dark flanme of her eyes, but her hair, elaborately teased and tw sted and coiffed,
was startlingly white: a fantastic confection of frosted sugar, an exquisite construction of spun
silver.

Her nmouth was a | uscious rosebud, daintily pink, noistly seductive.

A delicate flower of superb and breathtaking |oveliness was Nianh the Fair, when first | | ooked
upon her there on the gilt throne, bathed in shafts of sonber and ruby light fromthe holl ow done
above.

The portly chanberlain rang his great silver nace of office against the polished tiles; and there
comenced a scene of dramatic confrontation which baffled and maddened ne-for, not only was it
conducted in a | anguage unknown to me, but a | anguage whose tones | could not even hear

The spirit-state in which | floated unseen had annoying properties. A though | could see clearly,
by the agency of sone interaction of forces inexplicable to ne then and now, no sound what soever
reached ny inpal pabl e senses. Thus it was that the tense drama now enacted before ne was conducted
in total silence, insofar as | was concerned.

The tall gaunt man with the cruel face and intense eyes, whose nanme was Akhmim as | later

| earned, seened to be presenting the princess with an ultimtumof sonme sort. He set forth his
terns with vehement gestures and enphatic curtness, dictating, as | gathered, froma position of
superiority. That his terns were unpal atable | assuned fromthe gl um expressions on the faces of
those courtiers nearest to ne; and that they were perenptory and affrontive | gathered fromthe
stiffness of Niamh's posture and fromthe rich color that glowed in her cheeks.

There was a sneering insolence in Akhmi m s arrogant posture, in the negligent courtesy he nade to
the throne, and in the insufferable snugness wherewith he rested his

case, awaiting with folded arns and | ofty expression the reply of the princess.

As for N amh, |long | ashes hooded the anber fire of her eyes, but indignation colored her cheeks
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and her breasts rose and fell, panting with suppressed fury.
As for me, although | understood none of this, |I longed to seize Akhmi m by the scruff of the neck
and the seat of his robe and chuck himout of the hall in a npbst uncerenpni ous noni ous nmanner

calculated to bruise his selfinportance, if not even nore tender portions of his physical anatony.
And if | read correctly the outrage and insult that snoldered in the gaze of many of N amh's
courtiers, there were many in the hall that day who woul d have appl auded such an act, had it been
possible for me to performit.

Still N amh hesitated before giving her answer to the ultimatumof Akhmim | sonehow sensed that
her reply, once given, would be irrevocabl e.

Then sonet hi ng caught ny attention, and drew ne fromthis scene of tension. Nianmh's gilt throne
rose on a manytiered pedestal in the center of the hall; but the hall itself was cruciform Ilike
the crux forned by the two passages of a cathedral, and, where the nave of a cathedral woul d be,
there rose a nost curious structure. It was |ike an i nmense sarcophagus, but one built of delicate
bl own gl ass, chased with arabesques and painted with inscriptions in a tongue unknown to ne.
Wthin this crystal coffin there reposed the body of a man so perfectly preserved that his
appearance was in all details utterly lifelike. Indeed, you would have unhesitatingly sworn he was
not dead at all, but lay in light slunber. The bloomof life was on his cheeks, his grimlips were
nmoi st, al most you saw his deep chest trenble to the susurration of |ight breathing.

In no way did he resenble the dainty, effeninate nen of Phaol on. \Were they were small and
exquisite, he was tall, broad of shoulder, with great arns and thighs of nmighty girth. Were their
linmbs were delicate as those of snoboth young girls, his were corded with sinews, thick with
swelling thews. Where their faces were fine-boned and elfin, his was a rude frame of jutting bone,
square and nassive of jaw, swarthy of hue, and, |acking their snpothness, rough and harsh as from
the burning kiss of tropic suns and the I ash of stinging tenpests.

He had been a nighty warrior, | guessed, and perhaps

had | ed many a war-host in the field: for the stern, grimlipped air of conmand | ay about himlike
a crimson cl oak.

He was uncl ot hed, the Sl eeping One-which, as | later |earned, was what the fol k of Phaolon called
the warrior in the crystal coffin-and his great arns |ay folded upon his breast, where they were
cl enched about the nassive ponmel of a gigantic broadsword of blue steel. A glittering scarlet
crystal flashed and wi nked in the pormel of that sword.

Sonet hi ng about the Sl eeping One caught nmy attention, drew me to the gl ass sarcophagus wherein he
| ay enshrined. | cannot explain the fascination that mghty formexerted upon ny inagination; it
was as if every line and |lineanent of those grimfeatures was engraved upon the tablets of ny
menory-as if | had known him sonewhere, sonewhen, perhaps in sone forner life

| drifted dowmn toward the great figure, where it lay stretched out upon a pallet of sunptuous
velvets. And then there occurred a nmiracle, the strangest anong the many | had thus far
experienced; for my spirit-self floated down to scrutinize the body of the Sleeping One-and
entered it-

And |ived again in human fl esh!

The transition fromdi senbodied spirit to a spirit which dwelt in living flesh was instantaneous
and utterly astounding. In ny spirit-state | had been aware of no bodily sensati ons what soever - now
the pul se thundered in ny tenples, the heart |abored in ny breast, and nmy |lungs ached, starving
for air!

Wth an involuntary start of surprise, ny thews convul sed; | rose frommy pallet, brandishing ny
arnms, and the great broadsword to which | clung clove through the gl ass sarcophagus, shattering it
to ten thousand ringing shards

The expl osion of shattering glass filled the hall with ringing echoes. A hundred startled eyes
turned to see ne rise fromny place anong the glorious dead. The miracle of nmy resurrection wung
a gasp of stupefied anmazenent from a hundred throats.

But none in all that place were nore astounded at this turn of events than was | mysel f!

For | had not willed nyself down into that dead or

sl eeping form Hovering near, | had been caught helpless in the attracti on of some force unknown
to ne, sucked down as by a vortex into that body, helpless to resist the suction as any chip
caught in a nael strom

Ni amh stared at me with unbelief in her wide eyes and astonishnent witten in her face.

From where he stood before the throne, Akhmimregarded ne as if | were an apparition. | sensed
that something in ny resurrection-perhaps its timng, which had cone alnost as if in answer to his
ul ti mat undi sconcerted him shook his arrogance, struck doubt into the arnmor of his confidence.

For a breathl ess nonent he stood, twi sted about awkwardly in his stiff robes, |ooking
unconfortabl e and sonehow foolish. And he knewit, for he paled and bit his lip and tugged at his
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garnents as if to rearrange them

For a |l ong nonent the entire company stood frozen in shock. No one spoke or nmoved. Then, from
anong a rank of courtiers who stood in a semcircle behind Niamh's throne, one elderly sage thrust
hinself to the fore and addressed nme. Fromthe rising lilt of his tones | gathered it was an
interrogation. The only trouble was that the questi on was spoken in a | anguage conpl etely unknown
to ne-a fluid, musical tongue that sounded rather |like a cross between Hawaiian and French, with a
sibilant tang of old Castilian

The question thus addressed to ne was spoken in loud, clear tones fully audible to all who stood
wi thin the ruby-doned hall. \Watever the nature of the query may have been, | sensed fromthe
breathl ess silence that foll owed upon the old man's words, and fromthe keen and alert fixity with
which all eyes were trained upon ne, that it was one of enornous inmportance. Wthout exception

all who stood there waited in tense expectancy for ny reply.

From the nmonent | had stood up, shattering free of the glass sarcophagus, | had stood
moti onl essly, my face inpassive, clenching the mghty broadsword in one scarred fist. | had not
chosen this inmobile stance consciouslythe fact of the nmatter was that | was suffering exquisitely
fromthe tornent of renewed circulation. How |long this trance-bound body had slept inits
transparent tonb I did not know, but the pins-and-needl es sensation of nunb flesh awakeni ng and
the intol erable ache of |ong-unused nus-

cles forced to work again, conbined in a torture beyond description

In ny agony, | scarcely heard the sage's query, and it was not until long after that | realized
its inportance, and the inport of nmy answer. By pure accident, w thout even thinking, | did
precisely the right thing.

| - nodded.

And in the next instant the ruby done above rang to a peal of thunderous acclanmation. Joy bl azed
in the eyes of the throng; exaltation shone in their happy faces. Indescribable relief and bliss
glowed in the face of Niamh the Fair. Her eyes shone down on ne, brilliant with an inexplicable
fervor, and she clasped her small hands to her throbbing heart in an ecstasy beyond all ny

conpr ehensi on.

A burly, hard-faced guard captain, who stood very near the foot of his princess' dais, turned upon
me a gaze of wordl ess adoration. Then he renoved his sword fromhis scabbard and raised it al oft
in salute to ne.

A hundred swords | eaped fromtheir scabbards to flash aloft like narrowmrrors in the rich glory
from above

And froma hundred throats rang one word-

"Chong! Chong! CHONG "

And | knew it was no word, but a nane.

My nane!

Chapter 5

THE W SDOM OF KHI N. NOM

At the command of ny royal hostess, a gorgeouslyappointed suite of apartnents was reserved for ne,
and a squadron of guards-warriors vied for the honor of serving ne, led by the hard-faced captain
who had been the first of all to hail me. H's name was Pant hon

My own name | first mistook to be Kyr-Chong, for thus | was addressed by all who spoke to ne,

i ncl udi ng Panthon and his warriors. It was only later, as | becane fanmliar with the oddly nusica
| anguage spoken by the Laonese, as the folk of Phaolon termtheir race, that | came to understand
the phonenme kyr was a prefix of honor, denoting sonething |ike "Lord Chong" or perhaps "Sir
Chong"; as for "Chong" itself, it was an affectionate dimnutive, used in a bl ending of respect
and |l ove, as the Englishnen of old referred to Richard the Lionhearted as "stout old R ck" or as
those of a | ater age spoke of Henry V as "Hal" or "Harry."

My full nanme, it seenmed, was Chongaphon tai-VenaVena, and the allusions above to the Lionheart and
the victor of Agincourt are not far off the mark. For Lord Chong had been a warrior hero of nythic
fame, a doer of |egendary deeds. No doubt existed in those who clustered about me on ny rare
publ i c appearances but that | was that nmighty man, reborn again in nmy original body, which had
been perfectly preserved agai nst just such an eventuality. An ancient prophecy had been nade that
sonmeday in great tinme of need | would return again to lead the warriors of Phaolon the Jewel City
to victories and triunphs

as of old, and to save the realmfromdoomin its hour of ultinmate peril.

| amcertain that ny total ignorance of the Laonese, of their history, their |anguage, and their
ways, was carefully kept secret fromthe courtiers and the comonfol k. The nobst enbarrassing
element in ny "amesia"-for thus it was regarded-was ny lack of any famliarity with the |anguage.
This was first on the agenda of my education
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My tutor in all things was the sane elderly sage who had addressed ne across the frozen throng on
the day of ny revivification. Hi s nane was Khi n-nom and he was one of the chief advisors of the
princess. | amat a loss to find an office relative to his in terns of Terrene history. It is not
that he was premer or prime mnister or secretary of state or a politician of any kind, such

of fices being thoroughly unknown anong the Laonese, who place all authority and power in the hands
of the nonarch alone. He was sinply a man of great age and wit and | earning, with experience in
every field of know edge: call hima philosopher and you will not be far fromthe truth.
Khin-nomtreated ne with the utnost deference during our linguistic sessions, but he was too
shrewd, too intelligent, to regard ne with the awe and veneration others displayed toward ne,

whi ch ampunted virtually to worship. For several hours each day he practiced with me in the
Laonese tongue, and his nmethod of teaching was strikingly practical. The first such session opened
with himcalling ny attention to his lifted forefinger; he pronounced in clear tones the word
phos, which | repeated aloud, i mediately catching onto the idea that this was to be a | anguage

| esson.

Next he opened the fingers of his closed fist one by one, and spoke the word phosa, which

assuned correctly to he the plural. Then, indicating his entire hand, he pronounced the word
ephosa; he then gave ne the Laonese words for the wist, forearm el bow, shoul der, neck, chin, and
so on, indicating each bodily part and speaki ng the rel evant Laonese word in clear enunciation
That first session lasted all of one afternoon, and once | had been introduced to a dozen or
fifteen words in this manner, we rel axed and he refreshed me on what | had | earned by pointing to
random parts of his anatomy and eliciting fromme its name in Laonese. | made few errors
Thereafter we net every day, inmediately follow ng the

noon neal. Each subsequent |esson opened with a quick review of what | had learned in the |ast,
before continuing on to a fresh group of words. These early sessions were quite easy. Parts of the
body, colors, garnments, the nanes of substances |ike stone, wood, crystal, and netal, these
mastered with surprising ease, alnpbst as if | were nmerely renenbering a | anguage | had once known,
rather than attenpting to learn a new one. The sessions gradually became nmuch nore difficult, as
we passed beyond physical objects into abstractions such as verbs, adverbs, and adjectives.

I have al ways had a knack for |anguages, and in nmy youth had taught nyself, or had | earned from
private tutors, not only German, Latin, and a sketchy fanmiliarity with Ti betan and Hebrew, but

al so Greek and Sanskrit. However, | had never before had any reason to naster a | anguage so

qui ckly, and without already sharing a common tongue with the nan who was teaching me; so ny
Laonese | essons were simultaneously easier and nore difficult than my previous |inguistic studies,
if you see what | rmean.

However, working steadily away at it for hours at a tine, day after day, | learned the |Ianguage in
what seenms a remarkably short tinme --enough of it to be able to handle nyself in casua
conversation, at least. My tutor seened quite satisfied with the progress | was making, and | was
quite inpressed with it myself.

This Khin-nomwas a dignified, aristocratic man of elderly years. He | ooked about sixty, but
actually this is only a guess on ny part and | have no idea as to his precise age, for anong the
Laonese it is considered poor nmanners to inquire into the subject, which is taboo with themfor
sone reason | never | earned.

He was rather tall for his race, three or four inches under six feet, and of slender build, with

| ong beautiful hands, expressive eyes, and a | ean, bony face the color of old parchment. | believe
he was bald, as is comonly the case anbng those of the Laonese who attain to a dignified old age,
but as he habitually wore a tall, five-sided hat of stiff brocade, | cannot be certain. He had a

| ong, pointed chin which was adorned by a narrow beard he kept dyed in prisnmatic colors to match

t he hi gh-necked, | ong-sleeved

robes he wore. The colors he favored were generally indigo, rust, chartreuse, and a virulent shade
of green.

| have said that Khin-nom approached the task of instructing me in the Laonese tongue in a
practical manner. By this | mean that we plunged at once into our |anguage | essons and did not
deviate fromtheminto other areas of discussion. Every afternoon he appeared in ny suite, bowed
gracefully with both hands pressed together, seated hinself on a stool of carved ivory, and
proceeded at once with the | essons. Later on, as | becane steadily nore proficient in the Laonese

tongue, | attenpted to nake halting conversation with himseveral tinmes, in order to learn the
answers to sonme of the many questions which tormented ny curiosity. But to each of these
conversational overtures he gracefully declined coment. | assuned that either he had been ordered

to answer none of ny questions, or that he preferred not to for reasons of his own.
As | gradually becane able to understand the | anguage and to nake nmysel f understood in it,
however, | sought answers to sone of the nysteries that plagued ne fromthe warriors who attended
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me, principally fromgrizzled Panthon.

He was a stern-faced sol dier of about forty, his thin hair cut short and grizzled at the tenples,
his bearing stiff and martial, and there was about hi mnone of the daintiness or |anguor which

| ent nost of the nmle Laonese, regardl ess of age, a certain elfin effem nacy.

"Pant hon," | would ask him when we were al one, "who do your people think me to be?"

"Chong the M ghty cone again, lord," he would reply

| ay.

"Is it a precept of your religion that the dead are reborn and |ive agai n?"

The question seened to baffle him and he funbled for a reply. | eventually gathered that ny case

was W t hout precedent and that the Laonese religion had no especial teaching on the matter of
rebirth: but, as it was selfevident that | was Chong the Mghty, and as ny rebirth had been

wi tnessed by the entire court, the fact of it was obvious.

"Does it not puzzle those who think me Chong the Mghty returned to life, that | need to be taught
your |anguage all over again, that | need to be instructed in

your |l anguage as if | had never before known it?" | asked. Again he did not seemto know how to
answer ne. A sinple man of few words, my honest, faithful Panthon, and not very nuch given to
thinking things out on his own. | gathered fromhis halting reply that ny secl usion kept very nany
fromknowi ng that | had to be taught the |anguage; and, anyway, | was Chong. |If Chong wi shed to be
taught sonet hing, who could question it? My reasons, doubtless, were ny own: and that was that.

Si npl e, |oyal Panthonl

Once in a while, on formal occasions, | dined in state before the assenbled court and in the
conpany of the exquisite young princess, in the grand banquet hall of her pal ace,

These feasts were cerenonial functions, perfornmed periodically, to which nmenbers of the various
ranks of the aristocracies were invited on a sort of rotation system The Laonese culture was very
anci ent and had been stable for nmillennia, until by now it had becone so encrusted with tradition
that formalities and precedents governed every detail of dress and deportment, every facet of
daily life. Such banquets, stiff with punctilio, elaborately cerenonious to the point of boredom
were virtually unendurable. But en route to one of them acconpani ed by the sage Khin-nom |
encount ered sonet hing whi ch noved ne deeply.

W had descended a coiling staircase of carven al abaster and were about to enter a |ong, high-
roofed corridor lined with an honor guard of bejewel ed and bepl uned Laonese chivalry, when |
stopped short, ny gaze caught by a nopst inposing nonument.

There was a huge rotunda at the base of this spiral stairway fromwhich the corridor branched off,
and rising fromthe exact center of this rotunda was a col ossal statue of a heroic youth shielding
his breast with an arrowstudded buckler, lifting his face defiantly to heaven, thrusting skyward
with the hilt of a broken sword.

The substance from whi ch sonme Laonese M chel angel o or Canova had carved this heroic col ossus was a
sparkling crystal which resenbled dianond in its purity and multicolored fire, but which was in
fact, as | later |earned, organic. The crystalline substance, however, was enor-

mously rare and valuable, in that respect also not unlike di anond.

And the statue was thirty feet highl

| stared up at it in amazenent, struck not only by the fabul ous richness of the thing, but by the
brilliance of its artistic genius.

As | paused, old Khin-nomhalted, and eyed nme shrewdly and with a touch of humor in the sly
expression of his eyes as | stood gaping.

"Does ny lord recognize the figure?" he purred.

| admitted that | did not-which must have amused the w se ol d phil osopher, although he was too
clever to showit.

"It is yourself, my lord, in the fourteenth of your Deeds, the tine you battled agai nst and sl ew
the Great Ythid of Dionpharna," he said casually.

I knew enough of the |anguage of this strange, m st veiled world of the Green Star by now to
recogni ze the word. To the Laonese, the ythid is a nonster so dread as to have becone synbolic and
myt hol ogi cal , save that such reptiles, though rare, do indeed exist.

We wal ked on in silence. As for nyself, | was sonewhat shaken. It is, after all, not every day
that a man finds out he is a dragon sl ayer

| began to entertain doubts as to the wi sdom of continuing my inposture of a | egendary hero
mracul ously returned to life. It is all very well to be the reincarnation of a fanous dragon
killer of yore, but what if my royal hostess suddenly called upon nme to repeat ny cel ebrated deed?
Part |1

THE BOOK OF NI AMH THE FAIR

Chapter 6
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THE SHADOW OF AKHM M

The banquet to which we were bound on that particul ar evening was one of the frequent cerenonia
functions tradition required of the Jewel City nonarch

The Iife of the princess was bound to every side by centuries-old patterns of enornously
conplicated tradition and ritual. Periodically, the Princess of Phaolon was required to feast
representatives of the several aristocracies of her realm | have no idea as to the reason why. It
may have been sonething in the nature of a renewal of the aristocrats in their rank, or a symbolic
token of the interdependency of the sovereign and the aristocracies, ritualized by their sharing
of a conmon neal, or sonething to do with the national religion, which as yet | understood

i mperfectly.

At any rate, such occasions were a crashing bore, interm nable evening-long neals of thirty or
forty courses, interspersed with flowery speeches, cerenoni al dances and poetry recitals,

el aborate courtesies, and obscure traditional gestures, such as the pouring of three drops from
every winecup into silver salvers borne around the banquet hall by an endl ess successi on of pages,
for no conceivabl e reason or purpose.

Certain different incenses were burned during certain courses by Laonese priests in elaborately

di fferent robes and accouternments stationed at small altars situated here and there. Sonething

i ke spruce gum was burned during a course of small cubes of beef-like nmeat in cream sauce,
skewered with tiny silver forks; a thickly odorous incense like nyrrh was sizzled in golden pans
during a course of breaded fish; a sharp and pungent perfume, |ike pine needles, was poured on
braziers of coals during yet another course consisting of small slivers of sweet white nmeat cooked
in sugary w ne.

The el aborately artificial aspects of these interm nabl e banquets was unendurabl e. Nobody knew why
or how these custons had arisen, but arisen they had, and, once hallowed by a few centuries of
tradition, a facet of behavior becane crystallized in Laonese society and was there to stay.
Luckily for me, during the early phases of nmy education when | was still largely unfamiliar with
the | anguage, no one required me to deliver any of the |engthy speeches, flowery conplinents, or
recitals of national poetry, which droned on nore or |ess constantly during the succession of

courses. | was politely ignored during these banquets, for it was thought that a ritual period of
acclimatization was required of one who had but recently returned fromthe Wrld Above, as the
Laonese conception of heaven is termed. So | just nibbled at the various courses, guzzled wi ne,

and tried to ignore the so-called festivities.

Custom ritual, precedent, and tradition rule the Laonese aristocracies and, to a | esser extent,
the common folk, and this endlessly conplicated code of cerenonial behavior controlled and
governed virtually every phase and detail of everyday life. In this, as in certain other things,

it resenbled the Chinese civilization of the inperial periods.

| use the plural, "aristocracies," because the Laonese society was an hierarchical one, nade up of
a nunber of different ranks. There were, for exanple, what might be called the | anded gentry-
menbers of ancient famlies with an hereditary claimto certain territories of the realm Menbers
of this aristocracy were known as the thurkuz. Their highest ranking nenber and nost voca
spokesman was a stiff-necked ol d woman, the Kyra Vaoni ca du Kai koos, which translates as Lady (or
Dane) Vaoni ca of Kai koos; she was a sort of duchess.

The second aristocracy was made up of those fanmilies descended from Laonese patriots or heroes who
had been ennobl ed for their services to the throne, just as English nonarchs have bestowed titles
on their war heroes like Lord Nelson or the Duke of Wellington. The custom of honoring outstanding
heroes with ranks and titles was popul ar anong earlier Laonese sovereigns, but had di ed out
somewhat | ately. However, these honors were of a different kind and nature fromthose of the
thurkuz, the landed gentry. This second aristocracy was called the aophet, which neans sonethi ng
like "sprung fromthe heroes.” In ny incarnation as Lord Chong, | belonged to this particular
aristocracy nyself. In fact, | now took precedence as highest ranking peer and spokesman of the
aophet, displacing a suave baron nanmed | ohom who had been senior lord of the aophet before ny
revivification.

There was a third aristocracy whose difference fromthe others was a subtle one, so subtle | never
quite managed to grasp the difference. It consisted of those with titular honors, sone exceedingly
fanciful, others thoroughly devoid of neaning as far as | could see. This particular aristocracy,

t he iophua, held hereditary honors such as Lord Custodian of the Nine Ivory Batons, or Privy
Guardi an of the Silver Book of Hshan, or High Steward of the Scarlet Flask, and so on

A tradition-encrusted people, the Laonese! For never once did | see the Lord Custodian with a
baton of any kind, nuch |ess an ivory one. The H gh Steward bad a noticeable fondness for the w ne
flask, all right, but I never saw himw th a scarlet one. And as for the Privy Guardian, fromthe
way be usually snored through the poetry recitals, | cannot conceive of him as possessing interest
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in any book, much |ess Hshan's.

There | eas one thing that could be said for these fornmal banquets, and that was that they gave ne
a chance to see N amh.

