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City of the Beast (Warriors of Mars)
M chael Kane Book 1

by M chal e Moorcock

Version 1.0

Chapter One

MY DEBT
TO M CLARCHET

THE Matter Transmitter is both villain and hero of
this story (began Kane), for it took ne to a world
where | felt nore at home than | shall ever fee
here. It brought me to a wonderful girl whoml

| oved and who | oved ne—and then took it all away
agai n.

But | had better begin nearer the beginning.

I was born, as | told you, in Chio—+n Wnns-

ville—a small, pleasant town that never changed
much. Its only unusual feature was in the person of
M darchet, a Frenchman who had settled there
shortly after the First World War. He lived in a

| arge place on the outskirts of towmn. M d archet
was a cosnopolitan, a Frenchman of the old

school —short, very strai ght-backed, with a typically
French, waxed noustache and a rather mlitary

way of wal ki ng.

To be honest, M darchet was sonething of a
caricature to us and seened to illustrate everything
we had | earned about the French in our dine
novel s and conic books. Yet | owe ny life to M
Clarchet, though | wasn't to realize it until many
years after the old gentl eman had passed on, and
when | found nyself suddenly transported to Mars

But again | amgetting ahead of nyself.

Cl archet was an enigna even to me though, as

boy and youth, | probably knew hi mbetter than
anyone el se. He had been, he said, a fencing nas-
ter at the Court of the Tsar of Russia before the
Revol ution and had had to | eave in a hurry when

t he Bol shevi ks took over.

He had settled in Wnnsville directly because of
this experience. It had seenmed to himat the tine
that the whole world was in chaos and was being
turned upsi de down. He had found a small town

that was never likely to change much—and he |iked
it. The way of life he led now was radically differ-
ent fromthe one he had been used to, and it

seemed to suit him

We first met when | had accepted a dare by mny
young pals to clinmb the fence of his house and see
if I could observe what M C archet was up to. At
that time we were all convinced he was a spy of
some description! He had caught ne, but instead

of shooting nme, as | hal f-expected, he had | aughed
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good- naturedly and sent me on ny way. | |iked
hi m at once.

Soon after that we kids had a phase which was a
sequel to seeing Ronald Colman in The Prisoner of
Zenda. W all becane Ruperts and Rudol fs for a
time. Wth long canes for swords, we fenced one
anot her to exhausti on—ot very skilfully but with a
| ot of enthusiasmn

On a sunny afternoon in early sumer, it so hap-
pened that | and another boy, Johnny Bul ner,

were duelling for the throne of Ruritania just out-
side M darchet's house. Suddenly there cane a
great shout fromthe house and we wheeled in as-
toni shment .

"Non! Non! Non!" The Frenchman was plainly
exasperated. "That ees wong, wong, wong! That
ees not how a gentleman fences!"

He rushed from his garden and seized my cane,
adopting a graceful fencing stance and facing a
startled Johnny, who just stood there with his
mout h open.

"Now, " he said to Johnny, "you do ze sane, oui?"
Johnny inelegantly copied his posture.

"Now, you thrust-so!" The cane darted out in a
flicker of noverment and stopped just short of
Johnny's chest.

Johnny copi ed hi mand was parried with equa

swi ftness. W were amazed and delighted by this
time. Here was a man who woul d have been a

good match for Rupert of Hentzau

After a while M d archet stopped and shook his
head. "It ees no good with thees slicks—we nust
have real foils, non? Cone!"

W followed himinto the house. It was well fur-
ni shed though not lavishly. In a special roomat the
top we found nore to nake us gasp

Here was an array of blades such as we'd never

even imagi ned! Now | know themto be foils and

epees and sabres, plus a collection of fine, antique
weapons—l aynores, scimtars, Sanurai swords,

br oadswor ds, Ronan short swords—the gl adi us—

and nmany, nany nore.

M d archet waved a hand at the fascinating dis-
pl ay of weapons. "Zere! My collection. Zey are
sweet, ze little swords, non?" He took down a snall
rapi er and handed it to me, handing a sinilar

sword to Johnny. It felt really good, holding that
wel | - bal anced sword in ny hand. | flexed ny wist,
not quite able to get the balance. M d archet took
my hand and showed nme the correct way of grasp-

ing it.
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"How woul d you like to | earn properly?" said M
Clarchet with a wink. "I could teach you nuch."

Was it possible? W were going to be allowed to
wi el d these swords—taught how to sword-fight |ike
the best. | was amazed and deli ghted—ntil a

t hought struck me, and | frowned.

"Ch—we don't have any nobney, sir. W couldn't
pay you and our nons and pops aren't likely to—
they're nean enough as it is."

"I do not wish for paynent. The skill you ac-

quire fromnme will be reward enough! Here—+ wll
show you zee sinmple parry first "

And so he taught us. Not only did we |earn how
to fence with the nodern conventional weapons-
foils, epees and sabres—but also with the antique
and foreign weapons of all shapes, weights, sizes
and bal ances. He taught us the whole of his mar-
vel | ous art.

Whenever we could, Johnny and | attended M
Clarchet's special Sword Room He seened grate-

ful to us, in his way, for the opportunity to pass on
his skill, just as we were to himfor giving us the
chance to learn. By the tinme we were around fif-

teen we were both pretty good, and | think | prob-
ably had the edge on Johnny, though | say it

mysel f.