At these functions, the Laonese dine fromlow taborets while seated cross-|egged on cushi ons. But

the princess and I, as only befitting our superior degree, sat in regular chairs at opposite ends
of a dais. | thus had the pl easant opportunity to feast ny eyes on her while feasting ny belly.
How | ovel y she was! Sapling-slim demure, exquisite as a fairy princess. | have had little to do

with women; during nmy life on Earth, as a cripple, it seemed to ne inpossible that | could ever be
anyt hing other than an object of either pity or contenpt in the eyes of a beautiful woman.
Desiring to be neither, | avoided their conpany, although ny appetite was as nornmal as that of any
whol e and healthy man. Now | basked in the bliss of her nearness, and the shy sidew se | ooks she
sonetines cast at nme, denurely, fromunder silken |ashes, did not escape ne. How wondrous strange

it was, to feel nyself the object of a beautiful girl's admration! How thrilling to know nyself
tall and strong, a hero, a warrior of inmmrtal deeds, in the eyes of all who | ooked upon ne!
At times | questioned ny wisdomin lingering here on the Wrld of the Green Star. | was not the

mythic Hercules they fancied me to be, but a strange wanderer cone hence on a weird voyage, caught
in a body that was not nmy own, enjoying the worship and adul ati on which bel onged to soneone el se

| feel certain that the old sage, Khin-nom doubted the truth of my revivification. Suppose

questi ons were asked of me concerning nmy first life as Lord Chong-questions | could not answer,
bearing on a life that | had never lived? Wuld it not be wiser for ne to quit this borrowed body
and return to take up the life that was ny own?

I hesitated-1 lingered-1 procrastinated; and can any wonder that | put off returning to the body
of a cripple, turning nmy back on this weird and gorgeous world of mile-high trees, jewel box
cities, and elfin knights nounted on dragonflies? For what was there for ne to go hone to, but a
dreary life of books and dreans, prisoned in a paralyzed carcass that could not take a step

wi t hout assi stance?

And so | stayed on... and lost ny heart.

Time and again | puzzl ed over the neaning of that dramatic scene | had interrupted with ny

i nvol untary resurrection. Wiat was the substance of that tense confrontation | had spied upon
unseen, when the cold-faced man in robes of eye-hurting yellow, crowned with spiky black crystals,
had stood in challenge before the tall throne of Phaolon and hurled his insolence in the
fiowerlike face of N amh the Fair?

The el derly phil osopher but tugged at his indigo beard, avoiding my questions by ignoring them and
pressing on with our unremtting | anguage | essons. Captain Panthon, usually my prinme source of

i nfornation, seened oddly reluctant to reply to ny queries. | have since concluded that his
reluctance was in deference to hallowed tradition: nen of the khaweng-ya, the warrior class, do
not discuss high matters; the doings of their lords and betters are subjects unfit for gossip or
specul ati on.

Bit by bit | pieced together a patchwork picture of the situation, gathering hints and clues from
a careless word let fall in ny presence, a scrap of conversation overheard, or veiled references
mur nur ed when | was not supposed to be |istening.

The man in the yell ow robes, it seened, had been Akhnmim who was the prince of another tree-city
called Ardha. His ultimatumwas a marriage proposal

It seems that precedent and tradition hallow the masculine gender, alone deened fit to wield
sovereignty. A Queen regnant is a novelty unheard-of in all the placid mllennia of Laonese
annals. It is not exactly that a woman ruler is forbidden by any I aw of gods or nmen: it is sinply
sonet hi ng new and strange and different. And to the tinid, epheneral Laonese, whose |ives are
dominated by ritual and antique custom the new and novel is anathemn, or at |east highly suspect.
Ni anh was a slave to custom too; but it is the art of a nonarch to interpret tradition in support
of the royal will. And the will of princes is |l ess subject to the ghostly authority of the past
than are the wills of those who are accustonmed to being rul ed over by princes.

For ages a tension has stretched between the two treecities. Nothing so overt as war-that custom
happily is nost rare here on the Wrld of the G een Star-but a certain rivalry, an unease. The
fol k of Phaolon, then, were on the horns of a particularly galling dilema. On the one

hand, every precept of customand tradition cried out that a princess could not rule alone; on the
other, they loathed the notion of yielding the hand of their beloved Nianmh to the unwel cone and
unl oved Tyrant-Prince of Ardha.

Ni amh had wei ghed the custom of nasculine rule against the traditional envy and suspicion the folk
of Phaolon felt for the nen of Ardha, and had chosen the course of action |least offensive to

tradi tion-she would rul e al one.

On the day of mny resurrection, Akhm mof Ardha had cone with an ultimatum The benign will of the
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Worl d Above, the unani mous precedent of a thousand regnant kings, the crushing weight of age-old
aut hority, demanded she wed a prince of her rank and yield prinmacy to him Only the shadowy
divinities of the Wrld Above knew what shattering thunderbolts of calamty and catacl ysm woul d
ensue, if a worman nai ntai ned her grasp on the throne of Phaolon in blind defiance of tradition and
holy precedent. Did the Princess Niamh, in her mad arrogance and folly, possess sone secret sign
from heaven that the Wrld Above would tolerate her mad anbition? Akhnmimcried aloud to the Geen
Star for some token or omen that heaven favored her in her folly-

And in that fateful noment, 1 thundered to life in nmy tonb!

Smal | wonder that at the tine | sensed ny coming forth had di sconcerted Akhmim throw ng him off-
bal ance. "Of-bal ance" indeed! He had been petrified with horror, frozen with unbelieving shock
What sign could have been nore dramatic than ny springing to life, the shards of ny splintered

sar cophagus ringi ng about ne on the glistening pave?

None coul d blanme the Princess of Phaolon for interpreting nmy miraculous return to the lands of the
living as a sign fromthe Wrld Above. The timing of the event alone confirmed it. A nore
sensationally dramatic affirmati on of Nianmh's sacred right to her throne could hardly have been

i magi ned than the sudden reincarnation of the m ghty Chong, hero of a thousand | egends, the nythic
def ender of her own great dynasty in the age of her forefathers.

Akhmi m crushed, shaken to the core, had fled the hall in confusion, and no word had come from him
si nce.
But his shadow |l ay over the Jewel City like a grimpall, like a cold gl oomof ominous fate to

conme. So close had

Akhm m stood to the throne he coveted, so swift had fate snatched it fromhis grasp, that few
coul d doubt he would not seek again to fulfill his desires. And in his path, | stood al one

Chapter ?

THE DANCE OF THE ZAl PH

The tine came when | had nmastered the lovely, musical |anguage of the Laonese.

To tell the truth, the ease and rapidity with which | had | earned the tongue of this strange world
surprised nme. It even frightened ne a little.

It was not so nuch |ike learning a new | anguage-a dreary process of word drills and nmenori zi ng-as
it was |like remenbering a | anguage | had known | ong, |ong ago, and all but forgotten with the
years.

Could there be any truth to the Laonese belief that | was their nmighty hero of old cone agai n? Wo
was this Kyr Chong the Mghty-how was it that his body had been so perfectly preserved that when
I, a wandering spirit, had chanced to wander near, it could be reaninated to |live again?

One pleasant result of mastering the tongue was that, now ny | essons were done, the ol d sage Khin-
nom permtted hinself to be engaged in conversation. The wily ol d phil osopher even granted nme the
answers to a few questions.

He smiled slyly, and replied to nmy query in his soft, purring voice: "Surely ny lord recalls that
he did not ever die, but fell victimto the wizard s spell!"”

"1 renmenber nothing of ny forner |ife, Khin-nom you who have had to patiently teach ne the tongue

all over again nust surely know that! | suspect death nust be as shattering a trauma as birth, and
spirits thrust forth suddenly on the dark wi nd disperse, their nmenories w ped

clean by the cataclysnic experience . . . but what do you nean, | never died? What w zard-and what
spel | ?"

W were in the sage's own suite, that day. A cool, pleasant, enpty room of whitewashed walls, and
many w ndows open to a nurmuring infinity of leafy solitude. Aroomfilled to the brimw th peace
and calm a roomfor contenplation

From a rack of scrolls he plucked one heavy tube of parchment. Mnute rows of hooked characters
mar ched up and down the sheet when he unfolded it, and his narrow finger followed themup and
down, down and up-the Laonese script is witten boustrophedon, like Hittite: back and forth, as an
ox plows a field.

He chanted sonme poetry at ne, but | understood little of it. The bardic epics that formthe center
of Pbaolon's national literature, the so-called Eight Classics, are witten in an obscure,
highfalutin diction very unlike everyday speech

"What is that, Khin-non?" | asked inpatiently.

He hooded his eyes, voice suave. "The epic of your Thirty Deeds, nmy lord! The thirtieth and | ast
was to rid the world of that w zard call ed Kryaphaom the Lord of Chosts. 'Twas he who sundered
your spirit fromyour flesh and hurled it forth into the void of msts beyond the world, beyond
the Green Star itself. You struck himdown to death in that same nonent, but already the death-
like sleep of a thousand years was upon you. Qur sacred forefathers nourned you, and preserved
your flesh in pure crystal against the time ordai ned, when your spirit should conme wandering hone
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frombeyond the stars . "
My skin crawl ed at the sly whisper, and nmy nape hairs prickled in primal awe. H s account was
uncanny in its closeness to the facts-for my spirit had in truth cone to this world from beyond
the stars. Fromthe dimtwilight of elder Mars the flickering beacon of the Green Star had call ed
to ne with a strange fascination . . . could it be that 1 renenbered it fromanother |ife?
Could it be that | really was Chong, or had once been him many lives before this last? Did the
eternal human spirit travel an endless cycle of birth and death and rebirth, as the Buddhists
taught and the | amas of Tibet believed? But if so, why was it that | renmenbered nothing of ny
former life as Chong the M ghty, hero of Phaol on and anci ent defender of its age-old throne?
Do the nenories of one |life fade, under the accunul ati on of experiences, as life upon life is laid
upon the soul like a palinpsest?

The inplications of this suggestion were soul -shaking, world-changing: | set themfromme firmy,
changi ng the subject.
"How do you, who dwell under eternal msts, know anything of the stars?" | demanded.

"There are rifts in the clouds that veil us from heaven," he said slyly. "In the sane wi se, there
may cone rifts in the forgetfulness that clouds ny lord's mnd, and gl eans of nenory fromhis life
as Chong may shine through ....

An even nore pleasant result of my mastery of the | anguage was that now | saw nuch nore of the
exqui site princess.

And not just at those endl ess formal banquets which | have described, either; we had severa
meetings, private audi ences they were, for once she learned I had conquered the tongue, she was
eager to talk with ne. | sweated, dreading questions about ny forner life which | could not
answer. Happily for ny peace, old Khin-nomwarned her that ny nenories were yet few and
fragmentary, that the many lives | had lived through on far, alien worlds lost in the vastness of
t he universe had di med and drowned out my nmenories of life in ancient Phaol on. Thank God for Khin-
noms tact! He had the delicate gift of adroit distortions of unpleasant truths that could have
made his fortune in diplonmacy.

I could never figure himout, the wily old sage. Was he on ny side, or against nme? | always
wondered what he really thought about nme; | can't believe he thought me truly Chong the Mghty
come again, and many were the sly, suave insinuations he delivered in this direction; however, he
never sought to expose nme for an interstellar inmpostor, and at tines, as above, in preface to ny
first private audience with Nianmh, he subtly protected me from exposure.

Li ke nost phil osophers, he was hinmself an enigna

My first audi ence was hel d under semiformal conditions, in an antechanber to the private
apartnments of the princess. It was neither a conpletely informal t"ete-a-tete, nor a conpletely
formal state audi ence. Curious as any

young girl, the princess nerely wanted to talk to me and ask ne questi ons.

She wore a sinple robe of some light, clinging white stuff that renmi nded nme of samite, and she sat
on a raised cushion, feet curled under her like a child. | was sweating and unconfortable in the
stiff brocades tradition required of one on such an occasion; and, fromtine to time, irked by the
wei ght of gem studded cuff-bands and the constriction of a high, tight collar stiffened with gold

wire, | twitched about, red-faced and suffering. Fromthe bl and expression on her flower-Ilike face
and the scarcely conceal ed flash of mischief in her great eyes, | suspect the girl took an inpish

relish in ny obvious disconfiture.

| felt far nore confortable the next day, when, dressed in warrior's harness, | acconpanied her on

a riding expedition. The el f-knights of Phaol on wear begemred and plunmed garnents, as | have

al ready described; such fancy dress m ght make them | ook suitable for a road show production of A
M dsumrer Night's Dream but the gaudy costunes are hardly fit for fighting in. Fortunately,
Chong's era lay in sinpler tines, and it was the shrewd notion of the princess that | would fee
nmore at hone in the sinple scale tunic, swash-topped boots, plate girdle, and cloak of my own
epoch. Actually, | still felt rather Iike a fugitive froma masquerade ball, but the sinpler

har ness of Chong's period was | ess confining, |ess ornate and ridicul ous, and afforded ne greater
ease of movenment.

"Riding" on the Wrld of the Green Star is a | ess-thanaccurate term Since the Laonese dwell in
tree-cities far above the ground, and shun the |land surface due to the terrible predators that
prow the floor of the continentsized forests, their steed of choice is w nged rather than hooved.
I was sonewhat tinmorous of nmounting these fantastical flying coursers, due as nuch to ny

i nexperience in the saddle as to a natural reluctance to swooping giddily through the air astride
not hi ng nore substantial than an enornous butterfly. But there was no hope for it, and a roya
invitation is the same as a royal command. And it ill-befitted the national hero of Phaolon to
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adnmit he was afraid of heightsl

The princess rode in a floating bubble drawn by i mense noths call ed dhua. These fantastic
creatures had long tubul ar bodies the size of Terrene crocodiles, but

banded with topaz dusted with powdered dianond, their heads great featurel ess casques of
glistening black horn with huge conpound eyes |ike faceted sapphires, and dainty antennae of
scarlet, knobbed at the tip with puffballs of velvet. They were weird and exquisite and | ooked
horribly frail to support such weight as human bodies; but then, at a flick of the reins, they
unf ol ded col ossal satiny w ngs of gorgeous emerald and sunset crinson, w ngs as huge as yacht
sai |l s!

The chariot in which the princess rode was a thin fluted shell of glossy pearl drawn by a team of
mat ched dhua. The kni ghts of her entourage and nysel f were saddl ed upon the backs of the titanic
not hs. These saddles were |ike highchairs, with back supports and hi gh ponmel s, fashi oned of
scarlet lizard-hide stretched tightly over weightless w cker frames. W were seated well forward
of the i mense gauzy wings, directly behind the glistening ovoid heads of our fantastical steeds,
and, nmuch to ny relief, we were belted securely to the saddles by saftey straps so that it was al
but inpossible to fall out.

To limber up the | ax, |ong-unused nuscles of this new body of mne, | had long since fornmed the
habit of working out with Panthon and the other warriors in ny service every afternoon, follow ng
t he concl usi on of each | anguage | esson. | bad practiced with broadsword and buckl er, bow and
javelin, until my nuscle tone was restored and ny body gl owed with health and vi gor

Enmpl oyi ng these anti que weapons with which, of course, | had never been familiar, | had noticed an
odd phenonenon. That is, while |I was not conscious of any famliarity in swordsmanshi p or archery,
the thews and sinews of ny body seened sonehow to "know' these weapons and wi thout even thinking
about it | blocked the blows of ny friendly opponents and dealt thema few shrewd strokes of ny
own.

It was as if the use of the Laonese weapons had been so deeply ingrained in the habit patterns of
the former resident of this flesh, that when | pernmitted my body to respond automatically to an

exerci se duel, ny very nuscles sonehow "renmenbered” their facilities of old. | suppose this is not
so remarkable as it seened to ne at the tinme; after all, the brain of Chong the Mghty stil
Iived, although his conscious mnd had been replaced by my own. Still, it was an uncanny

sensation, feeling your |inbs

react to habit patterns your consci ousness knew not hi ng of!

The sane strange feeling of unconscious faniliarity took possession of me fromthe noment | was
strapped into the high saddle of ny dhua. Chong had fl own these fantastical creatures a thousand
tinmes, and his body knew to a nicety each delicate flick or tension of the reins, and how to guide
the graceful courser of the air in flight. After a brief initial awkwardness, | relaxed, and |et
my body guide the dhua on its w nged way.

W floated through a gold and enerald twilight world of |eafy shadows and shafts of shining
sunlight. About us in every direction stretched hazy distances of bough and bl ossom The air had a
crisp, cool tang; the weightlessness of flight was exhilarating;, we soared and swooped and fl oated
with the effortless ease of a child's dreamof magic flight. |I felt like an el f-knight
acconpanying Titania on a fairy quest

The occasion was an annual event in the court cal endar. Once each year the gorgeous gigantic
dragonflies the Laonese call zcuph vie to mate with their winged queen. The nmating ritual is

call ed "The Dance of the Zaiph," and it was in truth weird and wondrous, beautiful and strange
beyond the reach of words.

The queen was an i mrense gol den thing of shimering |loveliness, twice again the size of the
glittering nales that strove to win her favors. Elfin huntsnen in velvet green with feathered caps
had caged her, awaiting our arrival to release the royal beauty. Al about, on the i mense
branches, nmal e zai ph hovered, trilling their unearthly serenade.

As Nianh floated near in her airy chariot, and gave the signal with a gesture of her dainty silver
riding whip, the cage flew open and the gorgeous queen spread w ngs of sheeted opal and | aunched
her golden flash toward the heavens. In the next instant, half a hundred dragon swai ns shot from
their perches, whirling aloft in a glitter of netallic splendor. W of the court sounded crysta
hunting horns and soared to match the ascent of the spiral horde that whirled skyward in a trai
behi nd t he gol den queen.

The splendid chase was an experience no Terrene hunt could match for exquisite thrill or

i ntoxicating beauty. W rode up vast sunshafts of incandescent jade, through clouds of gol den

| eaves, on the traces of soaring dragonflies as huge as stallions. The wi nd sang about us,

whi ppi ng our

cl oaks Ii ke wings. The enormous vans of our noth-steeds floated |ike sails of fantastic tapestry.
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Leaves |i ke sheeted foil swept past us: then we were above the branches in a misty void of opa
vapor that fell away to the world' s edge

Far, far aloft, pinned to the dimenerald star |like a wi nged brooch of flashing gold, the queen
hung, outpacing all her suitors save one splendid tawny-crinson brute whose head was a horned helm
of bl azing anethyst. As we soared bel ow their skyey height they circled each other-then clung,
mating i n sunshot ecstasy, like brilliant gods. In the nonent of their orgasm their opal vans
froze notionless. Locked in dual enbrace they fell fromthat jade eninence, blazing |ike neteors
down the vapory sky; fell flam ng fromour sight, dw ndling bel ow am dst the | eafage of the world-
tall trees.

| floated beside Niamh's chariot. Her face was flushed with the thrill of the chase, eyes afl ane
with rapture. And in that nonent our eyes | ooked deep into each other's, and her virginal soul was
naked to ny gaze.

An instant only; then silken | ashes veiled the maiden candor of her joy and her heart-shaped face
flushed crinson.

But in that instant, | |oved her, and she knewit.

Chapter 8

SWORD AGAI NST DRAGON

The chase done, we di smounted on the branch of a nearby tree for a court picnic.

The giant trees of the Wrld of the Geen Star are unbelievable in height and girth. In

conpari son, nen and wonen shrink to note-size, like ants next to skyscrapers. The main branches of
these forest col ossuses are broader than twel ve-lane hi ghways and sturdy enough to support entire
cities. The branches whereat we paused for our m dday neal, however, were |ess huge-say, of the

wi dth of ordinary streets.

Qur perch was not really precarious. The branches are gnarled and whorled and knotted, their
sheat hs of bark rough and coarse as broken rock face. One would have to be anazingly clunmsy to
slip or fall-and the Laonese are ninble as nountain goats, utterly unafraid of heights, with a
superb sense of bal ance.

Al'l about us hung | eaves the size of tents, lucently golden |ike vast sheets of antique parchnent;
eneral d shafts of sun, striking down through filtering layers of |eafage, drowned us in a dreany
haze of green-gold twilight.

Whil e groons tethered our dhua to tw gs, domestics unpacked del ectabl e food and drink from

saddl ebags. The lunch was a picnic sort of thing, of zesty, spicy oddmentsnarrow crusty cakes
savory of alnond paste, tiny cubes |ike anchovy sandw ches, slices and crisps of pickled fruital
washed down with a foany, effervescent drink that had the dry sparkle of chanpagne and the robust
heartiness of dark beer

We ate, clustered apart in couples and trios, scattered here and there about the branch. | had
been favored with the honor of riding with the princess during the Dance of the Zai ph, now anot her
was favored as her [uncheon conpanion: a languid, |isping youth of ancient |ineage and hi gh rank
naned Awaii omma, whom | particularly detested. The slender, elfin Laonese nales are generally
graceful and effemi nate, but this particular princeling was foppish, linp-wisted and catty to a
fault.

He and the princess retired to an upper curve of the bough, acconpanied by Niamh's nmaid; half-

hi dden fromus by a screen of lucent gold leaves, | could not watch themwith a jeal ous eye, as

I onged to-1 could only sit, seething, straining ny ears to catch Awaiioma's sly whispers, and
boiling with rude fury at Niamh's frequent bursts of tinkling |aughter

My own | uncheon conpani on was the Hi gh Bonze El oi gam a dour priest whose conversation consisted
of enigmatic hom lies spiced with obscure texts fromthe Laonese scriptures. | understood hardly a
word he said, and the grunts and nods and grows | gave in answer to his attenpts at conversation
nmust have been equal |y uninformative.

The Hi gh Bonze, it seenmed, had been literally aching to get nmy ear, for he had a thousand and one

queries of a phil osophic or metaphysical nature to try on nme. In retrospect, | can symnpathize with
the crusty old cleric, for, after all, as one who had certainly passed through the portals of life
and death and rebirth, | nust have been a tenpting potential source of enlightenment on the nature

of the gods, the astral terrain of the World Above, and all the nore arcane secrets of super-

nat ure.

"The Worl d Above,"” incidentally, is the nane the Laonese give their conception of heaven. |
suppose it is only natural for the theol ogical specul ati ons of a cl oudw apped planet to situate
the country of the gods beyond the eternal cloudbanks; this, at any rate, was the Laonese theory.
| have never bothered to | ook very deeply into the native religion, a subject of great conplexity
at best, with endl ess pantheons of divinities, their various aspects and avatars, their nultiplex
natures each enshrined in a separate configuration, wapped in its own apocal ypse. Between the
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ulti mate godhead and ordinary nman, as well, are rank upon rank of saints and sages, prophets and
m racle workers, angels and apsaras (a sort of Laonese version of val kyries), symnbolic nonsters,
tutelary spirits, ancestral and clanni sh totem beasts, nature el enentals, and guardi an geni es. The
subject is worth a lifetine of study, for one so inclined.

At any rate, in my surly nood, | was struggling to nake what answer | could to the probing
questions of the Hi gh Bonze, coping as best | could with a spotty vocabul ary unsuited to dealing
with the higher matters of theol ogies, when a startling shriek of terror interrupted the neal and
shattered the leafy tranquility of the idyllic scene.

It was N amh's voice!

Once again, the trained reflexes of nmy warrior's body functioned automatically, bringing ne to ny
feet in alithe surge of rippling thews. Snatching ny sword fromits shoulder baldric, | ninbly
sprang up the ascending coil of the branch, past |unching couples and trios frozen in sudden
shock.

| shoul dered through the screen of golden | eaves to see a tableau of ultimte horror.

Ni amh stood against a twig-stemthe width of a sapling, |um nous anber eyes dark and enor nous
agai nst the pallor of her drawn visage. At her feet, cowering like a terror-stricken child,
crouched the trenbling highborn youth who had been her conpanion. He was gi bbering in fright,
mout h wet and wor ki ng, hands futilely pawing at enpty air as if to push fromsight the nonster

t hat nenaced them

It was a ythid, the nost fearsome carnivore of the Wrld of the G een Star. |nagine a scarlet
reptile twice the length of a full-grown tiger, with a sawtooth spine and |ashing barbed tail,
and you will have a picture of the thing.

Wth three pairs of sucker-disked claws, it clung to the up-curve of the dw ndling bough. It
glared down at the two hel pless victins, nmindless ferocity in its burning green eyes. The hooked
snout snuffed the air, scarlet jaws parting to reveal a double row of fangs |ike curved daggers.
As | watched, the tree dragon glided toward its quarry, crouching on its six legs for the pounce
No one el se was near enough to help; my sword glittered naked in nmy band: it was up to ne!
Silence stretched taut to the breaking point. Steely

sinews writhed and bunched in the sextuple shoulders, as the nonstrous ythid gathered itself to
| eap upon the two.

The sword in nmy hand was a toy, a nere rapier with a slimblade of that strange, supple glass-
clear metal the Laonese use instead of ferrous ore. Now | had cause to bitterly regret |aying
aside nmy mghty broadsword before departure, thinking it too heavy and cunbersome for the chase.
But-glittering toy or not-the sword was all | had. And it would have to do.

I hurled nmyself in the path of the ythid, splitting the silence with a deafening bell ow

My gl ass bl ade flashed and twinkled, slicing the air as | flicked the razory length across the
hooked snout of the crouching reptile. Yellow gore spurted: the ythid recoiled with a squeal of
surprise and angui sh loud as a steam whistle.

| sprang to one side as it extended its |ong neck, snapping viciously at enpty air where | had

been a split second before. Wiirling like a dancer, | slashed at the scarlet-nmail ed shoul der
nearest me; again yellow blood squirted fromthe cut.
It gave voice to an ear-splitting screech and clawed at nme, striking with blurring speed. | |eaped

back as hooked claws ripped open ny leather tunic fromthroat to groin, nerely grazing ny flesh.
Per spi ration popped out on ny brow, one good stroke of those keen sharp claws woul d di sembowel ne
in an instant.

Fighting by pure instinct, | cut down at the extended paw, and caught it a shrewd bl ow at the
wist joint. Again, gore splashed fromthe wound-glistening, oily dragon blood, curiously yell ow,
Iike nolten topaz.

Suddenly the thing reared up, using its terminal linbs to hold it secure to the curve of the
bough. I swung at a scarlet forepaw ni ssed-drew back for another tryand felt an iron grip crush ny
m dsecti onl

One of the mddle linmbs had caught nme in its grasp, hooked claws tightening |like a vise.

The squalling brute jerked ne off ny feet and up into the air. The crushing pressure of those
closing claws was driving the air fromnme; ny face bl ackened; | gasped for breath.

The grinning saurian jaws swung down toward ne, hideous fangs glistening wetly, eyes mad with pain
and

Chapter 9

CAUGHT I N THE WEB

Probably everyone has experienced the nightmare of falling endlessly. Usually the dream breaks
just before the nonent of inpact-just before flesh pulps, brain matter squirts from shattered
skull, and linbs break sickeningly.
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That dream of horror | lived now Falling . . . falling . . . down and down . . . vast branches
whirling past ne . . . canopy of gold-tissue | eaves whipping by . . . shadowy gulf of doom yawni ng
beneath me as | hurtled into the gi ddy abyss.

What lent an exquisite frisson to the nightmare was that | could actually see ny princess beneath
me, like a falling flower, bright chase-tunic fluttering tulip-yellow, carnation-red.

She was far beneath me, turning head over heels in a tunble of bare ivory Iinmbs and a blur of spun-
silver hair.

I knew we would not live to suffer the hideous death of hurtling down to shatter against the
nmonster roots at the bottomof the gulf. Already | was panting for breath, the rapidly

accel erating speed of ny fall whipping the air past nouth and nostrils too swift for me to
breathe. | had read of those who fall fromgreat heights, and | knew their death was sw ft and
merci ful -from suffocation. They did not live to feel the inpact as flesh nmangl ed agai nst sharp
stones bel ow. And the branch from which she had been flung-the branch fromwhich | had sprung
after hernust have been three nmiles or nore aloft.

W woul d be dead, both of us, long before we struck the ground.

My eyes watered in the hissing wind of ny fall; vision blurred; | blinked.

And in the next instant, crashed into some unglinpsed obstacle with stunning force. And knew no
nor e.

When | awoke | was brui sed and nunmb and aching in every thew Sone strange constriction held ne,
and some strange pressure filled nmy head; ny face felt hot and congested and | had a problem
breathing. My heart |abored within ny breast.

I opened ny eyes and stared strai ght downward into an abyss of gl oom

A nonment of vertigo and nadness seized ne. Few experiences can be nore nightnmarish than awakeni ng
froma swoon to find yourself hangi ng upsi de down above a terrific gulf.

| steadied ny nerves with an effort of will, forcing nyself to unclench nmy squeezed tight eyes.

| ooked down again: the floor of the forest was a nile beneath ne, lost in inpenetrable darkness.
Few and faint are the shafts of enerald sun that sink through the infinity of |eaves to lighten
the everlasting gl oomof the surface of the weird world of Hi nmalaya-tall trees.

But | did not see the pitiful, broken body of ny |love bel ow ne; so there was still hope.

In what was | entangled? It felt rather like a net. But sonething bound ne tight-sone constriction
had caught and broken my fall. It was a wonder the inpact of that collision had not been ny death:
nonet hel ess, | yet |ived.

I craned and kicked and struggl ed about, and saw to ny utter amazenent that | was entangled in the
torn, sticky nmeshes of a spi derweb!

True, the web nust have measured five nmiles acrossfor such was the di stance between the tree from
which I had hurtled and its nearest neighbor-but it was a web, just the sane.

My inmagi nation quailed, flinching froma guess as to the size of the spider which had spun so

unt hi nkabl e a web. Think of it yourself-a web | onger than the CGol den Gate Bridge!

The cabl es of the mesh nearest ne were inches thick, spun of a gluey stuff yellow-white in color.
I could nake out no texture or braiding to the strands: they were for

all the world like nothing nore than ropes of rubber cenent-but half-a-hand thick, and niles in

| engt hl

The inmpact of ny fall had torn the webwork nmesh and the flexive, gluey cabling had stretched to
the thrust-and it was this springy "give" that had broken ny fall without breaking nmy bones.

The relief of knowing | was safe made ne giddy-1 laughed in hysteria. Safe-if you can cal

yoursel f safe, stuck in a Brobdi ngnagi an spiderweb a mle in the skyl

Then, |ooking about, nmy heart |eaped in a throatstopping throb of joy. For there, a dozen yards
away, dangling pale and linp, still unconscious, was-N amh!

She did not seemto be injured. She hung in her swoon, bright silver hair a silken banner rippling
faintly in the breeze, her scarlet rainment torn and disarranged, revealing nellow glinpses of
snoot h thigh and sl eek, soft shoul der. But, although unconscious, her shall ow breasts rose and
fell as she breathed and her silken eyelids fluttered as if stirring towards wakeful ness.

Then it was that | sensed an om nous vibration noving down the taut cables of the web.

The spiders which haunt the worl dwi de forests of the Laonese planet are known as the xoph. | did
not know this at the tinme, but |earned the word |ater

The pressure of our fall into its niles-wi de web had aroused the nmonster fromits mindless

sl unmber .

Now, inmense white furred legs feeling delicately along the strand, it blindly sought to ascertain
our position. | held ny breath in suspense, knowi ng that the slightest involuntary notion would

communi cate itself throughout the webwork.
Only the gods of the World Above knew how cl ose-or how far away-the nonster spider nmade its

file:/lIF|/rah/Lin%20Carter/Carter,%20Lin%20-%20Under%20the%20Green%20Star.txt (20 of 51) [1/19/03 6:26:10 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Lin%20Carter/Carter,%20L in%20-%20Under%20the%620Green%20Star. txt

hi deous lair. If it were akin to the arachnida of nmy own far-off world, it could be at the very
center of the web, curled in a silken pocket, or at the extrenmity of the strands.

How near were we to the center?

It was inpossible to say: in the green-gold gloom| could hardly see the soaring, dark vastness
that was the next tree-but we were quite sone distance fromour own. The huge craw ing thing m ght
be half a mle distant -or several mles. It mght take it but nminutes to scuttle

down the wobbling strand to where we dangled like fruit ripe for the picking-or hours!

| began to strive against nmy sticky bonds. If we could get |oose nowif we could clanmber down the
strand to reach our tree in time-perhaps we could escape the attack of the | oathsome xoph

If not, then truly we were dooned. For | had | ost ny sword, and would have to fight the thing with
my bare hands.

If we could not reach the nearest tree before the hideous thing was upon us, then our luck in

| andi ng ami dst the great web was but a cruel jest of fate, who had thus spared us a quick

merci ful death fromsuffocation to die slowy and horribly in the clutches of the gigantic xoph,
whi ch woul d drink our blood drop by drop, in slow, agonizing sips, through its horrible holl ow

f angs.

Ni anh awoke from her swoon during my struggle to free nyself fromthe gluey grip of the web.

One wi de-eyed gl ance about her in terror, and the gallant-hearted girt sunmoned her courage and
lay quietly watching ne. Like all denizens of this world, she knew the dreaded xoph and the sl ow
and ghastly death they bring their helpless victinms. She knew that as | fought and tore agai nst
the constriction of ny bonds | was signaling our position to the nonstrous bl oated thing that
crouched listening sonewhere not far off in the |eafy whispering gl oom

Child of her strange and beautiful and savage world, she knew that we nmust fight agai nst death, or
wait supinely for the bitter kiss of the horrible hollow fangs.

For an intermnable tine, | struggl ed agai nst the gluey substance that bound ne. And all the while
there came down the long cable-like strands of the web that distant trenor that announced the

com ng of the nonster arachnid in whose net we lay entangled. Wth every nonent that passed, the
al bi no vanpi re cane nearer-nearer

I fought on: there was nothing else to do. If fate so willed, | would die still fighting to save
the woman | loved fromthe slavering jaws that thirsted to drink her blood. It mght well be that
ny fight would prove hopeless in the end; but |I would face the judgment of whatever gods mi ght be,
wi t hout shanme, mny honor unstained, know ng that however | had failed, at |east | had done mny best.
No man can do nore than his best.

At length | nmanaged to extricate nyself fromthe clinging web. And for this I owe thanks to the
scarlet ythid loyal Panthon had slain with his arrow. For in nmy struggles with the tree dragon, ny
gl ass rapier had pierced its nailed hide again and again, drenching ne fromhead to toe in reeking
dragon bl ood.

The yel |l ow gore stank aboni nably, and | was so besnmeared with the stuff that | resenbled a refugee
frombattlefield or charnel house. But the oily liquid which stained ny |linbs resisted the
adhesive properties of the sticky web and gave ne nore freedom of nmovenment than | m ght otherw se
have enj oyed.

Crawming free fromthe strands, | clinbed along the web to where N anh | ay hopel essly entangl ed.
"Do not be afraid," | said. "W still have a chance."

The brave girl stared up at ne. Her face was pal e but self-conposed, and her anber eyes shone with
unquenched cour age.

"l amnot afraid,"” she said, "for you are with ne."

I could think of no reply to this astounding testinony of faith, but inwardly | prayed to the grim
gods that Nianmh's faith in me was not misplaced!

In its death convul sions, the ythid had not besplattered the princess with its gore. But the
portions of the giant web which entangl ed her adhered nore to her garnents than to her flesh;

thus, setting her free was a conparatively sinple matter of tearing away nost of what remai ned of
her robes. It left her clad in garnments whose brevity woul d not have pl eased nodesty or

convention: but at |east she was free.

"What can we do now?" she asked.

It was a dilema. | did not care to linger here, awaiting the approach of the nonstrous spider

for it would result in a hopeless struggle. | was unarned, with nothing to pit against the
ferocity of the xoph but sheer strength alone. And the iron vigor of nmy thews would prove a puny
def ense agai nst the fanged jaws of the nonster denizen of this col ossal web.

Qur only recourse seened to be to flee along the web, hoping to reach the nearest tree before-the
brute was upon us. Luckily, this was a task far less difficult than it nay sound to you. For while
we were thousands of feet above the forest floor, the Laonese are racially immune to the vertigo
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that would have left all but the bol dest adven-
turer of ny distant planet helpless in a paralysis of giddy terror. And when | had inherited the

body of Chong, | had inherited as well his cool nerve and the fearl essness for heights that was an
attribute of his race.
As well, the cable strand al ong which we nmust travel was far thicker than you m ght think. Wile

the web strands thensel ves were of thicknesses that varied fromthe width of a man's finger to the
wi dth of his thigh, the great anchor cables that secured the web to the tree trunks were truly

col ossal, as big around as tree trunks on ny own world, and so sticky there was very little
probl em of falling.

So we began to inch our way along the cable, going as swiftly as was hunanly possible, but not so
swiftly as we could have wi shed. For a strange chittering sounded from behind us, a dry, holl ow
sound, like the pattering of crisp | eaves. And we | ooked over our shoulders into a face of
frightful horror.

The huge spi der bad advanced stealthily upon us while | had been busied freeing Niamh-and in the
next instant it was upon us in a rush, glittering eyes blazing soullessly into m ne, horny
mandi bl es cl ashing at ny throat!

Chapter 10

IN THE GRIP OF THE XOPH

Even now mmy flesh creeps with horror as nmenory conjures up that nmonent of transcendent fright.
amsure | shall relive that nightrmare battle on the nmile-high web in nmy dreans for years to cone.
Picture for yourself our predicanment. W stood, insecurely perched on a spiderweb thousands of
feet inthe air. Wth every step-with every slightest notion-the taut cable strand swayed and
trenbl ed under our feet. Al though the nonstrous strand was as thick as a tree trunk, the slightest
m sstep could hurl us fromour precarious perch to a horrible death amd the titanic roots far

bel ow us, lost in the inpenetrable gl oomof the forest floor

And there, upon that giddy, swaying strand, we faced bare-handedly a nmonster so fearful and
ferocious that I would willingly have challenged a pride -of lions, arned only with a peashooter
if I but had a choice. Nowdid I truly have reason to regret the loss of ny sword. It had been
only a flinsy dress rapier, and not ny mghty twohanded broadsword, but in such a predicament |
woul d have felt nyself fortunate to be arnmed even with a dagger

As for the thing I faced and must fight, words al one cannot convey its frightful ness or ferocity.
I magi ne a spider grown to the proportions of an el ephant and you will have only the faintest
conception of the nulti-Iegged horror that |ooned before us.

The xoph was unspeakably repul sive and | oathsone to the sight. Its cylindrical body was encased in
a horny carapace of sliny, glistening chitin as tough as arnorplate. This oily thorax term nated
in the obscene bul ge of

its abdonen, which hung down beneath it, the egg sac hideously bloated and swol |l en. Like Terrene
spiders, the xoph has eight jointed legs clad in greasy chitin, terminating in nultiple claws; and
it hung al oft on these towering skeletal Iinbs, glaring down upon us with eyes |ike clusters of

bl ack jewel s-eyes aflame with cold ferocity and m ndl ess | ust.

The stench of the spider-thing was overpowering, a sickening reek of decay and corruption like an
open sewer. But what nade the xoph so | oathsone was that it was snowy-white, a repulsive al bino
thing, its stalk-like legs and bl oated belly shaggy with stinking white fur, besoiled with oily

dr oppi ngs.

Its face was a nonstrous nmask of indescribable horror. It bore not the slightest resenblance to
the face of beast or man, bird or reptile. It was a shiel d-shaped casque of greasy chitin, |obed
and crescentiform rising to either side of the central mouth orifice in twin bosses or stubby
horns. The eyes of the thing were conpletely inhunman, swollen structures of many-faced ebon
crystal, glittering with blood-lust. And, instead of a nmouth, the nonster had a drooling slit

whi ch worked to and fro obscenely. Fromthe corners of this repulsive orifice two jointed
mandi bl es thrust clackingly at nme-they were as large as the arns of a full-grown man, ending in
curious multiplex claws which rubbed and rasped and clicked together in continuous notion

It was in the grip of the dexter nmandible that | was held, withing hel plessly. The chitinous claw
resenbl ed the pincers of a gigantic albino crab, with sawtoothed edges of durable horny stuff.
The grip of the mandi ble was crushing and | feel certain that the pincers would have torn off ny
armhad it not been for the fortunate fact that the mandi ble had gri pped ne on the upper arm just
where | wore an arm et of heavy silver.

Ni ahm screanmed i n hopel ess despair as the stinking thing pounced upon us with a rush, seizing ne
inits foremandible. I, too, felt a nonent of sickening despair as the xoph tore me fromthe
sticky web strand with a surge of irresistible strength. | hung there above the web, conpletely
hel pl ess in the crushing grip of the spider nonster, dangling |like a nobuse fromthe jaws of a cat.
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Had it been able to grasp nme as well with its other fore-mandible, there is no slightest doubt in

my mnd but
that the giant spider could have torn ne in half with a a single flexing of its foreclaws. But as
it was, the mandi bl es branched fromeither side of that awful, drooling, lipless slit of a nouth,

and the width of this orifice was such that the second nmandi ble could not easily get a grip on ne,
al though it scissored with a horrible rasping click only inches fromny |egs, which swng to and
fro as the al bino spider-thing swng nme about.

Ere long, giving up any further attenpt to seize ne with both mandi bles, it brought the dexter
mandi bl e near that gruesonely slavering nmouth slit. Wthin the fleshless nmaw | could see nultiple-
horned tusk-rows grinding. If once the nonster spider had me in its bony jaws, ny flesh would be
mangl ed to pulp in an instant.

As it was, the nanmeless sline excreted fromthe working jaws dripped upon ny thighs. | have no
notion of what vicious acid or digestive chenical the xoph secretes, but the slobber which fell on
my flesh stung like fury and the foul, stinking breath that blew fromthe triple-fanged i nner maw
was unspeakably vile.

| realized instantly what the nonster spider was attenpting to do. Luckily, it was only ny |eft
armthat was hel plessly caught in the grip of the mandible, and right armand both | egs were free.
Swi ngi ng nmy body up, | planted both booted feet against the horny helmof the spider's face, one
above and one bel ow t he hi deous, slavering nmouth orifice. Bracing nyself, | resisted with all ny
strength the xoph's attenpt to cramnme into its clashing jaws, now only inches fromny flesh

In all the annals of fantasy and romance, was ever a hero caught in such a hopel ess predi canent?
clung there, pushing with all the strength of ny | egs against the face of the nonster, as it
strove again and again to thrust nme into the reach of those tusked and cl ashing jaws.

The steely strength of ny thigh nmuscles was great-but how long could | stave off the irresistible

ferocity of the giant spider? Surely, fight as best | could, | would in time reach the dregs of ny
strength, and as ny vigor was exhausted, | would be forced into the clashing jaws to be mangled to
ri bbons.

There was no hope of rescue. | was unarned-N anh, as well, bore no weapon, and the frail strength

of her slender body could do naught to assist ne. Yet | fought
on with grim dogged determ nation, although | knew all too well that it was only a matter of
time. Already the muscles of thigh and calf ached fromthe strain: if only | had sone weapon, any

weapon at alll For nmy right hand was free
My right hand was free/
Wthout a nonent's hesitation, | balled ny right hand into a fist and drove it snashing down |ike

a hanmmer into the bul ging conpl ex eye nearest ne!

The glittering faceted eye of the spider-thing was of some hard crystalline stuff, but like
crystal it was also fragile. Sheer warrior instinct had led me to the discovery of the one fata
weakness of the chitin-arnored xoph-the eyes!

In atrice | bad hamrered the nonster's left eye to crunpled ruin. The multiplex inner structure
broke beneath nmy smashing blows |ike hard panes of wax in an i mense honeyconb. A colorless, oily
fluid | eaked fromthe ruined eye of the giant spider

I know not whet her the al bi no nonster was capable of feeling pain, but it uttered a high, thin
piercing shriek. It shook its two-horned head |i ke a nmaddened thing, all but dislodging me from
where | clung. The nandible that held nme hel pl ess bore down with shearing force on ny left arm
and | woul d have been crippled in an instant, had it not been for the armring of heavy netal |
wor e cl asped hi gh about ny biceps. As it was, the snooth silver of the ring grated and squeal ed
under the pressure as the sawt oot hed mandi bl e crunched down in naddened fury on nmy arm

Now | swung nysel f about, with sone difficulty, striving to reach the many-faceted eye that bul ged
out like a swollen mass of black crystals on the other side of the nonstrous horny head. But from
the position in which | was held, the other eye was beyond ny reach

Ri sking all on a desperate ganble, | swung about. Bracing nyself with but one foot against the
mandi bl e that strove to force me into the drooling naw, | drove the other booted foot crashing
into the nonster's second eye

It squealed in an ear-splitting shriek of fury as ny heel crunched through the conplex structure
The gl obul ar eye broke in a smear of oily ruin-

And the xoph, stung at last with stabbing pain, threshed to and fro in blind agony-

And dropped ne!

I struck the thick anchor cable to which the spider clung and woul d have bounced fromit, hurtling
into the dimgl oomdrowned abyss below, had it not been that the | eather of ny war harness clung
to the adhesive cable.

Ni anh was at ny side in an instant, even as the adhesion of the cable was yielding to ny weight.
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She caught nmy armand half-lifted, half-dragged nme to the topnost surface of the cable.

Thrusting her ahead of nme, | staggered further out on the thick web strand. Behind us, the giant

al bi no spider convul sed in naddened fury, furred | egs thrusting, claws snapping at enpty air,
maki ng the taut-stretched cabl e bounce and quiver to the frenzy of its convul sions.

We cl anbered away fromthe blinded thing with all possible speed, heading toward the nearer of the
col ossal trees, that soared above us |ike arboreal Everests.

"WIIl it follow us?" Nianmh panted as she stunbled along the rise of the thrunm ng cabl e.
"Only the gods know that,"” | said. "But let us put what distance between us that we can-while we
can!"

We both knew the brute could sense our whereabouts by its sensitivity to the vibrations of our
nmovenment as we scranbled up the web strand. Qur only hope lay in the pain | had perhaps inflicted
on the white furred nonster. In its agony, it mght not think to pursue us for sone time-perhaps

I ong enough for us to reach a nore secure shelter anong the boughs of the forest giant that rose
before us like a tremendous wall of bark

It took the two of us the better part of an hour to reach the crotch of one col ossal branch, and
what ever the reason, the nonster xoph did not follow us up the great strand to where it was
anchored to the tree.

The cabl e rose ever nore steeply, |like one of the support cables of a huge suspension bridge on ny
native world. Toward the |last we were clinbing with great difficulty up an al nbst vertica

incline, and had it not been for the sticky goo wherewith the cable was surfaced, the feat woul d
have been much nore dangerous and difficult than it actually was.

But, after an intermnable clinb, we reached at |ast the safety of the crotch of a branch as broad
as Tinmes Square, and flung ourselves down, weary and trenbling

with exhaustion, faint fromour exertions, but safe enough for a tine.

But we were hopel essly | ost-al one, unarned, and hel pless-in a strange world of shadowy terrors and
nunberl ess nmonsters agai nst whose attack we bad not the slightest nmeans of defense.

And night was falling across the Wrld of the Geen Star

Part | ~I
THE BOOK OF SI ONA THE HUNTRESS
Chapter 11

A NGHT IN A TREE

My Iife on Earth had been such that | had never been called upon to devel op resourceful ness. A man
of great wealth, surrounded by |oyal servants, confined to ny bed or a wheelchair, | had never
been flung into circunstances where nmy very survival rested on ny abilities to exist unaided in

t he wi | derness.

But now | had nothing el se to count on. At ny side, worn and pale fromthe horrible experiences

t hrough whi ch she had suffered, |lay a beautiful young girl thrust by hapless fate under ny
protection.

Qur predicament was an utterly hopel ess one. Hungry, bone-weary from our battle against the al bino
xoph, trembling with fatigue fromour exhausting clinb up the nonster spiderweb, marooned in a
giant tree a mle above the

wor| d, we sonehow had to find food and warnth and shelter fromthe night, and protection agai nst

t he hi deous predators who soon would be aprowl. And we had nothing but our bare hands

O did we? | still wore the | eathern harness of a Laonese warrior, and the princess retai ned sone
tattered rags of her once-gorgeous gown, and perhaps sonething could be fashioned fromthe scraps.
Necessity, they say, is the nother of invention; and few heroes of romance have suffered fromthe
extremty of a need as great as ours.

The harness in which | was clad was a skinpy thing at best. An affair of belts and straps
crisscrossed nmy naked chest; about my hips | wore a thick, heavy belt or girdle; ny feet were shod
in high, swash-top boots. Save for these, | was devoid of ornanent or accouternment.

As for N amh, she was left with mere tatters wherewith to clothe her nodesty, and the brevity of
her rai ment was such as to | eave naked her |ong, exquisitely slender |egs and arnms of nell ow
ivory; and, in truth, what little clothing she retained was full of rents through which gl eaned
glinmpses of creany flesh. A jeweled brooch, however, yet clung by its pin to the breast of her
garment, and a |arge dianond, or sone sinmilar genstone of snoky, lucent fire, adorned her hand.

As for my own harness, the heavy girdle clasped about nmy wai st was fastened by a heavy buckl e

| arger than a man's open hand. The tang of this buckle was a slender blade of coppery netal
slightly nore than four inches long. It mght well serve as a decent dagger blade, if | had the
means to sharpen it or to hone its edges.

Had we not been aloft in the branch of the sky-tall tree, | have no doubt but what | could have
found a bit of flinty rock with a little searching, and could have honed nmy naekeshift blade to a
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keen edge with some | abor. One does not, however, | ook for stones in the upper branches of a tree.
I could not ignore this problemwi th any serenity of mind, for without a weapon of sone sort we
woul d be hel pless to avoid the attack of the nunberl ess predators with which the Wrld of the
Green Star swarnmed. Qur success in battling free of the nonster spider was pure luck and largely

accidental; |I could not rely on fortune or Providcnce alone to extricate us safely froma second
such encounter.
Wiile Niamh rested, | rose to ny feet and began prow i ng about the branch, |ooking for | know not

what, but unable to rest easy without exploring our vicinity to di scover what chance coupled with
ingenuity mght do to inprove our situation. Food and drink were a problem but the necessity of
finding or nmaki ng sone manner.of weapon occupied ny thoughts to the exclusion of all else. Wthout
a nmeans of defending nyself fromattack, we would pass every nonent in peril until help arrived
fromthe Jewel City courtiers stranded sonmewhere al oft.

| explored first the crotch of the tree, the junction fromwhich our branch sprang fromthe
central trunk. The branch itself extruded fromthe trunk at a slight angle, and the place where it
merged with the trunk forned a bow -shaped hollow like a shallow pit. This slight depression
contained a litter of dried | eaves-each the size of outspread bedsheets. Here and there, pools of
fresh rai nwat er had been caught in crevices in the rough bark. Thirst, therefore, would not be a
probl em of maj or concern, although |ack of food m ght be.

After searching the crotch of the tree, | went further out on the branch to see what | might find.
The branch extended for about a quarter of a mle, and, although it dwindled in wi dth and angl ed
upward at an everincreasing incline, | found no especial difficulty in traversing its length, as

the roughness of the bark nade my progress easy enough-rather |ike wal king across a field
corrugated by the plow marks of a tractor

Suddenly | stopped short. | had di scovered we were not alone on our airy perch, and | tensed in
grimanticipation of another unequal conmbat with a forest nonster. The hul ki ng shape before nme was
shrouded in the gl oomof |eaf-shadow all | could make out was a gradual creeping nmovenent and the
rondure of a curved back, or so | at first assumed it to be. At length, however, and to ny i mense
relief, | discovered the creature to be sonme sort of tree snail and probably of a harm ess nature
and a sluggi sh disposition. The snail, however, was the size of a full-grown dog, and its shel

was a swelling hem sphere of pearly yellow sh stuff, half as big as a bathtub

The snal | ness of the inoffensive creature puzzled me a bit. If nmoths and dragonflies on this Wrld
of the Green Star grew to the size of horses and were | arge enough to ride upon, and if spiders
attained a virtually el ephantine

bul k, you would think snails would grow on a conparable scale. This particular nenber of the
species mght, of course, be young; it might also belong to a dwarf genus.

Ni amh, by now fully rested from her ordeal and either grown venturesone or reluctant to |let ne out
of her sight, followed ne to the term nus of the branch

"It is only a houoma," she said. "It cannot harmus. In fact, they are good to eat."
I had not thought of the fact that not only is snail flesh edible and nutritive but, as the French
know, delicious. Now that the princess nentioned the fact, | recalled that | had many tines dined

on escargot and found it a tenpting delicacy. It was not difficult to slay the sluggi sh houoma and
drag it back down to the crotch of the branch, and between us N amh and | nmanaged to break the
shel | away.

She pointed out that the shell, which had cloven neatly into two rounded hal ves, could serve as a
bowl and that we could simrer the flesh of the snail inits ow juices had we but the nmeans of
meking a fire. O course, like its near relatives the clamand the oyster, the neat of the snai

is edible even when raw, but | would prefer to eat it cooked.

That presented another problem but luckily not an insoluble one. It was not an easy task to nake
a fire with what we had to hand, but with patience | managed at length to strike sparks fromthe
steel pin of N amh's brooch and we found the soft inner Iining of the tree bark as flanmable as
punk, while the dry tissue of the |leaves flared up easily.

Wil e Ni amh cooked the succul ent flesh of the houoma over a slow fire, filling the air with
delicious odors, | busied nyself with the renai nder of the snail shell. The substance of the
shell, while brittle, was remarkably tough. And while unshelling the houoma, | had found nyself

t hi nki ng about that hard horny shell, wondering if its cleanly broken edge woul d be durabl e enough

so that | could hone and sharpen the tang of my belt buckle against it.

Copper is one of the softer nmetals, and by dint of patient and tedious effort | did indeed put an
edge on ny nekeshift dagger blade. O on half of it, anyway, leaving the blunter end to serve as
my handgrip. This part of the dagger | bound with thin supple | eather from ny harness.

So, tired but safe enough for the present, we ate dinner

The houoma, by the way, tasted remarkably |ike clam meat and nade a satisfying and very filling
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meal , there was so nuch of it. W could have done with a bit of tomato sauce, though, or a tw st
of lenmon, but | suppose Crusoes cannot be choosy.

After dinner we were ready for sleep. | built the fire up with enough bark fragments and scrapi ngs
to keep it burning steadily during the night. The bark did not flame up as wood woul d have done,
but snol dered, turning to long-lasting coals. The warm orange-red gl ow of the coals would serve to
keep ni ght-prow ing predators away, or so | hoped, and woul d shed enough heat to keep us
confortable should the night turn cool

We curled up for the night on either -side of our fire, using the less brittle of the huge yell ow
| eaves to wap around us like blankets. | was feeling a natural pride in ny newfound skills of
woodsmanshi p, al though Ni amh took ny resourceful ness for granted and did not seemto think it
worthy of praise. O course, in her eyes | was Chong, a nmighty hero out of the distant past,
suprenely able to cope with any nanly feat. Only | knew that | was not the reincarnation of her
hero but an inpostor in a borrowed body. | did not dare disabuse her of her illusions. Before we
fell asleep, we discussed our predicanent, the hazards we would face in the days to cone, and what
few hopes we had. Ni amh believed there was very little chance of our being rescued by those of her
courtiers we had | eft behind on some branch far above us.

"They woul d not know where to | ook," she said quietly. "The world is large and full of terrors;

and we are snmall and frail. They could not be expected to know we survived our fall, for none who
fall fromsuch a height ever survive."
"But surely they will search for us, nonetheless!" | argued. "I wonder they did not cone flying

down to find us hours ago-the descent to the web wherein we were entangl ed woul d only have taken
them m nutes, nounted on their dhua.”

She shook her head, silvery gloss of hair gleaming in the warmlight of the coals.

"That they did not do so convinces nme of what | had feared," she murnured, "and that is that they
are nmarooned as hel plessly as we. For the dhua are the

natural prey of the fearsome ythid, and dread no beast with deeper terror. At the appearance of
the tree dragon, the dhua would all have pani cked, breaking tether and fleeing to the winds in

their fright. I fear we can hope for no rescue fromny people of Phaolon . . . ."
She sighed. The di mgol den gl ow of the coals was warm on her |ovely, heart-shaped face. Her silken
| ashes fluttered down, veiling the glory of her depthless anber eyes. And she slept. | stared |ong

at the beautiful young girl with whom | had fallen so hopelessly in [ove and, when at length I
drifted into sleep nmyself, my dreans were filled with visions of a slender nmaiden with |inbs of
mell ow ivory and an elfin face enhaloed with a silken cloud of hair like floating, silvery
gossarner.

My Iife on Earth had been secluded, protected, |uxurious-and lovely. But | did not mss the safety
and conforts of my Terrene existence. | would rather be where | was now, for all the disconforts
and dangers, than return to Earth. | would rather dwell in a sky-high tree under the strange |ight
of the Green Star, battling with naked hands agai nst fearsone nonsters, than go hone to a dull,
tedious life of boredomand ultimate futility.

For here | was a man, a splendid savage, not a hopeless cripple. Never before had | truly lived,
tasting life with an appetite spiced with danger, feeling pride in ny own prowess, know ng that
each day | would face new and nore horrendous perils, but knowing, at least, that | |ived each
monent to the hilt, with verve and gusto, with excitenent and suspense, with ronmance and nystery
and adventure, by the side of the nost beautiful wonan of two worl ds!

Chapter 12

THE SCARLET ARROW

When | awoke, the sky above ne was a stupendous and fantastic vista of colossal trees soaring to
unt hi nkabl e hei ghts, and the heavens thensel ves obscured by an infinite canopy of |eaves that
stretched from horizon to horizon. The light of the Geen Star fell through rents in this enornous
canopy in vagrant shafts of glow ng jade, and the arboreal |eafage itself was struck to an

i ncandescence of burning gold.

The air was fresh and heady with a wine-like tang. My exertions of yesterday .had |left nme aching
with weariness and worn with fatigue. But a full belly and a night of deep slunber in the open air
restored nmy vigor, and | rose with an exuberant vitality such as | have never known.

Ni anh, too, rose refreshed and | ooking glorious. Gone was the jewel box princess in her mandarin
robes; in her place stood a lithe, long-legged girl with tousled hair, flushed cheeks, sparkling
eyes, and joyous, nerry laughter. Awld girl of the world-tall woods, true, in an abbreviated
scrap of ragged rainent, but a fitting conpanion to the hal f-naked savage | had becone, who faced
the perils of the unknown forest arnmed only with a crude dagger

We bathed in puddles of cold rainwater, breakfasted off the remmants of |ast night's dinner, and
felt fit and ready to face whatever perils the new day m ght bring.
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The nore renote extrenmities of our branch extended in several directions in |leafy twi gs as huge as
the foremast of a schooner. Some of these tw gs brushed a nuch |arger branch above us, and we
resolved to attenpt the ascent, having exhausted the resources our present mlieu afforded

us. There was no way of telling what we might find on the branch above us, and we could, of
course, always return to our present place, should we wi sh to.

I think it was the pure, childlike excitenent of our situation that urged us to explore as nuch of
our strange new world as we could. This life of hand-to-hand struggle for survival against a
savage world was as fresh and new and intoxicating to Nianmh as it was to ne, for all that she was
native to the Wrld of the Green Star. | once read of an enperor of China whose life was so
artificial and circunscribed, so bound about by ritual and cerenony, that it was said he never
once in his long life saw a bush or tree or field that was as nature had nade it and not as it had
been trinmed and shaped and grown by generations of gardeners. Nianh's |life, she confided to ne in
her artless way, had been no less artificial and sheltered. The life of the court was all she had
ever known; sleek courtiers, rigid conventions, ornamented surroundings, artificial and

sophi sticated pleasures, were all that she had ever known. Although we prowl ed a hostile

wi | derness teeming with ferocious nonsters, every nonment pregnant with unexpected terrors, she
felt a sense of liberation and freedomthat was |ike a superb and gol den wine to one who had for
too | ong subsisted on bland, insipid mlKk.

It was, | think, this sense of freedom which kept her fromworrying about the perils of our
precarious position. To be hopelessly lost in this world of giant trees, the prey of unthinkable
monsters, all chance of succor or rescue slim should have plunged so delicately reared a nai den
into an abyss of terror. But N amh reacted to our predicanent as if it were a spree, and the
novelty of spending a night in the wild, of slaying our own dinner, of exploring a new world of
mystery and beauty and savage peril she found exhilarating. As we clanbered out onto the
extremties of our branch, her eyes were sparkling with mschief, her cheeks flushed wth
excitement. Wth her ragged garments, |ong bare | egs, smudged nose and tousled hair, she was
absurdly |ike an adventurous boy-very different fromthe stiff, brocaded queen surrounded by a
covey of suave courtiersl

The upper branch, which we attained with some difficulty, was very nuch |arger than the one
whereon we had spent the night. It was as wide as a four-I|ane hi ghway and

it extended fromthe colossal trunk at a right angle, running parallel with the ground far bel ow
It twisted and turned, curving and meandering away until lost fromview in cloud-huge clunps of

| eaves.

We strolled out upon it for about a quarter of a mle. Again | felt a sense of awe at the enormty
of the trees of this fantastic world-trees so i mense they would have dwarfed into insignificance
even the towering redwoods of my native Earth. And not for the first time did | wonder at the
strange di sproportion of men and trees on this Wrld of the Geen Star. | felt |like a midge
crawling on the branch of a nmighty oak, and | pondered the nystery of the size of these arborea
col ossuses. Could it be that these trees were actually of normal size, and that it was the
dwel l ers upon the Green Star planet who were elfsmall? It could be: when first | canme hither
voyaging in ny astral form | had naturally assuned beings so nmanlike in their appearance nust be
manlike in their height. But the nore | saw of the gigantic trees and the nonstrously huge insects
that dwelt upon them the nore | wondered. My astral form had been a nmere spark of life-a point of
consci ousness, without reference of size. Had | perhaps lost all sense of proportion, mistakenly
believing the Laonese to be of an height conparable to the inhabitants of ny own world? Wre they,
perhaps not a miniscule people, dwelling in trees which, to nmy physical self, would have seened
but average in their tallness?

To this question | had no answer then; nor can | answer it now It was but one of the thousand
nysteries | encountered on the Wrld of the Geen Star, not one of which | amable to explain.

We canme suddenly upon a surprising marvel of beauty. It was an i nmense flower, waxen pale, its
vol um nous petals as creany in hue as those of the canellia-but a thousand tinmes |arger than any
fl ower that ever bloomed on ny own worl d.

Ni anmh uttered a cry of delight and hovered entranced over the fantastic bl ossom She confessed
that her people seldomventured far fromthe Jewel City, and that such flowers were unknown. She
stroked the satiny petals, drinking in the heady perfune in an ecstasy of wonder.

The bl ossom sprouted froma tangle of rootlets like an air plant, and seened to, be parasitic. A
t housand hairy

green tendrils were insinuated between interstices of bark, anchoring the imense flower to the
tree. The petals were half-open, like a trunpet lily or a norning glory, and fromthe deep center
where creany white deepened to a ruddy hue, filaments of feathery scarlet floated linply. | stood,
| eani ng on a branchlet, entranced at the nysterious beauty of the scene-the |lovely, exquisite, elf-
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like girl hovering over the colossal flower: it was like an illustration froma fairy tale, and it
woul d have demanded the genius of an Arthur Rackham or a Hannes Bok to capture the delicate
nuances of the scene.

Suddenly Ni armh shrieked in horror, and a scene of dreamike |oveliness turned upon the instant
into a tableau of terror. For the feathery scarlet filanments suddenly |ashed out at the entranced

girl like striking vipers. They coiled snakily about her wists, holding both arms pinned in a
grip of surprising tensile strength. | sprang forward, grasping her about her slimwaist, and
sought to pull her free of the cannibal blossom but to no avail. The tentacles that slithered

fromthe core of the nonstrous bl ossom had a steely resilience that was astoni shing.

As | fought and tore at the withing tendrils, nore and yet nore coil ed about the helpless girl.

At the term nus of each scarlet |Iength a clubbed anther hung. This organ was furred with mnute
spi nes and now that N amh was tightly enmeshed in the coils, the anthers sought out her bare
flesh. One pressed flatly against the rondure of her shoul der-another flattened against the small
of her back-a third settled on her thigh

She hung linply in the tenacious enbrace of the giant flower as if in a swon. As | grimy fought
against the slithering tendrils | felt a sudden dizziness cloud ny brain. It was the heady perfune
whi ch hovered about us like a cloud of overpowering sweetness! My vision blurred; nmy heart thunped

erratically. | fought on, senses di nming.
I had called the i Mmense flower a parasite, not dream ng how close to the horrible fact ny guess
had gone. In truth, the colossal thing was a cannibal-a vampire for now!l saw, with a thrill of

unbel i eving horror and revulsion, that the furry anthers pressed |ike great sponges against the
naked flesh of the dazed and swooning girl gleaned wetly of a sudden-and in the next instant |
realized that the creany pallor of the huge petals was

flushing pinkly. The vanpire bl ossom was drinking her bl ood

I went mad with berserk rage, ripping at the hideous flower in a spasmof killing fury. Now | had
cause to thank whatever shadowy and nysterious gods bad guided me to this planet that | had honed
that bit of copper into a crude dagger the night before. For the strength of nmy hands was as
not hi ng agai nst the rubbery constriction of the scarlet tendrils-but that sharp edge of copper cut
like a saw blade into the flower flesh. In a few seconds | had nanaged to sever one of the anthers
fromits trunk, and | plucked the obscene thing fromthe snmall of N anmh's naked back, hurling it
fromme, turning ny attention to the anther that pressed her shoul der, sucking her blood through a
hundred hol | ow spines. Al the while she hung |inp and unprotesting in the net of scarlet

tendrils: the narcotic fragrance of the vanpire bl ossom had benmused her and she had drunk too
deeply of the cloying, drug-like perfune.

| slashed through another filanent and pulled the anther fromher flesh. It pulled clear with a

| oat hsone sucki ng sound, and where it had been pressed tightly against her skin it left a mnute
pattern of pinpricks, beaded with blood. |I flung the wet thing fromne, roaring.

But now tendrils [ ashed about ny linmbs as well, and |I felt a sudden stinging sensation on ny |eg
and, | ooking down, saw a great spongy anther pressed against ny thigh just above the knee. It
stung me like nettles, but the bitter kiss of the vanpire bl ossom soon faded to a nunbness.
ignored the thing fastened to ny flesh, as | hacked away at the third of the anthers that yet
clung to Nianmh. But as | fought desperately, ny head was swi nming groggily and | knew the narcotic
perfume of the horrible flower was overcom ng ne.

The nonster blossom | now knew, was no innocent and lovely flower but a grisly abnormality-a

hi deous pl antani mal hybrid, whose bl ood-1usting nature was cunningly masked with nature's mmcry.
Doubt | ess the | oathsonme thing was designed to resenble an ordinary flower, thus to lure the

i mense insect creatures of the Wirld of the Green Star, the great dhua, the giant zai ph. Drawn by
the sweet sorcery of its perfunmed breath, the unsuspecting creatures would flutter near, either to
be drugged i nto somol ence by the narcotic odor or to be caught by the

hairy tendrils as they sought to rape away the sweetness hidden in the flower's honeyed heart.

But now the hybrid nonstrosity had caught an unexpected treat in its silken trap. Human bl ood nust
have been a rare delight, for the nowcrinson petals trenbled with eager |ust and the snaky
tendrils | ashed about the two of us in frenzied hunger. | sawed and sl ashed t hrough the rubbery
filaments with the dregs of ny strength as the last flicker of consci ousness waned. As ny m nd
faded toward the tw light of drugged slunber, my last thought was that at |east N amh was

unconsci ous, lulled by the narcotic fragrance, nunbed by the anesthetic venom of the anthers, and
endured no pain as the loathly vanpire drai ned her blood. Fromthat dimsleep she woul d never
wake; her slunmber woul d but deepen until she drifted over the dark portals of life and death, into
a sleep fromwhich there was no awakeni ng.

Then, as ny hands faltered, as ny grip |oosened, as ny eyelids drooped, sonething caught and hel d
my wani ng attention.
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A strange thing suddenly flicked into being, transfixing the stamen of the enornous bl ossom |
blinked at it, vaguely, w thout conprehension

It was a scarlet arrow.

Chapter 13

QUTLAWS OF THE TREE

My vision obscured by a darkening haze, | blinked unconprehendi ngly at the scarlet arrow which had
so inexplicably appeared, transfixing the core of the vanpire blossomas if conjured into being by
an act of magic.

A blink of the eye, and another arrow and anotherlflicked into being, pinning the heart of the
flower through and through!

And the flower-screaned! A high, unearthly squeal of rage and pain and terror, so shrill as to be
al nost inaudi bl e. The bl ossom petal s shivered-the root tendrils convul sed-the filaments that bound
Ni amh and nyself tightened in a spasm then relaxed. | tore free, and, although | staggered on
unsteady legs, still half-drugged fromthe narcotic perfune |I had inhaled, | lurched to where
Niamh's |inp body dangled in the flower's obscene enbrace, and tore her fromthe relaxing grip of
the tendrils.

Men nelted into being all around us, nerging into sunlight fromthe gol d-green gloom They were
taller, leaner, hardier-looking than the softer men who dwelt in jewel ed Phaol on. They wore trim
tunics and tight |eggings of dark earth colors, unber, forest green, fawn, and russet. They wore
peak- bri nmed caps fromwhich long feathers trailed, short cloaks of nottled suede, calf-high boots
of supple leather. They were tanned and fit and bard-faced, with strong bare arns and bold, alert
eyes. They | ooked, in fact, like Robin Hood's nmerry nmen, stepped froma painting by Howard Pyl e.
Thi s resenbl ance was enhanced by the | ongbows and qui vers of

scarlet arrows they wore, although nost of themwere arnmed with glass cutlasses and |ight javelins
as wel | .

Li ke magi cal apparitions they nelted out of the gloom Wthout a word they hel ped ne carry the

bal f-conscious Nianmh to a place of safety while their conrades hacked the flower to death with
their curious crystal swords. The vanpire blossomshrilled, |ashed, and bled froma thousand
wounds, its petals shredded; it |apsed into oozing ruin.

The exertion of pulling Niamh free had drained the | ast dregs of strength frommy body. | sl unped,
staggered, and all but fell. One of the tall foresters gently took the girl's |linmp body from ne;
anot her steadied me as | sank to nmy knees. A third uncorked a belt canteen-made, | dimy realized,
froma bollowed nut of size sufficient to hold nearly a pint of fluid-and held it to ny lips. |
drank strong red wine, bitter and resinous, but bracing.

Still too dazed to speak, | blinked as another figure emerged fromthe |eaf-glooma tall, |ong-

| egged girl, bronzed and fit, with brown-gold eyes and gossaner nane of silver, dressed in an
abbrevi ated tunic, |eggings, and feathered cap. A girl anong these woodl and outl aws-and a girl of
astoni shi ng beauty?

I must have gaped at her with goggling eyes, for she | aughed, a clear, silver peal of nocking
musi c. She had a wi de-nmout hed, boyish face, tanned, glowing with health. | saw full I|ips,

vol uptuously crinmson, flashing eyes under arched, sardonic brows, and a full-breasted, wasp-

wai sted figure that noved with seductive grace and Amazoni an vi gor

Then ny weary, drugged mind could cling to consciousness no nore, and darkness rose to drown ne.
When | awoke, the succul ent odor of roasting neat was thick in ny nostrils and the din of strange
twangi ng nusic, mingled with the casual |aughter of nmen, was in ny ears. | lay in warm softness,
drinking in the mouthwatering snell of hot food, dream |y thinking of nothing, until someone said,
quite close to ne, "He has awakened. Call Siona!"

| opened ny eyes and | ooked around ne. Al was gl oom and shadow, struck through w th waveri ng
orange firelight, and for a monment | thought it nust be night. But-no-that could hardly be, for
our struggle with the

vanpi re bl ossom had been in early norning and | could hardly have slept for so many hours as to
awake after sunfall.

Looki ng about, | saw we were enclosed on all sides by a rough dark surface. A-cave? Surely that
could not bel Then | saw the roughness was that of wood, and | realized we were within the trunk
of a hollow tree, or a hollowedout portion of a tree. A cheery fire blazed anidst the tree cave,
pai nti ng nonstrous bl ack shadows over the uneven walls. Perhaps twenty nen and boys sat or
sprawl ed around the blaze, sone drinking fromcups that |ooked |ike hal ves of holl owed, enornous
acorns; others strunmed on nusical instrunents that resenbl ed mandolins or Medieval viols. Turning
on a wooden spit over the crackling fire, neat was roasting, fat dripping into the flanes.

By ny side, eyes enornous in her pale, heart-shaped face, N anh sat with her back against the
wooden wall, staring into the flames. She | ooked pal e and exhausted, and was doubtl| ess weak from

file:/lIF|/rah/Lin%20Carter/Carter,%20Lin%20-%20Under%20the%20Green%20Star.txt (29 of 51) [1/19/03 6:26:11 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Lin%20Carter/Carter,%20L in%20-%20Under%20the%620Green%20Star. txt

| oss of blood, but she was alive and did not seemto have taken harm from her horrible experience.
"Who are these people who have rescued us, N amh?" | asked in a | ow voice.

"Qutlaws and bandits of the forest," she said. "Exiles, fled fromjustice . . . oh, |I fear we have
but fallen into a greater danger, having cone into their hands!"

"Whay do you say that?" | asked. "They are friendly, or they would not have saved us fromt hat
terrible flower .
She shuddered at the nenory of the experience.

"They know no | aw but their own, and every nman's hand is against them even as their hand is

turned against every man. | fear they saved our lives for sone reason of their own! Ransom
perhaps, or . . . even worse."
"Slavery?" | hazarded.

She shook her head reluctantly. "They live in | am ess freedom bandit warriors equal each to the
ot her, under an elective chieftain-in the case of this band, that strange wonman, Siona-the
Huntress,' they call her. On!"

Her eyes widened. | |ooked up into the grinning face of the strange outlaw girl whose face had
been the last thing | had seen before |I fell unconscious. Lithely she stood, |egs spread in boyish
stance, head on one side, regarding us

with bright-eyed curiosity, the slim tanned fingers of one strong, capable little hand toying
with the pormel of a dagger.

"Aye, mistress, "the Huntress,' nmy nmen call ne," the wonman said in a clear bell-like voice in

whi ch overtones of sleek, cat-like nockery were audible. "And what shall | call you, whom I

pl ucked fromthe bosom of the bl ooddrinking flower?-"the Quarry'?"

Her nocking gaze fell on ne, and her expression sharpened with reluctant adniration, nmeasuring ny

inches, lingering on ny flat belly, deep chest, broad shoul ders.
"And what of you, ny lusty lad? You have the girth of a gladiator, the arns of a westler. Ah! |
have it “the Chanpion,' eh?" She |aughed throatily, revealing small, even teeth, startlingly white

agai nst the bronze tan of her features.
"We are harnless travelers, nothing nore," said Nianh in a toneless, controlled voic.

"Perhaps," Siona purred. "And yet 'tis curious, you'll admt-unarned, |one travelers sel dom
venture into the mddle terraces, preferring the upper tier and the great cities. Your chanpion
has the | ook of a woodsman about him but not you, ny dainty lady! I'Il warrant those soft |egs

are nore used to velvet skirts and silken couches than to scranbling about the giant boughs. And
where are you bound, unarned and unnounted, you travel ers?”

"To the city of Phaolon,” nmurnured Niamh. | kept ny nmouth shut, sensing that she had nore insight
into this situation and its hazards than had |

"Phaolon, is it? In truth, you choose an awkward route, and will find the road difficult, wthout
a dhua! And | wonder what purpose you have, ragged travelers, in seeking the Jewel City al one and
afoot? The wild is a savage realm and the great trees conceal a thousand horrors which lie in
wait for the unwary. To venture forth into such peril argues an overwhel m ng cause . -
"We are fromthe city of Kamadhong,"” N amh said with a glibness that won ny admiration. "W did
not flee into the wild fromfree choice, but to avoid persecution. W make for the Jewel City of
Phaol on for 'tis said the queen of that realmoffers a haven to all who cone to her in need.”
The Huntress frowned, pouting her ripe red nouth.

"A haven, is it? Well, mayhap: but the outlaws of the
wi I d have never found a gracious host in her who holds the gold throne of Phaolon. In truth, her
chevaliers hunt us as they will, as if we were but savage beasts, not nmen!"

At this candid appraisal, Niamh bit her lip, flushing, and bent her head. But the wld outlaw girl
did not seemto notice.

"But, nowyour story interests ne, girl! “Persecution,' you said it was you fled from Tell ne of
t hat - what nmanner of persecution do they practice in Kanmadhong agai nst dainty |adies and their

stal wart chanpi ons?"

Again, N anmh glibly concocted a reasonable story to account for our fictitious flight froma city
of which | had never heard.

"W are the children of rival houses," she said firmy, "and we-we would wed agai nst the wi shes of
our houses. | amof an ancient famly of the thurkuz, and ny lover is a mghty warrior of the
khaweng-ya, whose |ove is deened beneath one of ny rank."

Now it was ny turn to flush and fidget, but again the Amazon girl did not appear to notice the

i nvoluntary reaction

The story which the princess had invented on the spur of the nonment to account for our being found
al one and unarned, wandering ami dst the branches of the col ossal trees, was, actually, a good one
whi ch nade perfect sense. | have nmentioned before sonething of the systemof hereditary castes
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into which the civilization of the Laonese is divided. To Siona, it would be quite logical that a
daughter of the thurkuz, the landed and titled aristocracy, should be forbidden to wed a sol dier
of the lowy warrior class, the khaweng-ya

In truth, she did not even question it. She eyed ne with a bold and alnpbst flirtatious apprai sal
and said: "I can understand your reluctance to yield to the wishes of your famly in such a
matter, girl. If | had a |over with such shoulders, I, too, would cling to him"

She shrugged, dismissing the matter.

"Well, you are wel cone here, for this band does truly offer a haven to the honel ess and the
outcast! Take your place at the cook-fire; eat and drink your fill. Wth sunfall we depart for a
pl ace of greater safety, and you may cone with us, if such be your wish, for our path tends in the
direction of the city that is your goal and we have zai ph to spare, having |ost three of our
nunmber to the

hazards of the chase during this hunting expedition. Rest well-we depart ere long!'"

And with those words, and a casual flip of her hand, the outlaw girl turned on her heel and strode
of f. Niamh sagged with relief and snmled weakly at ne. It was dangerous for us to speak, not
knowi ng what ears mght be listening, so | postponed to another tinme the questions that seethed
within me. | assumed it was a nmere instinct of caution that had bidden N amh to conceal her
identity and ny owmn from Siona, and to invent a spurious account of our being here in place of the
true story

We joined the ring about the fire and feasted heartily on a venison-1like nmeat, coarse bl ack bread,
and segnents of fresh fruit, washed down with fierce red wine. The foresters wel comed us anong
them studiously avoi ding questions; their rude and carel ess hospitality was wel cone, and

gathered that it was not unheard-of for strangers to join their band for a neal. Many of themwere
branded outl aws, but they did not seem a depraved or vicious |ot, although they were a hard-faced
crew, their tongues full of strange oaths, and very ready to braw .

Consi dering the casual, offhand wel come they gave us, and their lack of curiosity toward us,
wondered that N anmh kept her head bent, her face in shadow as nmuch as possible, and spoke little
But | could hardly ask her reasons.

Chapter 14

QUTLAWS' LAIR

When we at last left our tenporary haven in the holl ow branch, the heavens were ablaze with the
green-gol d sunset that nade the forest world so strange. Shafts of unearthly nolten jade sunlight
fell through the nonstrous branches; gl oom gathered, concealing with its velvet shadow t he sunny,
open vistas that had stretched to all sides with day.

We were placed in the care of a sturdy rogue called Yurgon, who seened to function as one of
Siona's underchiefs or squad |lieutenants. Fromthe brisk efficiency wherewith the departure was
undertaken, | saw much in the outlaw band to admre. Anmong the Laonese | had known at N amh's

pal ace, there were few |like these hardy woodsnmen. Only ny faithful Panthon and a few of the guards
in my entourage could match these strong, lean, silent, manly huntsmen, for, by and large, the
mael e Laonese of my acquai ntance had been slender, frail, foppish, and of a delicately effem nate
beauty.

But the outlaws of Siona's band were nmen through and through, and knew the meani ng of discipline
In a trice the zai ph were saddl ed and ready, the outlaws nmounted, the saddl ebags containing the
kills made on the hunt securely | ashed to the baggage-zai ph, and all was ready.

Siona lifted her curved hunting horn and sounded a clear, inperious call. Squad by squad, in
perfect order, the outlaws rose fromthe enornous bough. Wngs drumm ng, the zaiph formed a double
line with Siona's nount to the fore, and hurtled up a long slanting ray of fading sunlight

into the upper terraces of the giant forest. Darkness fell swiftly.

| wondered at the wi sdom of traveling by night, which seened to ny thought far nore dangerous than
traveling by day. For one thing, the nore dangerous predators were aprow during the reign of

dar kness, and, as well, in the gloomthat shrouded the world of giant trees after sunfall
traveling should be nmuch nore difficult, for it was easier to mss your |andnmarks and go astray.
Sunmoni ng ny courage, | asked Yurgon of this, since he rode to ny right hand.

He shrugged. "There is little danger, Chanpion.. The beasts avoid zaiph for they find them scrawny
and their meager flesh unappetizing. And we are in little danger of straying fromour route-see
yonder gl eam of 1ight?"

He pointed to a snudge of greenish |umi nescence so faint | would not have noticed it had he not
pointed it out to nme. It was a dull glimrer of phosphorescence, scarcely visible am dst the gl oom
| nodded, and asked himwhat it was.

"The slinme exhuded by the phuol," he said, nami ng a repugnant form of giant insect |ife which
resenbl ed the scorpion. "By day the sline is not visible; by night it sheds a pallid gl ow,
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wherewi th our scouts have blazed a trail through the giant trees."

"Very well," | said. "But | still fail to see why you outlaws prefer to travel by night rather
than by day, since you are in |little danger frompredators in any case."
He gave a harsh laugh and for a nmoment his frank face was cruel. "The npbst dangerous of al

predators is nman hinself," he said. "And it is fromour fellow nen that our greatest perils cone.
For we of the woods, who prefer the freedomof the trees to the safety of cities, are deened the
eneny of every city man. In truth, the hand of every man is agai nst us-the knights of Phaolon, in
particular, hunt us like beasts and slay us when they can. But when the darkness reigns, the city
dwel lers fear to fly abroad, lest they | ose thenselves in the black of night."

I was glad it was so dark that Yurgon could not see the expression on ny face at his words. Now
knew why the princess had conceal ed her identity behind a mask of subterfuge, and why she had

hi dden her face as best she might!

We flew on for an hour or nore. It would be nmeaningless to say that | becanme conpletely |ost,
because | had been thoroughly [ost when the outlaws first rescued us fromthe vanpire bl ossom But
I noticed that flight becane slower and nore difficult, that the web of interlacing branchlets

ti ghtened around us, and that screens of |eaves bl ocked our path with ever-increasing frequency,
until drawn asi de by cunni ngly-conceal ed ropes.

We reached at |last the secret city of the outlaws-if "city" is not too grandi ose a word whereby to
describe a huddle of huts in the crotch of a m ghty bough, hung about al nost entirely with i mense
clumps of gol den | eaf age whi ch nost effectively screened fromview the lair of the bandit clan

The site had obviously been selected for its solitude and renoteness, and as nmuch as for its |lack
of visibility, which |ast feature, | later |earned, had been considerably enhanced by art. For
wherever nature had carelessly left open a vista through the screening | eaves, the outlaws had
with cunning artifice arranged to bl ock the opening. Branchlets had been tw sted amy, tied into
position with stout thongs, and, with tinme, had grown into their new position

We came to rest in the open space at the center of the outlaw village and di smounted. Al was

unbr oken gl oomm no slightest chink was |eft unbl ocked, to betray the hideout of the robber band by
a vagrant gleamof light. Wndows were heavily curtained with thick-woven fiber, or shuttered
stoutly. Siona led us into the central structure of the encanpnent; the edifice was nany tinmes

| arger than the other huts, which were nostly | ow, humock-1ike excrescences whose bark-and-branch
fabric caused themto blend unobtrusively with the substance of the vast, gnarled and knotted
branch itself.

But this central structure was at |east three stories in height, and was built against the trunk
of the tree, following and nelting into its curves; thatched roofs artificially gilded the uniform
gold of the living | eaves. Even by daylight, the structure would have been difficult to identify
as the work of human hands. The artisans of Siona's troop were nmasters of the difficult and
exacting science of canouflage-but such would only have been natural, | suppose. Survival depends
I argely on remai ni ng unseen, or on beconing difficult to perceive: and the outlaw band had made of
survival a true art.

The barred door was opened by alert guards at Siona's knock; we entered, brushing past pernmanent

I i ght-blocking screens of woven rattan-like reeds or fibers (nmade, | later |learned, fromthe

skel etal structure of |eaves), and cane into a large, warm hall whose raftered ceiling was lost in
flickering shadows.

A broad-lipped fire-well was set in the center of this room its depth and rondure hewn into the
very wood of the branch. This circular pit had been lined with nortared stones, or fragnments of
stones, in order to render it fireproof, and a glowi ng bed of coals hissed and sinmered therein
Long wooden benches, and | ow rough-hewn tables, were set in a huge semcircle about this centra
fire-pit, and there were about two dozen people in the hall as the hunting party entered. Sone of
these were nmen, but nmost of them were wonen, and there were a few children to be seen

The outl aw wonren were a hardy lot, bright-eyed, red-1ipped, vivacious, clad in vests and skirts of
rude honespun, with many vivid petticoats of gaudy hues. Brilliantlycol ored kerchiefs were wound
about their heads, and gold bangles glittered at throat and earl obe. They resenbl ed nothing so
much as gypsy wonen, and were a bol d-eyed, blatantly flirtatious |ot.

As for the nen, they were nostly ol der nen, sone. of them being of quite advanced age, although
hal e and hearty for all their years. Those anmpbng t hem who were younger seened largely crippled or

injured; | saw one lithe young bandit lacking a | eg, and another who wore a scarlet |l erchief
wound about his brows, obviously to conceal his blindness. These were, | doubt not, the casualties
of the outlaw life; and that Iife, | could well understand, was one filled to the brimwth

extraordi nary perils beyond the casual experience of city dwelling nen. The outlaws of the world
of giant trees were hunted by the soldiery of every city, and were forced, therefore, to battle
for their survival not only against the natural hazards of life in the forest-which crawed with
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nmonsters and feroci ous predators beyond name or nunber-but against their fellow nen, as well.

The returning huntsmen were greeted with loud cordiality. The fire was stirred and fed unti
orange flames | eaped high, casting vast, withing shadows across the walls. Wnen greeted their
men with shrieks and | aughter and

war m enbraces; bright-eyed, m schi evous-I|ooking ragged children ran squeal i ng underfoot. Skins of
wi ne were fetched from storeroons and were enptied i nto capaci ous goblets of gl ossy wood.

Ni amh and | were neither ignored nor made the object of unwel cone curiosity; our presence was
taken for granted. Doubtless, many such forays into the outer world resulted in the discovery of
wandering exiles, a steady source of new recruits for the outlaw band. Cups of w ne were passed to
us and a place was nade for us at the circular benches which encircled the roaring fire. | took a
hearty swal | ow of the dark, foanmi ng beverage-expecting a suave, nellow vintage such as that to
whi ch | had by now becone accustoned fromny days at the court of Phaolon the Jewel City. I|nstead,
the raw, fiery liquor seared the lining of nmy throat and brought tears to nmy eyes; the outlaws
had, it seemed, long since discovered the secret of fernentation, and what | had casually m staken
for wine was actually a fierce and very potent brandy!

The weary huntsnmen threw thensel ves down on the benches, buggi ng and kissing their wonen, while
children ran shrieking to fetch nore skins of brandy. A sudden nood of carnival whipped the wonen
into a frenzied gaiety: crude nusical instruments were produced from vol um nous skirts-nusic
filled the firelit hall with its jangling rhythns-the younger wonen sprang into a wild dance |ike
a fandango, scarlet petticoats swirling high, revealing tan sinew thighs and | ong bare |egs.
Raucous toasts were called out. Hoarse, bawdy jests were roared over the crashing nmusic. Wite
teeth flashed in swarthy, |aughing faces. The fune of brandy, the heady beat of the wild nusic,
the whirling sinuous forns whipping past in the furious dance, the broiling heat of the crackling
bonfire-all these conbined to nake ne suddenly very, very weary.

Yur gon had been keeping an eye on us, as soon becane obvious. As | stifled back the third yawn he
appeared before us as suddenly as an apparition, gesturing toward a cubicle across the hall which
had been designated as ours.

"The night is well advanced,"” he grinned, "and dawn is near. Cone!" He |ed us through the dancers
to our cubicle; and the first difficulty engendered by our false story presented itself: the
cubi cl e had only one-bed!

Ni anh bl ushed and her eyes avoi ded mine. Yurgon's

keen eye noted this. Tucking his thunbs in his girdle, he threw his head back and booned with

| aught er .

"Such nodesty in lovers nust be rarel"™ he chuckled. "Cone, we have no priests here-'tis tinme the
bl ush of nodest nai denhood were changed to | overs' eager glow" Wth a wink he turned on his hee
and left us to our own devices.

| set nmy jaw resolutely. There was nothing else to do but to see it through. It would never do to
cast our story into suspicion by a reluctance to share the sanme bed. | nuttered as nuch to N anh,
and she clanbered into the dark, stuffy little closet-like cubicle and sank into the renotest
possi bl e corner of the mattress, while I clinbed in, janm ng nyself as close to the doorway as
possi bl e.

Very little privacy was possible to us under such cranped conditions, but at |east there was a
rough-woven hangi ng we could pull across the entranceway to our narrow little closet. And so we
settled down to get what sleep we could, gingerly avoiding the slightest touch. We did not, of
course, disrobe but slept in our clothing. | lay there in the stuffy darkness, listening to the
uproar, the shouting, the nmusic of the dance, achingly aware in every fiber of the nearness of

Ni anh's body and the rhythm of her breathing. | did not sleep very well that night.

Chapter 15

1 MAKE AN ENEMY

The rustle of curtains drawn suddenly asi de awakened ne. | was aware of a warm pressure agai nst ny
shoul der and side, and, turning ny head slightly, | saw N anh nestling against ne. During the

ni ght she had rolled over in her sleep until now she lay cuddled in the curve of ny arm her cheek
pill owed against nmy breast, one armflung carel essly about ny neck, her slender |eg thrown over
mne. | felt acutely enbarrassed; yet, at the sanme tine, ny heart thudded breathl essly agai nst ny
ribs and | savored the delicious excitenment of her nearness and the warm pressure of her body

agai nst my own. She slept on, oblivious to the conprom sing position of intinmacy into which her
unconsci ous novenents during slunber had placed us.

A throaty chuckle roused nme frommy dreanful contenplation of her tousled, drowsy |oveliness. It
was a nasty, suggestive snigger, and | |ooked about to discover its origin. And found it, to ny

i nstant di spl easure.

Soneone had drawn aside the curtains that screened our sleeping cubicle, and he stood at the
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entrance peering in. | recognized himat a glance. It was one of the huntsmen fromthe night
before, a nenber of the party which had rescued Ni amh and mysel f fromthe nurderous enbrace of the
vanpi re bl ossom | could not at once recall his nane, although |I soon | earned that he was call ed
Sligon. He was a little nman with a tw sted back, |ong, dangling, anthropoid arnms, and sonething
wong with one leg so that he linped with a peculiar sidling gait like a crab

He had a swarthy, ugly face with hot, leering eyes and his face habitually wore a sort of oily,
knowi ng smirk. Anong the tall, lean, manly foresters of Siona's band, the hunched, sidling little
man stood out very noticeably, which is why | renmenbered his face although we bad never yet
exchanged a word.

Now he stood in the entrance of our cubicle, peering in with a gloating snmrk on his repellent

vi sage. Doubtl ess he had been sent to arouse us for the norning neal; however, | did not |ike the
secretive, furtive manner in which he performed his duty. And anger awoke within ne at the way he
stood leering in on our privacy, running his eyes over N anh's sleeping |oveliness and her |ong
bare | egs, his gaze lingering on the glinpses of creany flesh which showed through the rents and
tears in her abbreviated garnents. So | kicked himin the face!

The action was a purely instinctive one, perfornmed w thout forethought, a nere |ashing out at
sonet hi ng which annoyed nme. | had not really neant to kick himat all, just to shove himaway, and
had ny bands been free at the nonment, | would doubtl ess have used them But they were not, and
hence it was ny foot that went crashing into his ugly, smrking visage and sent himspraw ing.

A roar of anusenment rang out as the hunched, sidling little thief crashed, squalling, into the
tables. He was on his feet in an instant, eyes agleamw th malice, a w cked hooked knife cl utched
in one hand. He snarled, spitting curses, face vicious, for all the world like a cat dunked
suddenly in cold water

| sprang fromthe bed as he lunged at me, the knife blade flashing in his hand. On Earth ny

know edge of the tricks of rough-and-tunble fighting had necessarily been Iinmted to what | had
read i n books or watched on television; but the body of Lord Chong knew all about gutter braw s,
and instinctive habit patterns snapped into action.

I knocked his knife-hand aside, blocking his lunge with the blunt edge of nmy forearm and sank ny
balled fist into his abdonmen. The breath whistled frombetween his yell ow snagged teeth. Hs face
paled to a sickly hue and be sank to his knees and crouched there, gaggi ng and sucking for breath.
The fight had suddenly gone out of himfromthat one blow of mine, and as | bent to pick up the
wi cked

little knife that he had let fall fromnunb, nerveless fingers 'paralyzed by nmy bl ocking blow, I
reflected yet again on the obvious benefits of possessing the body of a fighting man, a body with
superbly trained, hair-trigger refiexes

In the next instant, burly Yurgon stepped between us, plucking Sligon fromthe ground by the
scruff of his neck and shoving himaway, turning stern eyes on nme-stern, that is, if you

di scounted the appreciative grin that tugged at the corners of his nouth.

"No fighting, you two!" he snapped. "Siona's rule any further trouble between the two of you and
I"I'l have you both flogged. Is that understood?”

| nodded. "Perfectly! But it should also be understood that if yonder fellow or anyone el se cones
slinking around to peer through the curtains at the prin-at my nmate and nyself-he will get another
boot in the teeth, flogging or no flogging. | hope that is understood!"

Yur gon chuckl ed. "Aye, Chanpion! Sligon, you sneak, stay away from our guests fromnow on, or |'ll
gi ve you the boot nyself, understand?"

The little weasel of a man nodded silently, eyes vicious, saying nothing. | tossed himhis knife
and turned on ny heel to where N anmh crouched in the doorway of the sleeping cubicle, flushed and
bewi | dered, not understanding the reason for' this altercation

| assuned the incident was closed, and put it out of my mind. But as the little thief turned to
slink away, he shot one glance at ne fromscowing eyes. It was a shaft of pure scarlet hatred,
that gl ance, and | woul d have done well not to have discounted it. However, | paid it and himno
particul ar heed, and therein, as shall ere long be seen, lay ny downfall and N amh's doom On such
slight accidents do the hinges of destiny turn.

Siona, who slept with the unwed wonen in another part of the keep, had m ssed the altercation and
no one bothered to informher of it. \Wien she appeared for the norning neal she noticed the sorry
condi tion of our garnents, which by now had been reduced to mere rags hardly sufficient to concea
our nodesty, and curtly bade one of the foresters to find us nore fitting rainent.

After breakfast, the huntsnman conmanded to this duty

conducted us to the storeroons and saw us outfitted properly.

The fellow in question, by the way, was a fresh-faced, eager young | ad naned Kaorn, who seened to
be about sixteen or seventeen as far as | could judge-which was not very far, as the age of the
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Laonese people and their average life span remains sonething of a nystery to nme to this very hour

I have not yet had occasion to touch upon the nystery of time on the Wrld of the Geen Star thus
far in the course of this narrative, but if ny reader will permt a slight digression at this
point, while Nianh and | are getting dressed, | will nention that there was sonething peculiar and
extraordi nary about tinme on this planet.

The passage of tine went |argely unmarked anmong the Laonese, and even in their conversation they
hardly ever referred to it. Among nmy own people, it is very comon to enpl oy such words as day and
ni ght, hour and minuteall of which, of course, refer to minor time divisions comonly, indeed

uni versal ly, understood. "I'Il be there in ten mnutes,” we are accustoned to saying; or "l spoke
to himonly an hour ago,"” or "I called himlast week." Virtually every action and activity
undertaken by us in our everyday lives is perforned against, or rather within, a framework of
reference to tine.

This is, nost nysteriously, not at all the case with the slender, ivory-skinned inhabitants of the
Wrld of the Green Star. Such familiar time references ate al nost wholly absent fromtheir speech
as fromtheir way of thinking, although this fact is not at once noticeable and took ne quite somne
time to becone aware of. When | did begin to notice it | believe | put it down to two facts. The
first of these facts is that the Laonese people are of a pre-industrial civilization which has not
yet reached the level of technology appropriate to the invention of clocks. Wthout possessing

cl ocks, or sonme kind of device to neasure the passage of tine, it is understandabl e that
references to hours and m nutes would be highly arbitrary and unlikely-a fact generally overl ooked
by the authors of popul ar historical novels.

The second fact is, sinply, that the Laonese rarely observe their sun. Both their sun and the
various stars and constellations are generally hidden behind the done of pearly msts that vei

t he heavens fromtheir view as

effectively as if they were inhabitants of the planet Venus. On Earth, of course, the sun is
continuously visible throughout the daylight hours, and its passage from dawn to dusk easily
observed. But the Green Star that is the sun of this world can scarcely be seen through the clouds
that cover the skies, and although it is even then dimy visible as a center of brightness, the
heavy | eafage and i nmense branches wherein the folk of this world commonly dwell|l further obscure
their notice of it.

But above and beyond the fact that the Laonese seldomrefer to tine by its subtler divisions-their
| anguage | acking even the words for hour or mnute-they make no reference to the seasons of the
year, and seldomrefer even to the passage of the years. Unfortunately, ny stay on the Wrld of
the Green Star was far too brief for me to have observed the passage of the seasons, but it nay
wel | have been that this planet is not so severely inclined upon its axis for the differences in

tenperature between the seasons to be particularly noticeable. | amleft with the feeling that the
Laonese dwell in a world of perpetual sumer, verging, it nay be, on the begi nnings of autumm.

At any rate, during the time | lived anong them the Laonese seldomreferred to years in any sense
and for any purpose. | believe that | have already nentioned how difficult it was to estimate the

age of sone of the individuals whom | encountered during nmy stay on this strange and alien pl anet.
Khi n-nom the old sage of N anmh's court who taught ne the | anguage spoken by the Laonese, was an
exanple of this. He was clearly a man of nobre than mature years, |ean and gaunt and bewhi skered,
his keen eyes and neasured tones indicative of |ong experience and deep thought. But | would be at
a loss to guess his age, for the flesh of his face was firmand healthy and unlined, his step
vigorous and not in the least halting, and his body preserved the elasticity and suppl eness of
yout h.

I wonder if it is due to the fact that their sun is not easily visible and that the giant trees
about themshow little change with the passage of the seasons, that the Laonese have no clearly
formed conception of tine, never think about it, and thus, not being aware of the passing of
years, remain somehow oblivious to the effects of age? Is it possible that if a person is
oblivious to the passing of years he retains the health and vigor of his youth even into well -
advanced old age? Is it possible that for a mnd

totally ignorant of time to enjoy sonething closely resenbling perpetual youth?

I do not know, | cannot say. This is a question for the phil osophers to ponder over, and | ama
man of action, not a phil osopher.

Bef ore 1 ong young Kaorn had us outfitted in the garb of the forest outlaws. | was given a supple,
thigh-length tunic of some soft |eathery stuff with a nap on it |ike suede, together with short
boots, a heavy leathern girdle, short cloak, and | eggings. N amh reappeared |ooking for all the
world |ike Maid Marian in a Robin Hood novie, with an abbreviated and tight-fitting jupon of
forest green, soft high-laced buskins, and a feathered cap which perched wi nsonely atop her silken
mane. She | ooked conpl etely adorable, although | was too tongue-tied -to say so. Kaorn, |ess
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inhibited .than I, grinned in appreciation, eyes shining with boyish adoration. N amh dinpled at
the expression on the boy's face as she pirouetted before us in her new rainent.

W rejoined the others, and, |ooking about, | spotted Sligon at a far corner of the hall, huddl ed
spitefully on the end of a bench, pointedly ignoring us. My flash of tenper had | ong since
subsided and | would willingly have heal ed the breach between the little thief and nyself, but
beyond shooting ne one vicious glare, he ignored ne therewith, turning his back on nme, and it
woul d have been awkward for ne to have nmade any friendly overture.

bvi ously, he nursed a grudge against me. Wth a slight sinking feeling, |I realized that | had
made an eneny.

An eneny who woul d neither forget-nor forgive.

Part |V
THE BOOK OF SLI GON THE BETRAYER
Chapter 16

THE SECRET OF SI ONA

Qur position anmong the outlaws of Siona's band was anomal ous and never quite defined. W were not
exactly captives, for we were permtted considerable freedom of novenent and there were but few
overt strictures placed on our conversation, our behavior, or our whereabouts. Nor were we

preci sely guests, for both of us were expected to shoul der our share of the work, N anh the
househol d tasks and nysel f guard duty and weapons practice, and we were both under the orders of
our squad | eader, Siona's l|lieutenant, Yurgon. On the other hand, we could hardly be considered as
new recruits, since we had neither volunteered to join the band of foresters nor had we been
invited to do so

For the tinme being, it seened sinplest to nerely do as

we were bidden without asking questions, voicing protests, or in any' way drawi ng undue attention
to ourselves. The question of our being pernmitted to continue on our way to Phaolon sinply did not
arise for discussion. Certainly, wthout active assistance of the outlaws it would have been

i npossible for us to do so, although it occurred to ne several times that we could easily have
escaped fromthe outlaw stronghold any tine we w shed, since we were never under guard at any

gi ven occasi on and coul d nove about as we wi shed.

| don't know whether Yurgon and his fellows considered us to be prisoners or what, but there was
certainly no need for himto place a guard over us. We had not the slightest idea of our

wher eabouts, nor in which direction lay the Jewel Cty that was our goal, and wi thout information
or the help of the outlaws we could not have travel ed the distance and woul d have been conpletely
lost in nmoments, had we been so foolish as to make the attenpt unai ded.

I did not mind the tasks assigned to ne, for my nuscul ar body denanded exercise and | was eager to
continue learning the use of the Laonese weapons. A brief tour of guard duty every night or so was
no great burden and | rather enjoyed the rough, manly camaraderie of the guards, so very different
fromthe languid and effete relationships | had known at the court of the Princess of Phaol on
There, but for the sturdy fellowship | had enjoyed with ny brave, |oyal Panthon and the ot her
guards assigned to ny entourage, | had known nothing like this rough and ready mascul i ne

conr adeshi p.

For N amh, however, the life we shared with the outlaws of Siona's band nust have been very
trying, although to give the gallant princess credit where credit is due, she allowed no word of
conplaint to escape her lips. Siona had, | think quite naturally, assigned the princess household
duties such as were shared by the unmarried or underage wonen of the encanpnent. It was her task
to keep the fires going, to share in cooking the neals and in serving them and to clean the
kitchen and the eating inplenents after their use.

Frankly, | thought little of this. It did not for any reason occur to ne that N anmh was bei ng
singled out for rough or dirty or degrading work, since the sane tasks were the common ot of the
ot her wormen who wor ked

cheerfully at her side. However, the delicately reared princess had never been accustoned to
perform ng even the slightest household | abor, having been reared in conditions of the greatest

| uxury, surrounded by maids and servants of every description, and the sinple tasks that now fell
to her | ot must have been a bothersone burden to her, Doubtless she had little in conmmon with the
bol d-eyed kitchen girls and it was not |ong before they sensed this fromher queenly reserve and
the maidenly reticence of her speech, which was very unlike the crude and bawdy | anguage t hey

enpl oyed, spiced with oaths and flavored with rude jests.

At any rate, even I, in ny ignorance, soon becanme aware of a change in the way in which N amh was
being treated by the wenches-despite the fact that she never gave voice to a word of conplaint
when she was with ne.

In particular, | noticed that she no | onger ate with ne during the daylight neals, and instead had
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become one of the serving girls who tended the tables. This did not seemto ne to be worthy of
comrent, for wi thout thinking much about it | naturally assumed that the kitchen girls were
assigned to wait on tables according to some sort of rotation system But she continued in this
role and it soon becane obvious to ne that the task had been nmade hers in punishnent.

I first becane really aware of this when |I noticed that she was exclusively waiting on Siona
during these neals, and that the huntress nore than once spoke sharply to her, upbraiding her for
sone cl umsi ness, either actual or fancied. These scol dings were loudly perforned before the ful
conmpany in such a way as to degrade and shane her even before the other kitchen wonen. And it
shortly becane obvious that Siona was going out of her way to mistreat and insult the dainty
Princess of the Jewel City.

One evening in particular stands out in ny nenory. N anh had been at work for many hours at the
hot and weari sonme task of turning the spit upon which our dinner neat was cooked over a slow fire.
This singularly disagreeable task was generally reserved for those girls who had ni sbehaved in
sonme manner and were being punished for their |apse. As the neats dripped continually into the
spluttering fire, the girl assigned to tend the spit becane

splattered with grease fromhead to foot in no time, and Ni anh was no exception to this.

Wil e serving wine at Siona's perenptory comrand, the w ne beaker had slipped in N anmh's greasy
fingers, spilling purple liquid over Siona's finery. Shrieking a particularly vile name, the
Amazon girl sprang to her face, dealing N amh a buffet on the cheek that sent her sprawing.

The wi ne beaker went flying, smashing to a thousand ringing shards on the wooden floor, which
further enraged the huntress. She snatched a coiled whip fromher ornate girdle and sent its |ash
si ngi ng about the slender shoul ders of the hapless N amh.

| leaped to ny feet, al nobst overturning the bench, and was upon the raised dais where Siona was
accustoned to dine alone in a single bound. Wthout pausing to consider the possible consequences,
| caught Siona's wist in a crushing grip and tore the whip handle fromher, flinging it away.

The outlaw girl stood, her breasts rising and falling in their cups of silver openwork filigree as
she panted, cheeks flushing and eyes sparkling with rage. At her feet crouched the frightened and
cowering Niamh amidst a litter of crystal shards, in a puddle of spreading w ne. Her creany

shoul ders were bare and a crinson stripe ran obscenely across themfromthe biting kiss of Siona's

whi p. Neither of us spoke for a long, frozen nonment, and the hall itself was silent, the rows of
foresters staring at this tableau in tonguel ess astoni shnent.
Slowy | relaxed ny fingers, freeing Siona's hand. | was breathing heavily, ny eyes nmisted with

fury, and in ny present state | did not trust nyself to speak

Siona's glorious eyes narrowed to slits of cold, burning rage. Her voice becane a sibilant hiss as
she cursed ne.

"I'f ever again you lay your clumsy paws on me, you stinking ulphio, I will have you and this
bungling, cringing slut flogged until your backs are reduced to ribbons," she said venonously.

| shoul d perhaps add that an ulphio is a tree scavenger of singularly |oathsonme dietary habits and
particul arly repul sive appearance-the Laonese equivalent of a rat, you m ght say-and its nane is
comonly enployed in invective to the sanme purpose.

| said nothing, but stood facing her calmy, nmy arns fol ded now upon ny chest. N anmh, however, got
silently

to her feet and w thout so nuch as exchanging a |l ook with the enraged outlaw queen went into the
ki tchens, fromwhich ere long she returned with danp rags to begin cleaning up the spilled w ne.
Still panting with fury, Siona nmade as if to kick N amh as she knelt to sponge up the mess. |
caught her by the el bow and spun her off-balance so that the blow did not |and.

The Amazon girl laid one trenbling hand on the armof her chair and | ooked at ne with eyes like

daggers.

"You dare to touch me!" she shrill ed.

"I ama guest in your hall," | said calmy, "as is ny nate. However, should you ever again attenpt
to strike my mate for any reason, not only will | touch you, but I will take yonder whip to your

back, as you sought to enploy it on hers.”

Siona's rage was amazing to see. Her beautiful eyes widened to wells of flame; her tanned face
whitened, paling to the color of mlk; she sank her white teeth in the ripe flesh of her full lips
in the fury of her vexation, and dealt nme a stinging slap across the mouth. It was not the dainty
bl ow of an ineffectual girl, but a staggering buffet, delivered with all the sinew strength of
her strong young arm and had | not been braced to receive it | might have been knocked back
against the table. As it was, ny ears rang and ny face went nunb, and, although | did not notice
it at the tinme, the rings on Siona's hand cut ny |ip and bl ood dri bbl ed down ny face.

"You-you-ul phio!" she spat.

"Uphio or not," | replied evenly, "I ama guest in your hall. And if this is to be an exanpl e of
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the hospitality you deal to your guests, | begin to think ny mate and | night prefer the enbrace
of the devil flower fromwhich, and perhaps unwi sely, you saw fit to rescue us!"

A poi nt touched the naked flesh of my side gently. The cold kiss of the transparent netal awoke ne
suddenly to the very great danger in which Niamh and | now stood. The beautiful, tenpestuous young
worman whose eyes blazed into mine in her towering fury was the absolute mstress of this band of
cutthroats and condemmed outlaws, and our lives at that nonent perhaps hung on a sl ender thread.
For Siona was perfectly capable of having both of us whipped-or slain out of hand-or of having us
thrust out into the wilderness fromwhich she had rescued us, which woul d doubtl ess have the sane
result as

if she hack slain us. There was, however, no way in which | could have acted differently under
such circunstances and have retained ny honor as a warrior and as a nan. And on the whol e

believe | had acted with adnirable restraint under such extreme provocation

Yurgon cleared his throat before Siona could speak again. He stood at ny shoulder, the tip of his
short sworda weapon not unlike the old Roman gl adi us-just grazing ny ribs.

"Quest-right is guest-right," he observed in a soothing tone, clearly audible the length of the
hall. "An apol ogy m ght perhaps serve to cool all tenpers. . . :'

Siona's ripe lips withed in a silent snarl; suddenly, and inexplicably, her eyes welled brinfu

of tears and her face crinsoned in a flam ng blush. Wthout a further word, her eyes failing to
nmeet mine, she turned and left the hall, and did not reappear again that evening.

Tension rel axed visibly. A few nen chuckl ed under their breath and one or two expelled | ong-pent
breaths in a deep sigh of relief. Yurgon grinned, put away his sword, and nmade a gesture as of

W pi ng his brow

"You were near death at that nonment, friend," he nuttered with a snile

"I do not doubt it," | said. "And | will try to see that such an outburst does not again occur."
He nodded and cl apped ne on the shoul der

"I't would be wise of you to do that," he agreed; and we returned to conplete our interrupted neal.
The nmeats had grown cold and the wi ne had gone | ukewarm but ny appetite had vani shed anyway. |
drank and chewed autonmatically, wondering again and again the reason for Siona' s inexplicable

di sli ke and persecution of my bel oved, and why her tenper should have bl azed up at ne.

The secret of her behavior did not at once becone apparent. To ne, at least. | doubt not, in coo
hi ndsi ght, but that everyone else in the hall knew the secret of Siona of which I, in ny masculine
obt useness, remai ned ignorant.

Chapter 17

A KNI FE I N THE DARK

Sligon bad, of course, been a witness to that dramatic scene of confrontation during dinner, and
as | took nmy place on the benches at its termination, it did not escape ne how nmuch the tw sted
and spiteful little thief had enjoyed ny disconfiture. He withed about in his place at the far
end of the hall, laughing silently, his mean little eyes filled with vengeful gl ee.

1, of course, ignored his very evident enjoynent of ny predicanment. It would do N anmh or nyself no
good at all to further antagonize one of the band who al ready had cause enough to dislike nme. So
general ly kept out of his way and | noticed that Sligon avoided my own conpany as nuch as was
possi bl e.

That night as we retired |I questioned N amh about the incident, but she displayed a curious

reti cence and was obviously reluctant for sone reason to discuss the flare-up of Siona's tenper
We were still forced to sleep in the sane bed, maintaining our pretense of being runaway star-
crossed lovers, and while this inmposed a certain degree of intinacy upon us, 1, at |east, strove
quite manfully to avoid violating her privacy by word or thought or deed. Wiile | was by this tine
very deeply in love with the Princess of the Jewel City-a fact which | amquite certain she knew
it would not have been gentlemanly or very honorable of me to have taken advantage of the
situation in which we found ourselves thrown together in such proximty. For her part, N anh
seened rather reserved. She sel dom spoke to ne,

save to reply to nmy own queries politely, and maintained a degree of reserve that grew frostier
day by day.

This may have been nothing nore than her way of discouraging in advance any attentions | m ght
press upon her. That was ny first thought, and | nust confess that her behavior irritated ne.
After all, when a gentleman is very gallantly acting |like a gentlenmnan, he deserves at |east some
credit for his chivalry! But ere long it occurred to me that N amh's cool ness toward ne had some

i nexpl i cabl e connection or resonance with Siona's own peculiar behavior-but, for the life of ne, |
coul dn't understand what that connection could be.

Al t hough reluctant to discuss the natter, Nianh did at length respond to ny questioning, saying
that it was because of Siona's wi shes that she had been relegated to the nore disagreeable of the
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kitchen tasks, and also that it was on the express command of the Amazon girl that she was
selected to serve her at table. N amh did not, however, voice any opinion as to the reasons for
Siona's dislike of her, which it seenmed anpbunted to sonething very close to genui ne persecution
"Way in the world has she taken such a dislike to you?" | puzzled aloud that night as we |ay side
by side, carefully apart in the darkness of our stuffy little sleeping cubicle. "I can't

under stand why she should want to humiliate you before the eyes of everyone in so blatant a
manner . "

"Perhaps for contrast,” N amh murmured enignatically.

"Contrast?" | repeated. There came to ny nind a vision of the scene that had transpired that
evening in the great, high-raftered hall. Siona, her boyish garnents laid by, in a beautiful and
rat her revealing robe of senitranslucent gauzy stuff, gens flashing at wist and throat, |obe and
brow, silken hair worked up into an el aborate coiffure, her narrow wai st cinched in by an ornate
girdl e of gemstudded plates of precious netal which |lent enphasis to the rondure of her breasts
and the swelling lines of her hips and thighs-and poor N amh, with her snmudged face and
straggling, unconbed hair, grease-stained kirtle done up, serving the outlaw girl with rough, work-
reddened hands.

"Contrast? | don't understand what you nmean," | confessed in a baffled tone. N amh gave ne a | ong,
cool, faintly anused gl ance.

"Don't you? No, | can see that you do not," she said. And with that she rolled over, her face
turned fromnme, and fell asleep . . leaving nme staring at the ceiling, completely nystified,

pondering the inexplicable perversities of the female m nd

Sligon, as | have nmentioned, tended to avoid ny conpany insofar as it was possible for himto do
so; but this was not always possible, as his tasks occasionally conjoined with nine

One of the first incidents on which they did so took place, as it happened, only a night later
Yurgon had guard captaincy that next evening, and the nenbers of his squad were set in their

posts. Sligon was a nmenber of Yurgon's conpany, and fromthe tine when she had effected the rescue
of Niamh and nyself -fromthe deadly enbrace of the vanpire blossom Siona had placed nme under the

authority of Yurgon, an order which she had never bothered to rescind. Thus, in effect, | was of
Yurgon's conpany still, although not a formal nenber of the outlaw band.

There is no wal king of the post when you stand guard in a tree two or three niles high in the air.
Guards are mounted in far-spaced | ookout stations and there they stay till sunup, or until such
time as they are relieved. These | ookout stations rather resenble the crow s nests on a ship,
being small, cranped platforns fastened to the ends of branches or the heights of the tree. A

wi cker railing runs around these platforns about waist-high, and the platforns thensel ves are
securely bound to twig or branch with | eathern thongs. They are also usually screened fromview by
the sort of canouflage | described earlier-twi gs or branchlets unobtrusively bent awy so that the
huge | eaves conceal the platformfrom any casual notice.

The post Yurgon assigned to ne on the night following ny dramatic confrontation with the enraged
Siona was a renmote and |l ofty one, situated high up in the gigantic tree whereupon the outlaw canp
was built. You could only get up to it by clinmbing a sort of rope |adder, and once in it, you were
stuck there till either dawn or your relief came, as the rope | adder was untied and carried away.
It was known as "red branch station" in the casual slang of the guards, for the branchlet at whose
end it was situated was covered with a variety of fungus or nmold which was of a

di stinctive and uni que coloration. Wen Yurgon read out nmy nane and station | could not hel p but
notice that Sligon pricked up his ears. An expression of cunning passed over his ugly, rat-1like

face, and a gleamof calculation flickered nmonmentarily in his narrow eyes, until, as if by a
conscious effort, he wi ped his face snooth and i nnocent of expression
At the tine, this did not seemto be of any inportance and | ignored it. Later, of course, |

recalled it all too well

The scuffle of sonething noving on rough bark awoke nme instantly fromthe |ight doze into which
had fallen.

Ni ghts on the world of giant trees were of an inpenetrable degree of darkness. It was during the
hours of night that the npst dread and fearsonme of the many predators of this planet were abroad,
and that which hunted generally did so in conplete silence so as not to alarmits prey. So it was
that, save for the faint and unendi ng whi spering of breeze through the infinitude of |eaves, the
nights were not only utterly black, but of a ghostly silence as well.

Hence, the slightest sound of an unusual nature tended to arouse suspicion. This is why | snapped
to full wakeful ness fromnmny dream ng doze when that faint scuffing sound reached nmy ears. | was
crouched at the bottomof the high-railed little platform ny knees bent, for the floor space was
mniscule; in an instant | was on ny feet, |eaning over the wickerwork railing, straining every
sense to the fullest.
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An al nost undetectable trenmor ran up the tapering branchlet at whose term nus | was stationed. The
vi bration was so slight that | night probably not have noticed it at all, had | not been roused to
full alertness by the scuffling sound a nonent before. | held ny breath, heart thunping agai nst ny
ri bs, wondering what slithering nonstrosity was inching its way up the branch to which I clung. W
were under instructions not to rouse the alarmunless an eneny force was di scovered or we

oursel ves were under the attack of sone beast. My hand went out to the curved horn bound to the
railing at my side. But still | hesitatedl waited, straining my ears for a repetition of the
slight sound | had heard-not wi shing to play the fool, afraid of the dark, who gives the alarm at
the i magi ned approach of some nonexi stent peril

Again, that slight trenor up the branch. | had been

conducted to ny station by a rope |adder; this had been a length of thick rope with fat knots tied
init every three feet or so. It had been unfastened and carried off once | had attained the
platform for such was the custom Therefore, whatever dread thing was slithering up the branchl et
was clinging to the rough bark itself. In the pitch-dark, nmy fancy painted a variety of nonsters,
my favorite anong them being an enornous serpent. | could al nost see the hideous, slithering shape
coiled snakily about the narrow branch, its blunt, wedge-shaped head questing through the

bl ackness for the scent of ny flesh ....

Was it pure inmagination, or did | glinpse the faintest flicker of |ight bel ow ne?

Yes-there it was again! A curious double gleam like two eyes burning through the dark!

If an enornous snake, or sone other night-roam ng nonster, was approaching ny station, there was
little enough | could do about it. W guards were equi pped with a | ong, broad-bladed hunting knife
whose design was strikingly |ike that nade fanmous by Col onel Ji mBow e of Anmerican frontiersnan

hi story: each of us carried one of these all-purpose weapons, which was called a "guardknife." W
al so wore, strapped across our shoul ders, a spear or javelin about nine feet |ong; these, however,
fornmed the extent of our weapons, it being the purpose of a guard to |l ook and |isten and, when
necessary, give the alarm but not to fight. It occurred to ne that | mght well be able to

di sl odge whatever creature clung to the rough bark if | reached down with my spear. The brute was
directly below ne now, | could hear its breathing.

Qui ck as thought | reached down, probing with my spear-

Two t hings happened al nost simultaneously.

As | bent down to probe beneath ne with the spear, sonething went hissing past ny face. In the

bl ackness | caught only the vaguest glinpse of it as it flew by; but the nights of this planet are
not so dark but that a dimghost of |ight cannot be nmirrored in-the bl ade of a knife!

At the same nonent as the thrown knife went flashing past ny head to vanish in the darkness, ny
spear cane into contact with sonmething that clung tenaciously to the bough directly beneath the

pl atform whereon | stood. | janmed the shaft of the spear down between it and the

branch and, using all the leverage | had, flung ny arnms out, effectively dislodging it.

An unearthly yowl sounded and sone heavy object went crashing and bunmpi ng and bl underi ng down
through the foliage to a | ower branch

A nonent or so later, Yurgon appeared.

"Red branch station-was it you who cried out?" he called.

"Some night creature approached ny position," | said, "but | beat it off."

"Very good! But next time, if you are under attack, sound your horn," he said.

"I doubt if the beast will return,” | said innocently.

Wth dawn we were relieved. Yurgon tossed the coiled rope |adder up to nme; | caught it, secured it

to the branchlet, and cl anbered down to join my conpany. At the tail of the line of guardsnen I
glinmpsed hunched, linping little Sligon. He had a bruised and battered | ook to him and it seened
to ne that he linped a bit nore painfully than usual

"Anything to report?" Yurgon inquired.

| shook nmy head. "Nothing, sir. Did anything else of note occur during the night?"

He shrugged. "Nothing. Sligon was carel ess enough to | ose his guard-knife sonehow, but nothing

else ... why are you | aughi ng?"
| w nked, but did not answer
Chapter 18

I NTI MATI ONS OF WAR

Si nce guards get no sleep during the hours of their duty, save for a harmess bit of dozing, they
are generally relieved of all duties for the following day and are permtted to sleep then, if
they wi sh.

Thus, just about the tine Niamh was rising, | was going to bed. |I told her of the incident of the
knife in the dark and how | had managed to pry | oose frommy branch an unknown creature, which had
fallen, squalling |oudly, crashing down to thunp agai nst the branch bel ow. Shaking with |aughter
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I also related how poor Sligon had linped so painfully all the way hone.

The princess did not seemto find ny story very anusing, although she sniled wanly. But her brow
soon clouded with worry.

"Shoul d you not tell soneone-Yurgon, perhaps? If this goes unreported, will not this Sligon make

anot her attenpt on your |ife?" she asked. | shook ny head.

"I do not think so," | said. "I rather inagine little Sligon received punishnent enough in his
fall. | doubt if he will try the same trick twice in a row, and, anyway, there is little he can do
against us. O course, | shall remain on nmy guard. The only thing we nmust be careful about is to

see to it that he does not cone skul ki ng around spying upon us, for were he to discover that | am
the Lord Chong and that you are the Princess N anmh of Phaol on, then he woul d have an excell ent
weapon to use agai nst us-"

| broke off suddenly, for just as | had uttered those fateful words a hiss of indrawn breath cane
to ny ears.

Had soneone been [urking outside our cubicle, listening to our words?
In a flash | drew the curtains aside and sprang out into the hall. But there was no one there; no
one at all.

But just vani shing through a doorway | glinpsed a black shape. Was it only ny inmagination, or did
that dark figure have a hunched back and did it walk with the sidling notion of a crab?

The skin prickled at the nape of my neck, under nmy unshorn warrior's mane. Had the black figure
linped painfully on a twisted leg? Had it been Sligon, there beyond the curtains while we tal ked?
And had the spiteful little thief overheard when 1 had been so careless as to utter Ni amh's nane
al oud?

| stood there hel plessly, clenching and unclenching ny fists in an agony of indecision, uncertain
whet her or not | should plunge after that figure, now vani shed. Just then ny friend Kaorn strode
past, yawning sleepily. | grabbed the boy's arm

"Lad, where is Sligon? Have you seen aught of hinP" | demanded urgently.

"Not |," the youth said in a puzzled tone. "He's asleep, | guess-as both you and |I should be. Wy
do you ask?"

"Ch-nothing," | said shortly. Then, clapping himon the shoulder, | returned to ny bed.

But | did not sleep. Long after Nianh left to go about her kitchen duties, | tossed and turned

restlessly, wondering if it had been Sligon listening beyond the curtain; and, if it had been him
had he heard when | spoke Ni amh's name?

Eventual | y, exhaustion took dom nance over ny worries, and | slept. But ny dreans were dark and
troubl ed ones, nightmares through which a hunched shape shambl ed nonstrously, its |eering eyes
aflame with a dreadful secret.

Events came to a head that very evening. But first canme a surprising event that none of us could
have foretold.

Whi | e ni ght guards spent their tour perched in tiny crows nests aloft in the giant trees, Siona's
daytime guards conmbed the vicinity by air, nounted on the beautiful, gigantic dragonflies the
Laonese call zaiph. Toward |l ate afternoon, one of these far-flung scouts returned with an

ast oni shi ng nessage.

During his flight he had observed a party in the blackand-yellow livery of the city of Ardha
traveling under a flag of truce. These envoys of Akhmi m bore a nessage fromthe tyrant-Iord of
that real mto none other but Siona herself! What this nmessage was, they refused to divulge to any
but the girl-leader of the outlaw band, and for this purpose they desired safe-conduct into the
very lair of the foresters

"Admit anbassadors of an eneny kingdomto visit us here' in the Secret City?" Siona repeated in
tones of amazenent and disbelief. "They nust be mad to think we would pernit themto | earn the key
of our hiding place!"

"On the other hand," said Yurgon thoughtfully, "it would do no harmto find out what it is they
desire of us. They could be carefully blindfolded and fl own here by a roundabout route, thus
remai ning in ignorance of the |ocation of our encanmpnent . . . ."

Si ona thought it over, rubbing her small, stubborn chin with thoughtful, nusing fingers.

"Well, there is sonething in what you say. Doubtless there is profit init, whatever it is the
folk of Ardha require of us . . . and it has been too | ong since you | azy rogues have surprised a
mer chant caravan out of their gens and plunp purses! Yurgon, see to it. | |eave the protective
measures to your devisal . . . we will nmeet with these envoys here tonight in the great hall."

Li stening at ny side, Ni amh shivered suddenly, and dug her fingers into the flesh of ny arm
Looki ng back on the scene fromthe vantage point of tine, | wonder if she had sone prenonition of
the dreadful doom that was about to befall both of us.

Ni ght fell, black as pitch; and it was not until an hour after darkness cane down on the World of
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the Green Star that the envoys of Akhmi m of Ardba were conducted into the secret Secret City, as
the forest outlaws terned their bidden base.

Yurgon had decided to wait until darkness for added security, for he did not trust the
unscrupul ous wil es of the Ardhanese envoy. The outlaws were considered the foes of every city, and
it was not inpossible for a blindfold to slip. But by conducting the party of anbassadors here
under cover of night, Yurgon made it doubly certain that

the position of the outlaw canp would renmain unknown to their yell ow robed enenies.

| felt curiously glad that | had the day off, due to my guard duty the previous night; for thus it
woul d be inpossible for Yurgon to have selected ne to be one of the guards assigned to acconpany
the envoys hither by a circuitous route.

Not that it was very likely that any of the envoys could have recogni zed ne-al t hough several high
| ords of Ardha had acconpanied the tyrant-prince to the court of Phaol on on the day of ny
revivification, and the envoys might just possibly have been anong them At any rate, we all

awai ted the arrival of the enmbassy with high curiosity and not a little suspense.

The scene was to be the great hall of the outlaw stronghold. The fire in the circular pit had been
heaped high with dry fuel and the flanmes | eaped hal fway to the snoke-bl ackened rafters far
overhead, casting a brilliant orange |ight across the huge room The tables and benches had been
cleared away, and the entire strength of the outlaw band was assenbl ed to hear the words of the
envoy. Or alnost the entire strength, for the clever queen of the foresters did not overl ook the
possibility of duplicity. A war party night be |lying hidden, waiting to follow the blindfol ded
anbassadors back to the Secret City and take it by surprise. So on this night of nights, Siona had
commanded tall, gray-bearded Phryne, who had that night's guard captaincy, to triple his nen,

enpl oying farfiung and sel domused stations. And all in the great room had weapons to hand, ready
to leap to the defense of their hidden lair should it be attacked.

Si ona, decked in war gear, sat on the dais in the great carved throne-like chair that had been her
father's. For this rare occasion the Amazon girl wore breast-cups of beaten gold over hard copper,
an abbreviated skirt of |eather straps studded with small netal plates, and a barbaric headdress
of gold and violet plunmes. Gold bangles flashed on her strong wists; gold bands encircled her
tanned bare arns; and a gold-hilted dagger was slung about her slimwaist. She | ooked every inch a
queen, and | could not help admiring her openly, much to Ni anmh's obvi ous annoyance.

As for Siona, she never once |ooked in ny direction. She had avoided the great hall of the
stronghol d since the

ni ght of our argument, and bad taken her neals in her own apartnments; on the occasions when she
could not avoid ny conpany, she had ignored me with a stony reserve that continued to baffle ne.
A trunpeter beyond the hall set his horn to his lips and nusic rang out in a signal that denoted
the arrival of the envoys from Ardha. Even now their cockl eshell chariot was settling to the |eve
branch before the hall and the gorgeous wi ngs of inmmense zaiph were fluttering to stillness.

The doors were flung open; Yurgon appeared, guiding the blindfolded envoys past the screens and
curtains that were erected before the outer door every nightfall, to keep any trace of light from
betraying the | ocation of the encanmpnent.

Yurgon | ed the envoys into the center of the hall until they stood before Siona's throne. Then

t hey were unmasked and their wists, which had been bound with thongs, were freed. They blinked
about themin the orange light-soft, fleshy men with pendul ous chins and wobbling paunches, eyes
sharp and observant and shrewd in their soft, plunp faces. They wore cunbersone robes of yell ow
cloth adorned with beads of sparkling jet.

Cbserving Siona seated proudly on her wooden throne, the envoys bowed profoundly in a hunble

obei sance. The huntress told themto arise and state their business.

"Beaut eous and regal lady," began the fattest of the three in an unctuous voice so suave it
virtually dripped with oil, "the Geat Prince, ny master, has bid this oWy one set before you
these precious gifts in honmage to your |egendary loveliness, and in token of our future alliance
of mutual profit and assistance."

At his lordly gesture, one of the | esser envoys stepped forward and placed a snall chest on the
steps which led up to the dais. He bowed hinself backward, rejoining his fellows; Yurgon pushed
open the casket with the point of his sword and the lid fell backward, revealing a mass of
flashing gens that glittered and dazzled in the bold firelight.

"Very pretty," Siona remarked in a cool, disinterested voice. The fat envoy smnirked obsequiously.
"In the words of ny master, beauty deserves beautiful things," he said.

"The Tyrant of Ardha is noted for many qualities,"”

Si ona observed, "but generosity is not anong them You spoke of “future alliance'-hence | nust
consider these gifts not nerely as gifts, but in the nature of paynent for sonme service. Wat
service mght that be?"
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The envoy beaned. "Beauty, virtue, wit, and intelligence-conbined in onel" he enthused. "Wat
penetration! Admirable! Quite admrable!"

"An end to these conplinents,” the Amazon girl said sharply. "You are here, | take it, to discuss
busi ness; very well, then, what business? These trinkets and bright baubl es are advance paynent
for sone service; well, what service? Get down to it, man!"

He bowed | ow.

"As you w sh, beauteous |ady! Relations have | ong been

strained between the realmof my master. and the city of Phaolon. Conditions have deteriorated to
the point at which am cabl e di scourse has been severed. The Great Prince has no other recourse for
the settling of his grievances but to nove in force against the Jewel City-"

Si ona straightened, eyes flashing with sone strange enotion.

"So that's it," she nurnured. "-War!"

St andi ng beside ne in the shadows, Nianh sucked in her breath with a gasp and again her fingers
ti ght ened upon nmy arm

-War!" she echoed in a tense whisper.

Chapter 19

FATE PLAYS A HAND

"War!"-the nmurmur ran through the assenbl ed throng of outlaws |like a gust of wind rustling tal
grasses. Hands fell to sword-hilts; fingers tightened on ponmel s.

Siona fixed the Ardhanese envoy with a piercing eye.

"So ... your master-knowi ng that | have great and good cause to hate and detest the fol k of

Phaol on, for they thrust ny father forth into the wild, in the time of the late prince, father of
the present sovereign-thinks to enlist ny warriors in his own squabbles, so that ny brave
foresters can fight and bleed and die to nake hi mregnant over the Jewel City!"

She mused, fingering her nmouth. No one spoke. Beside nme, N anmh huddled trenbling: and | knew now
why it was she hid her face fromthe outl aw queen and conceal ed her identity with such

f ear f ul ness.

The envoy was speaki ng again.

"The forest outlaws who follow the bold and gallant Lady Siona are nmasters of the wild and know
every path and vantage and vista," he observed. "Keen and clever scouts would they be, in the
event of war between the two cities! O very great cunning are they, wise in the ways of stealth.

Unseen, unheard, they nove at will through the great trees, and there be none can mark their
passi ng- "
"True," Siona cut in. "The value of ny band as scouts of war, however, is many tinmes the sum of

these few paltry bangl es your master has seen fit to cast at ny feet."

"When the Jewel City is taken, will there not be wealth enough for all?" the envoy cried. "The
casket is but in the nature of a first payment; there will be nmany nore."

"There will indeed," Siona said decisively, "and the ful

and total anount agreed on beforehand. But the aerial cavalry of Phaolon is justly renowned in
war, and the knights that will rally to the standards of that |ady, their queen, are not w thout
bravery. Furthernore, | have heard that a very great warrior has cone anbng themto coach themin
the martial arts, a certain Chong. How can Akhmi m your master be so confident that fromthis
contest he will emerge the victor?"

The envoy chuckl ed expansively, jow s jiggling.

"Fate itself has played a hand in deciding the outcome of our strife," he beanmed. "The Lord Chong
and the Princess Niamh are slain-fallen into the great abyss froma high branch, their very bodies
devoured by the beastsand thus is Phaolon thrown into utter confusion, in lack of a true heir to
claimthe golden chair of sovereignty. While the wise nen and lords of the Jewel City worry and
wangle in their councils, doubt and terror have unmanned the folk of that realm Now nowis the
time to strike, and bear away the victoryl"

Siona's eyes flashed; she rose to her feet with a start.

"What is this you say! The hated N amh dead-am | robbed of ny revenge, then, after so long a wait?
Is ny father's honor not to be avenged at |ast upon the body of the daughter of his persecutor?
Ni amh- dead?"

And then it happened.

A shrill, whining voice rose in a shriek of triunphant gl ee.
"Not so, mistress! Not so at all! For the Lord Chong and the Princess N anmh did not die when they
fell into the abyss-indeed, they yet live-they stand anbng us now, within this very hall!"

It was Sligon, of course. The spiteful, ugly little thief sprang upon the dais, gathering all eyes
with a dramatic sweep of his armthen shot his armout, pointing directly at us where we stood in
t he shadow of a pillar
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Al'l eyes flew to us. Amazenent and wonder and dawni ng specul ati on were visible on every face.
Yurgon stared at me in blank wonder. Young Kaorn stood bew | dered and sl ack-j awed.
As for Siona, she was transfixed. She stood rigid as if frozen, her face white to the lips, her
eyes dead and lusterless. Then they gl eaned and there cane into her features such an expression of
snarling, feline fury and gloating cruelty that | pray | may never again see such an
expressiop on a human face. The withing torment of the Pit glared in her tw sted features-and an
unholy glee flamed in her eyes until she no | onger resenbl ed anything human, but |ooked like a
vengeful Fury or some maddened Medusa from the darkest nightmares of el der nyth.
I did not wait for her to speak, but flew into action. There was no chance at all that | could
fight ny way free of the hall and escape, bearing away the woman | |oved fromthe vengeance of
Siona. My only hope was to sonehow seize Siona herself, while all stood frozen with astoni shnent
by this swift turn of events. Wth ny swordedge at her throat, it was just barely possible that we
m ght effect our escape, using her as our hostage.
In one great bound I was on the dais. My hand flew out, striking the nearest forester to the
floor, wenching his sword free of its scabbard with a hiss of razory netal against old | eather
But | had not taken the hunched, sidling little thief into account. For Sligon sprang directly in
my path and stood between Siona and nyself. And a w cked, hooked knife glittered in his hand-the
sane knife he had drawn on me once before, when | had caught him peering into our sleeping cubicle
and had given hima boot in his ugly face.by way of reward.
Firelight flashed on knife netal. W engaged our weapons, and such was the fury of his attack that
fierce sparks struck hissing fromthe clash of blades. Alittle man with a hunched back and a
twisted | eg he mght be, but Sligon knew every vile and despicable trick of gutter fighting, and
he used them all
Under ordinary circunstances, one arnmed with a knife would have but little chance against a nan
armed with a sword. But the blade | had seized fromthe fallen forester was not the great
broadsword wherewith |I had trained in the exercise yards of Phaolon, but a curved, heavy-tipped
cutlass or tulwar-alnmost a scimtar. It felt clunsy and poorly bal anced and | handled it badly,
giving Sligon the advantage. H s blade slid past nmy awkward guard and | felt a stinging bl ow
somewhere in nmy chest. There was only a nonent of pain, and then the sting was replaced by a cold
numbness, so | thought little of the chance blow and dism ssed it as a nmere cut, and fought on
Sligon was not only a cunning and vicious fighter who knew every dirty trick of infighting ever
i nvented by human ingenuity, but his warped and twisted little body
conceal ed a surprising vigor. Deformed his Iinbs mght be, but they possessed a steely strength
that was npst unexpected. The spiteful little thief was spliced together from whal ebone, rawhide
and steel wire, and he fought with the fury of thirty devils.
It was his consuming hatred of ne that drove himto excel hinself. This hatred had rankled and
festered at the roots of his soul, devouring himlike a canker. How he hurled hinmsel f against ne,
hi s hooked bl ade flickering, a blur of brightness in the firelight! It was all | could do to hold
my own against him and a strange weariness was spreading through me, as | grew curiously weaker
with every second that passed.
Then canme the nonment for which Sligon had cleverly waited. My foot edged into a puddl e of spilled
wine, | lost ny balance and fell to ny knees. A flash of cruel and gloating glee Iit up his
slitted eyes. Taki ng advantage of ny nonentary inability to defend nyself, his blade flashed for
ny throat as he struck like the | oathsome and slinking little coward he was at heart.
One voi ce soared above the uproar-the clear, silver voice of a woman, hoarsened with enotion-"No!"
Then a slimformdarted between us. It was Siona, who | eaped between the hunched assassin and ne
Ii ke an angry | eopardess defending her mate. Sligon paused, his blade hovering, his face
transformed froma smrking mask of triunph to blank bew | dernent. Then he flinched, grunting. For
Siona had driven into his chest the little goldhilted dagger she wore at her waist; like a
striking fang, the slender steel needle had slid into his heart!
Sligon peered down at his breast where a stain of wet crinson spread. His swarthy features pal ed
to the hue of dirty wax. He whi npered, deep in his throat, like a hurt beast. Wth one hand be
pawed at the place where she had

hurt him and then his knees gave way and he fell sprawling on the platform eyes glazing in
deat h.
So died Sligon the Betrayer, whose treachery had resulted in his own death .
There was no tinme for nme to ponder the inplications of Siona's strange and |npuIS|ve act. In a
flash I had sprung to ny feet, seizing her in a strong grip, nmy blade at her throat. She did not

nmove, did not try to fight ny grip or break free, but lay in nmy arns panting. | turned to face
the throng. A score of burly foresters were about to [aunch thensel ves upon ne.
"I'f one of you noves, Siona dies," | said grimy. They froze, eyeing ne indecisively. My face was
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a grimnmask of determination, my eyes intent and steely. But to this hour | cannot say if | would
have actually carried out nmy threat. | like to think that I would not-after all, Siona had just
saved ny life, although her actions were surprising and nysterious-and it would not have been in
me to have slain a wonan, even a woman who was ny deadly eneny, and the eneny of the wonman |

| oved.

The foresters and the foreign envoys stood notionlessly. N amh came quickly through their frozen
ranks to ny side, her face pale but unafraid. Her slight, girlish bosomrose and fell with her
qui ck breathing, but she seemed conposed. She bent and snatched up the hooked knife that Sligon
had let fall.

My strange weakness had grown. My armwas |ike a | eaden weight and as | held ny blade to Siona's
throat my nuscles trenbled with effort. But there was no tine now to think about nyself; in the
next few moments we woul d be either safe-or dead.

"We are going out," | said to the roomfilled with silent men. "Let no one oppose our ¢oing, or
this blade drinks the life of your mistress. If no one interferes, she will be set free unharnmed.”
There was no answer to this.

"Stay close behind ne," | said in |lowtones to N amh, "and keep your eyes open. Beware of
treachery . . . ."

| shoved the Anazon girl with ny arm

"Move, " | said.

We stepped down fromthe platformwhereon the corpse of Sligon lay in a pool of spreading gore. W
wal ked directly for the door of the hall, and as we approached nen they stepped aside. My eyes

roved constantly fromside to side, wary of the slightest nove, but not one of the foresters dared
to oppose our going with the life of Siona at stake.

Qutside, the world was drowned in inpenetrable blackness. W found the pens wherein the zai ph were
stabled, and | told Nianh to single out two steeds for us and to saddle themup. It was a
difficult task to performin such conplete blackness, and it rmust have been doubly hard for her to
do it, having never had to saddl e her own nount before.

It seened to take her forever. Siona still had not uttered one word, but stood submn ssively under
my hand I was watching and |istening for sone sign of activity in the darkness. There were a
thousand snmall, stealthy sounds in the night, wind anong the | eaves, the creaking of boughs, the

stir and rustling of the zaiph. In nmy fancy | pictured a hundred vengeful foresters creeping upon
us under cover of the night. But nothing occurred.

I knew that if we could but nmount and fly, no power in the world could take us captive in this

i npenetrabl e darkness. The foresters could search all they |iked, but we could fly in any
direction, to a higher or a lower level, hide in any one of ten thousand places. In the black
nmoonl ess night we could fly free of pursuit-if only we could nake it into the airl

My heart thudding, the taste of desperation like oily brass on ny tongue, | stood, taut and
trembling, waiting for Niamh to finish saddling the zaiph.
Chapter 20

BEYOND THE BLACK GATE

Suddenly, Siona spoke. Her words were said in a low, |level voice, breathless and panting, but
curiously flat and enotionl ess.

"You can never escape," she said.

| shrugged. "A man can but try."

"No, never. For my men will follow you to the world's end! To bring you back to nme."
It was an odd choi ce of words.
"For your vengeance, | suppose. O so you can sell us to the envoys of Ardha, our enenies.”

She said nothing, but stood breathing quickly in the darkness.

Suddenly | staggered, as if a sudden fit of dizziness bad cone upon ne. That feeling of weakness
had grown steadily, until by now nmy head was whirling and my knees felt |ike rubber. | could not
under st and what was happening to nme. The nunbness which had so swiftly spread over my body,
replacing the sting of Sligon's knife blow, made ne feel cold and curiously feeble.

Siona stared at ne through the gl oom

"You are hurt!" she breathed.

| shook ny bead, trying to clear it.

"It is nothing," | said sluggishly.

"No-you are wounded; Sligon got you!"

"A scratcb-nothing nore," | munbled. Then, and | ouder, "N anmh. Hurry with the zaiph."

"Al nost ready-anot her nonment," the princess nurnmured from beyond us.

And then they were upon us, striking Iike silent wolves

out of the darkness. | whirled, sword ready, catching one blade in md-air and wenching it from
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the hand of the forester who wielded it. Another blade flickered-and anot her-and anot her. For one
Il ong nonent | held three swordsnmen at bay; but it was for a nonent only.

Behind me, | heard Nianmh cry out, and the sound of a bl ow being struck, and a nan's hoarse bel | ow
of pain. Then one of the foresters staggered out of the zai ph pens and fell sprawing with the
mark of N amh's bl ade across his face.

"Chong!" she cried. "Ready--conme swiftly! They are all around ust"

But nen encircled ne and many swords flashed for ny breast. Wth a terrific effort | beat them
back, but the effort used rmuch of the small store of strength that was left to ne.

"Niamh! Mount and fly! I will follow"

"But -w'

"Fly, my bel ovedl"

There canme to ny ears the drummi ng of great wings. A dark shape rose above us, blacker than the

bl ackness. A heart-shaped face peered down at ne through the murk, a girl's face white against the
dar kness. She was al oft! Thanks to whatever gods hold watch and ward over the Wirld of the Geen
Star, she was aloftl And they could never catch her in this black gl oom

O so, at least, | hoped. But | could do no nore than | had done. A haze thickened before ny eyes;
my heart labored in nmy breast as if it would burst free of the cage of ny ribs and fly to join
her. Then | | ooked down and saw the spreadi ng wetness across ny chest, the red bl ood | eaking from

my severed arteries, punping fromthe terrible wound just below nmy heart.

He had struck well, the hunched and sidling little traitor. Well, at |east he had gone slinking
before me down the road that |ed beyond the black gates of death. But | would foll ow soon after
that | knew
The wound was nortal. No power in this world or another could save ne now.

There was the sound of a wonman weepi ng.

Si ona bent over ne, cradling me in her arns, her face distorted, twisted, wet with tears. | knew
now why she had seened so strange toward ne, and why she had hunili ated
Ni amh in my presence. God help me, | never suspected it before, but the Amazon girl-1oved ne.

A nonentary pang of despair went through nme. Surely it could not end like this, surely the gods
could not be so cruel, to take ny |life now when N anh needed nme nost, when the arm es of her

enem es were already noving to march agai nst defensel ess Phaolon. | could not die here, |eaving
Ni anh al one and | ost and hel pless in the great forest of world-tall trees ....

Again | glinpsed her white face through the gloomas she circled the branch. Her dark eyes were
enor nous agai nst the pallor of her face. She could see the horrible stain of blood that drenched
me frombreast to md-thigh; she knew that the chance blow struck by a cowardly traitor had laid
| ow the hero of a thousand | egends in the very nonent when he was needed nost. Ch, the irony of
it! How the gods of this world must have | aughed at the irony of ny ending

Wth ny last strength | lifted ny voice and called to her to be gone, to fly off into the night,
to hide that her enenmies might not find her. And a sort of madness cane over me at the end; |
wildly prom sed that she and | woul d neet agai n-that sonewhere, sonehow, | would cone to her
Through the darkness and the haze that thickened before ny eyes I drank in ny |ast |ook of her
But then she was gone, a dark figure fading into the darkness, gone fromny fading vision all too
soon, vani shed into the trackless night.

Ni anh, N amh! Sonehow, sonewhere, we shall neet again ....

And then, as it comes to all nmen, however urgent their need for life, death cane to ne, and

began nmy long journey down that dark road to the gates fromwhich there is no returning.

And so it isthat the stories of nbst men reach their appointed ending.

But for ne, the capricious Fates had reserved another, and a far nore curious, ending.

In a way, | suppose it was a respite: but, in truth, this respite was far nore cruel an ending to
my story than the sinple dignity of death could ever be.

I have said it already, that nmy tale is the strangest any

man has ever told, and that the adventures through which I have passed are |ike those no other man
has ever experienced in all the |labyrinth of the ages. This may sound like wild and outrageous
boasting, but it is nothing el se but honest truth.

I do not know why God or Fate or Chance, or whatever nanel ess and unknown Power rul es over the

fortunes of men, reserved for me the strange, unearthly miracle. | wish | did know, for without
understanding the thing, | can learn nothing fromit-notbing but sorrow, nothing but a pain that
will not |eave nmy heart-notbing but a question that haunts ne night and day and will not let me
rest.

A question to which | have no answer.
A question that may never be answered ....
But let nme tell the thing exactly as it happened.
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There was a darkness that was absolute, and a sleep that |asted forever.
And then, after an inmeasurable |apse of time | was roused fromthat slunber which I had thought
to be eternal. There was a hand that held a vial to ny nostrils, a broken vial that lay in the wet

folds of a handkerchief. | inhaled a pungent vapor that stung ny nostrils and nade ne gag and
cough.

And blurrily, through dimeyes, | could nake out nore.

There was a tall man in a long white coat who was bending over ne. | could dimy make out his

faceserious, thoughtful, a clean-shaven face with keen eyes and dark hair that grew white at the
t enpl es.

The shadows were clearing now | could see beyond the tall man in the white coat who held the
crushed vial of pungent chemical to ny nostrils. Beyond himthere was the plunp, nmotherly figure
of a wonman who stood with a handkerchief to her face, w ping her eyes.

| seened to recognize that woman. And beyond her were daylit wi ndows through which | could just
make out green, rolling, wooded hills that also had a haunting famliarity to them

"He is comng out of it now, | think."

It was the tall man in the white coat who spoke. The | anguage in which he spoke sounded curious to
my ears, but oddly famliar at the sane tinme. My brain was nunb and sl uggish, my mnd dull and
cl ogged as with the dregs

of some long nightmare. | struggled to understand what was happening to ne.

"Ch, thank God, doctorl”

It was the plunp, mddle-aged womman who spoke. Her words, too, were at once strange and at the
same tine famliar, as were her features. It seened to me that | had known that face and that

voi ce sonmewhere, sonetine, as in another life ...,

As in another life.

And just like that, it came to ne.

I recogni zed the anxi ous voi ce of my housekeeper, and her worried features.

And behi nd her, beyond the w ndows, | recognized that |andscape of rolling hills. Those were the
famliar green hills of Connecticut, and this was ny house, and I-1 yet |ived.

O lived again!

The doctor turned away, depositing the wet handkerchief and the crushed vial on the night table.
Then his strong fingers funbled at my wist, seeking a feeble, erratic pul se.

"WIIl he-live, doctor?" my housekeeper asked anxiously.

He frowned, counting the beats of my heart.

"He lives, but just barely. A good thing you called when you did, ma'am He would not have | asted
very much | onger, w thout nedical aid. W nust get himinto an oxygen tent, and swiftly."

"But what ever happened! Whatever is it!"

He frowned thoughtfully, pursing his lips.

"I wish | could say! Something quite beyond ny experience, |I'mafraid. Some sort of trance and
coma, but not one induced by drugs or disease or injury, as far as | can tell. But there's no time
to waste in tal k. You have a tel ephone here, of course?"

“In the hall."

"CGood. Let ne call the hospital, have themget the intensive care unit ready to receive a patient
. | assume there is sonmebody here-a gardener, a chauffeur-who can help me get hi m downstairs?"
"Of course. I'Il call Wagner "

They left me then. There were footsteps in the hall, the sounds of a tel ephone being dial ed.

lay, not noving a

nmuscl e, pervaded by a weakness that went beyond the flesh to include the spirit as well. An ironic
smle twisted nmy lips. | would have | aughed, had | been able. For | understood in full at last the

bitter jest the Gods or the Fates had arranged for ne. Yes, it was clear now, all too terribly
clear. The death of the body of the Lord Chong had not neant the death of ny spirit but nmerely the
ext i ngui shing of my consciousness for a tine, during which ny far-wandering spirit-self escaped
fromits borrowed nmansion of clay and fl ed back across the cold, dark gulfs between the stars to
the world where my own true body lay enpty and waiting to receive it.

Intinme | recovered nmy strength again, but there were many days when ny spirit clung tenuously to
my wasted flesh and only the iron strength of a trained and disciplined will hel ped nme to keep ny
hold on life.

I had been absent frommy body for far too long, you see . . . far longer than | had expected to
be, caught as | was in the swirl of events on a wonderful and alien world far distant fromny own,
a world that seens to ne now but a peculiarly vivid and intensely realistic dream

During the enforced | eisure of nmy conval escence | have witten down this record of ny experiences
on the Wrld of the Geen Star, inpelled by an urgency | cannot quite nanme. Perhaps it is that |
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wi sh to remenber everything as it was then, lest | forget the awe and beauty, the strangeness and
terror, of that experience that must surely be the npbst weird and marvel ous adventure ever lived
by a denizen of this planet. This docunent shall be placed in a sealed vault, to be opened only in
the event of ny death; if ever curious eyes peruse these pages, | feel certain that this record
will be terned nothing nore than a work of extravagant fiction

And now that | have reached the final ending of nmy story, | amaware of an odd reluctance to
termnate it, as if by setting down those fatal words The End-1 amletting go of ny adventure,
thus permitting it to recede fromne into the dimvistas of the past ... while | amdooned to |ive
on into the future. Wiile | yet toil on, page after page, ny strange adventures and ny di stant
friends are real and very near; but once the manuscript has been finished and set aside, the thing
is over and done and ended.

Ere long, they tell me, ny strength will have been fully

regai ned. | have dreaned many tines of voyaging in spirit-forrh yet a second tine across the dark
cosnos to that strange world of eternal mists and towering trees and jewel -box cities. But what is
there left for me to return to? | failed to save fromthe clutches of her nortal enem es the woman
I love, who by now has surely suffered death at the hands of her enem es, whether at the hands of
the tyrant Akhmi mor of the vengeful Siona |I cannot know.

Could | endure it, to go back to view the tonb of that dead | oveliness? | do not need to venture
there, for part of me lies therein as well. My heart is buried in the sepul cher of N anmh the Fair

Only the other day, browsing through an old, well-loved book, |I found a set of verses that mi ght
have been set down for ny eye alone, so intimately did they speak to ny sorrow

Up fromEarth's Centre through the Seventh Gate 1 rose, and on the Throne of Saturn sate,

And many a Knot unravel'd by the Road; But not the Master-knot of Human Fate.

Wse old Omar the Tent-naker! Did he guess sonewhat of these matters, dreaming there by noonlight
in the rose gardens of his native Persia? Wiwo can say-who can know? For, whether it be by chance
or accident or design, that verse plays upon a nost peculiar coincidence.

"Up fromEarth's Centre through the Seventh Gate . . '

The old Tibetan mystics whose soul -science | enployed to unlock the portals of the spirit, to

| oosen the bonds, to set ny astral body free that it might flee this clay and soar aloft to
strange and marvel ous worl ds that |ay beyond the noon itsel f-those sages call by that very nane
the orifice through which ny spirit fled-"the Seventh Gate"!

Through which ny spirit fled to a fate stranger and nore wonderful than |I could ever have dreaned.
To a life of glory and heroi sm and adventure beyond the wi |l dest inmaginings of the romancers. And
to a love so precious that | feel it yet, in another body, on another world. A Iove that death
cannot sever

O is she dead? Lives she yet on that dimworld of nmiracles that |lies under the Geen Star? Did

Ni amh make good her escape fromthe clutches of Siona's foresters, who would sell her to the
envoys of her hated eneny,

Akhm m of Ardha? |Is she | ost and al one, wandering anong the sky-tall trees, going every nonent in
peril, lacking nmy strong arn? Does she lie at this nmonent in chains in the dungeons of Akhm m
while her city and her kingdom|ay down their swords and open the gates to the cruel hordes of the
i nvader? O did Siona save her for vengeance alone, to sit smling while her fair flesh was torn
beneat h the knives of the torturers? O did N amh el ude her pursuers, escape the savage predators
of the giant trees, and find her way to the safety of her city of Phaol on? Perhaps at this very
monent, the hordes of Ardha are | ocked in battle with the chivalry of Phaol on before the
glittering gates of the Jewel Cty, while Nianh the Fair, arnmed like a warrior princess, |eads her
gallant soldiery against the foe . . . and | amhere, here, unable to stand beside her in that

| ast battle, and lend my strength and ny sword to the defense of the wonan | [ ove and the ki ngdom
that hailed nme as its hero and savior

It could be; it could well-be. The last sight | had of her was as she flew off into the night,
mount ed upon the back of a fresh zaiph. Far could she have fl own before the foresters of the
Secret City could have nmounted up and flown off in her pursuit. And in the ink-black night, in the
nmoonl ess dark of the world of the giant trees, it would have been a m ghty task to have found her
once she was fl own.

Yes! she coul d have escaped! She could have lived to find her way to freedom She night be living
at this hour

WIl | ever know?

WIl we live and die worlds apart, never know ng the ending of the story?

W1l anyone ever know?

It will be a tinme yet before ny flesh and nmy spirit are strong enough to neke their weird voyage
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of the soul across space between the stars a second tine. WIIl 1 voyage forth again to the Wrld
of the Green Star?

| do not think so.

For how could |I return to take ny place beside the wonan | | ove? The Lord Chong is dead. Hi s body
was cut down by the knife of a traitor. And fromthat second death his body will not rise, as from
the first. And how could |I return to claimthe |ove of N anh as-another nan?

It is that which restrains ne. °

It would be torment unendurable to return to the Wrld of the Geen Star a bodiless spirit-to | ook
upon events in which | could not partake-to gaze upon the unattai nable |oveliness of the Goddess-
Queen whose lips | could never kiss, whose slim vibrant body ny arns could not hold.

And yet .. . would that torture be any worse than the tornment | suffer now, the tornent of not
knowi ng?
In truth, the Gods have played an ironic jest upon ne. | died; | live again; and | nust live on

and never know the ending of ny own storyl

The ol d Persian poet must have dreamed of ny strange and terrible predicanment, as he strolled
there in the noonlit gardens of his bel oved Nai shapur so nmany centuries ago.

For as, nusing, | read on in that old book of verses, | cane at length to yet another quatrain he
set down in golden Persia | ong ago: another verse that weirdly echoes the irony of ny peculiar
doom another verse strangely neaningful to me alone of all men who have ever trod the dust of
this Earth or read the pages of this book of song.

1 sent ny Soul through the Invisible,

Sonme Letter of that After-life to spell:

And by and by ny Soul return'd to ne,

And answer'd "1 Myself am Heav'n and Hell."

And with those words | close this narrative.

AUTHOR S NOTE

ON THE " BURROUGHS TRADI TI ON'

On August 14, 1911, the opening portion of an unfinished novel by an otherw se unknown writer
living in Chicago was mailed to the offices of Al-Story Magazine at 175 Fifth Avenue in New York.
Tom Metcal f, the nanaging editor,,liked it, and wote back ten days | ater suggesting it be

| engt hened. The author of the story, a thirty-six-year-old Chi cagoan, quickly conplied. He had
failed at several business ventures, having tried his hand at running a stationery store, a nail -
order business selling pots and pans, and working as an accountant for Sears, Roebuck; at the
monment, he was eking out a neager income selling patent medicine through ads in pul p nagazi nes. A
month later he returned the manuscript to Metcal f, now 63,000 words |ong, and collected his check
for $400.

In tine the story appeared in print. It was serialized in six installments, and the first of these
was published in the February, 1912, issue of All-Story. The world has never quite been the same
si nce.

The author had called it Dejah Thoris, Martian Princess, but Metcalf changed the title to the nore
romanti ¢ and exciting Under the Mions of Mars. Through a slight mxup, the serial version appeared
under a pen nanme, Nornman Bean. Wien AL C. McClurg & Co. published the story as a hardcover book in
Cctober, 1917, the title reached its final formas A Princess of Mars, and the author's real name
appeared in the by-line. H s name, of course, was Edgar Rice Burroughs.

That $400 check | aunched one of the npbst phenonena

careers in the history of the novel. Fromthe obscurity of an absol utely unknown business failure
who turned to witing adventure stories for the pul p nagazi nes, Edgar Ri ce Burroughs becane al nost
overni ght an astonishing success. Hi s magazine serials were turned into books which sold mllions
of copies all over the world and are still in print and selling today. Mvies were nmade fromthem
as early as 1917: today, at least forty-two feature filnms and serials have been adapted fromhis
literary creations, and there has al so been a radio programor two and a television series.
Burroughs' characters very qui ckly began appearing in the Sunday com c sections of the nation's

| eadi ng newspapers. The original "Tarzan" page, drawn by Hal Foster, who was later to create
"Prince Valiant" and to becone one of the two or three greatest artists in the history of the

com cs, launched a series that became an historic milestone in conic art and continues today,
under another hand, in the Sunday pages and in monthly com ¢ books.

Bef ore |1 ong, Burroughs becane the nmpbst popul ar science fiction witer in the world, outselling Sir
Art hur Conan Doyl e and even nudging the immortal H G Wlls to a secondary place in the esteem
and affection of the reading public. He founded his own publishing conpany to print his own books,
and when he died at the age of seventy-four he had witten sone sixty-five books or so and was a
mllionaire many tines over. Al npst any way you want to |look at it-fromthe standard of his
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earni ngs, his inmmense and worl dw de popularity, or the permanence of his work, which has thus far
enchanted and charned four generations of readers and novi e audi encesBurroughs was one of the nost
successful witers who ever lived: quite possibly the nost successful witer.

He is, of course, snubbed by all the college literary professors, the librarians, the

school teachers, the critics and historians of literature, who put himdown as a "nere entertainer"
and a lowy pulp hack, unworthy of their consideration. (These people never change: their
grandf at hers were saying exactly the same thing about Robert Louis Stevenson, A exander Dumas, Sir
Walter Scott and Rudyard Kipling; the academic mnd is always uneasy when dealing with an arti st
who nmakes noney.) But such "official"” neglect nmakes no difference. MIlions of readers have
succunbed to the magi ¢ of Edgar Ri ce Burroughs,

and that magic is still alive and just as powerful as ever. | cannot conceive of an era in which
his superb adventure stories could fail to enchant and deli ght new generations.

I was a twelve-tear-old boy, living in St. Petersburg, Florida, when |I first discovered him | had
read ny way shelf by shelf around the walls of the children's room devouring the Oz books, Doctor
Dolittle, Mary Poppins, and Andrew Lang's "color fairy books." | was in the nood for nore solid
and satisfying fare-if possiblel-so | ventured into the alcove set aside for teen-agers. It was
generally a disnmal corner, given over to extinct witers and dead books, |ike Silas Marner and The

House of The Seven Gabl es, but sone kindly benefactor, or sone wise librarian who really
under st ood boys, had installed a |ong shelf full of rather fat books in durable, worn library

bi ndi ngs. This shelf canme just about to ny twel ve-year-old eye level, and, glancing along the row,
my eye fastened on one title in particular: The Master M nd of Mars.

I checked it out-1 took it home-and all the long trolley car ride hone | read it-and all that

| ong, lazy, unforgettable sunmer afternoon | was deep in its pages. Al that warm sumer day |
gal | oped across the dead sea bottons of Barsoom under the glory of the hurtling noons, ny

| ongsword sl appi ng agai nst nmy bare thigh, battling a horde of foes for the |ove of the nost
beautiful princess of two worlds.

I was a goner fromthat first noment, a helpless captive fromthe first page on. And today | bless
the nenory of the unknown person who set that book within ny reach ....

The book you hold in your hands is really a sort of love letter. Alove letter witten to a nan
dead now for twenty-three years, a man | never knew and never even net, but who changed ny life
and the lives of millions like nme. For there have been nmillions, like that little boy | once was,
on that |lazy sunmer afternoon thirty years ago, who have ridden their trusty thoat over the dead
sea bottons, under the hurtling noons, battling through the marble cities of ancient Mars, with
Kant os Kan and Tars Tarkas and faithful Wola at their side.

Sone of them becane witers thensel ves when they grew up. The "Burroughs tradition" had its

foll owers even in Burroughs' own tine, |ike Roy Rockwood and Qtis

Adel bert Kline, the Rex Beach who wrote Jaragu of the Jungle, and the Ray Cumm ngs who wote Tama
of the Light Country. But the deepest, nobst sincere contributions to the genre Burroughs founded
are those that have been witten by those of us who encountered his work as youngsters and grew up
to follow in his footsteps.

For exanpl e, without Tarzan of the Apes | do not think Janmes Blish would ever have witten The

Ni ght Shapes, nor would it have been possible for Philip Jose Farner to have witten Lord of the
Trees or Tine's Last G ft or Lord Tyger. Certainly, it would have been inpossible for Fritz Leiber
to ever wite his Tarzan and the Valley of ol d.

And wit hout John Carter of Mars and Carson of Venus, Andre Norton woul d probably have witten
books of a very different sort, perhaps Cvil War romances for teen-agers; and surely Leigh
Brackett woul d never have witten her own splendidly entertaining Martian and Venusi an fantasi es.
Nor woul d M chael Resnick have witten Goddess of Ganymede, nor John Norman his Tarnsnman of Cor
and its sequels, nor M chael Morcock his Martian trilogy. Nor would | have witten Under the
Geen Star or nmy new Jandar of Callisto trilogy, which should be coming into print from another
publisher shortly after you read these words.

There are those who |ike Tarzan best, or Pellucidar, or Carson of Venus. For nme, however, the Mrs
books won ny heart when | was a boy, and | have never cared to ask for it back. But even as a
youngster there were sone things Burroughs did in his stories that bothered and annoyed nme. He was
really an admirable witer in nany ways, and he possessed an amazing gift for the fantastic
adventure story and a truly first-rate inaginative genius, but even Honer has been known to nod
and Shakespeare hinself had his off-days.

It always flumobxed ne, for instance, that when John Carter flewto Mars in astral formhe |eft
hi s physical body behind in that Arizona cave-but by the tinme he got to Mars, he had his body
again, steely thews and cool gray eyes and everything. Even as a kid, this annoyed ne! Since then
| have come to understand and forgive: A Princess of Mars was, after all, his first novel, and he
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was still technically an amateur when he wote it.

Well, | amno |longer an amateur and this is not ny first

novel - Under the Green Star is, in fact, my thirtieth novel-so, in taking ny hero to the Wrld of
the Green Star in his spirit-form | took considerable pains to explain how he acquired a body
once he got there.

Those readers who are faniliar with the flavor of Burroughs' prose will, | think, notice that
Under the Green Star is witten in quite a different style. Wiile ny Jandar of Callisto books are
witten in a close approxi mati on of Burroughs' own prose style, that just sort of happened. | have
| earned by now that each book has a style all its own and that the wisest thing the witer can do
is to give his book free rein and let it find the style in which it feels nost confortable. Under
the Green Star seenmed to want a crisp, vivid style d la A Mrritt's prose, and who was | to say
"no" to it?

Readers in the know will also realize that the Wrld of the Geen Star is nothing at all 1ike

Bar soom Burroughs' Mars is a dying world of ocher deserts: the Wrld of the Geen Star is a |ush
forest world teeming with fantastic life, covered with towering, mghty trees. This, too, sort of
j ust happened, but | was not so nuch trying to imtate the Mars books as | was trying to pay
tribute to the i Mmense inmginative talent which created them | was trying to wite a Burroughs
kind of story, rather than just a Burroughs story.

The difference, | think, is that which lies between intation and influence. Sone witers have
tried to imtate Burroughs and they have usually fallen flat on their faces, or on another portion
of the anatony. O her witers have nore wisely permitted thenselves to be influenced by Burroughs,
and such experinents have often paid off by producing remarkably good books, as | think John
Norman's "CGor" books are remarkably good books, and Philip Jose Farnmer's The Wnd Whal es of

I shnael . When ha turned the screenplay of Tarzan and the Valley of Gold into a novel, Fritz Leiber
did not inthe least try to initate Burroughs, especially not in the matter of prose style; and,

again, the result was a renarkably good book that can stand on its own feet. | would like to think
that Under the Geen Star belongs in this same category; | hope so, anyway.

Such books as Under the Green Star are best witten during a period of serenity and freedom from
worries, out of love and nostalgia. |'mafraid Under the Green Star

was witten under considerable stress and strain, during a period that was not the happiest time
of ny life. | hope this does not show, and | hope the book does not suffer fromthe troubled tines

during which it was witten. Because | enjoyed the witing of it very nuch, and | would like to do
anot her book of this kind again, sonetinme soon.

But whether or not that happens is really up to you, who have read it, and, of course, to Donald
A. Wl |l heim who has published it, and who pernitted ne to go three weeks beyond ny deadline in
order to wite it the way it should be witten.

-LI'N CARTER

Hollis, Long Island, New York
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