Johnny's parents moved to Chicago about that

time so | became M O archet's only pupil. Wen
wasn't studyi ng physics at high school and | ater at
university, | was to be found at M C archet's,
learning all | could. And at |ast the day cane when
he cried with joy. | had beaten himin a |l ong and

compl i cated duel

"You are zee best, Mke! Better zan any | have
known!"

It was the highest praise | have ever received. At
university | went in for fencing, of course, and was
pi cked for the American teamin the dynpics. But

it was a crucial tinme in ny studies and | had to
drop out at the last nonent.

That was how | | earned to fence, anyway. |

thought of it in my nore depressed nonents as

rat her a purposel ess sport—archaic and only in-
directly useful, in that it gave ne excellently sharp
reactions, strengthened ny nmuscles and so on. It

was useful in the Arny, too, for the physical disci-
pline essential in Army training was al ready built
into ne.

I was lucky. | did well in ny studies and sur-
vived ny mlitary service, part of which was spent
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fighting the Comuni st guerrillas in the jungles of
Vietnam By the time | was thirty, | was known as
a bright boy in the world of physics. | joined the
Chi cago Speci al Research Institute, and because of
my ideas on matter transm ssion was appoi nted
Director of the department responsible for de-

vel opi ng t he machi ne.

I remenber we were working late on it, enlarg-
ing its capacity so that it could take a man.

The neon lights in the lab ceiling illumnated the
shining steel and plastic cabinet, the great 'trans-
| ator cone' directed down at it, and all the other
equi prent and instruments that filled the place al-
nmost to capacity. There were five of us worKking-
three technicians and Doctor Logon, ny chi ef

assi stant.

I checked all the instruments while Logan and
the men worked on the equi prent. Soon all the
gauges were readi ng what they should read, and
we were ready.

I turned to Doctor Logan and | ooked at him He
sai d nothing as he | ooked back at nme. Then we
shook hands. That was all

I clinbed into the machine. They had tried to

talk me out of it earlier but had given up by this
time. Logan reached for the phone and contacted

the team handling the 'receiver'. This was situated
in alab on the other side of the building.

Logan told the team we were ready and checked
with them They were ready, too.

Logan wal ked to the main switch. Through the
little glass panel in the cabinet | saw himswitch it
on gravely.

My body began to tingle pleasantly. That was al

at first. It is difficult to describe the weird sensation
| experienced as soon as the transnmitter began to
work. It was literally true that every atom of ny

body was being torn apart—and it felt like it. | be-

gan to get light-headed; then cane the sensation of

frightful pressures building up inside ne, followed
by the feeling that | was expl odi ng outwards.

Everything went green and | felt as though I

was spreading gently in all directions. Then cane a
riot of colors blossom ng around ne—reds, yellows,
pur pl es, bl ues.

There was an increasing sense of weightless-

ness—nmssl essness even. | felt | was streaning
t hrough bl ackness and my nind began to bl ank out
altogether. | felt | was hurtling over vast distances,

beyond tinme and space—overing an incredible
area of the universe in every direction in a few sec-
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onds.
Then | knew not hi ng nore!

I came to ny senses—f senses they were—under

a | enon-col ored sun bl azing down on nme from out
of a deep blue, near-purple sky. It was a col or
more intense than any | had ever seen before. Had
my experience enabled me to see color with
greater sharpness?

But when | | ooked around | realized that it was

nmore than intensity which had changed. | was |y-
ing in a field of gently swaying, sweet-snelling
ferns. But they were ferns unlike any | had ever
seen!

These ferns were an inpossible shade of crim
son!

| rubbed ny eyes. Had the transnmitter—er rather
the recei ver—gone wong and put ne together
slightly m xed up, with nmy color sense in a
nmuddl e?

I got up and | ooked across the sea of crinson
ferns.

| gasped.

My whol e sight nust sonmehow have been al -
tered!

Cropping at the ferns, with a line of yellow sh,
hills in the background, was a beast as large as an
el ephant and of roughly the sane proportions as a
horse. Yet here the simlarly to any beast | knew

ended. This creature was a nottl ed shade of mauve

and light green. It had three I ong, white horns
curling fromits flat, alnost catlike head. It had
twin, sonewhat reptilian, tails spreading to the
ground behind it, and it had one huge eye covering

at least half the area of its face. This was a faceted
eye that shone and glinted in the sunlight. The

beast | ooked rather curiously at ne and lifted its
head, then began to nove towards ne.

Wth, | suspect, awild yell, |I ran. I felt con-
vinced | was experiencing some sort of nightmare

or paranoiac delusion as a result of a fault in the
transm tter or receiver.

I heard the beast thundering on behind ne, giv-

ing out a strange nooi ng sound, and increased ny
pace as best | could. | found |I could run very eas-
ily indeed and seenmed to be lighter than normal.

Then to one side of nme | heard nusical |aughter,

at once nerry and synpathetic. Alilting voice
called sonething in what was to ne a strange,
unearthly | anguage, trilling and nelodic. In fact,

the sound of the | anguage was so beautiful that it
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did not seemto need words.
"Kahsaaa manherra vosu!"

I slowed ny pace and | ooked towards the source
of the voice

It was a girl—the nost wonderful girl | have
ever seen in ny life.

Her hair was |long, free and gol den. Her face

was oval, her white skin clear and fresh. She was
naked, apart froma wi spy cloak which curl ed

round her shoul ders and a broad, |eather belt

around her waist. The belt held a short sword and a
hol ster fromwhich jutted the butt of a pistol of
sone kind. She was tall and her figure was exqui -
site. Sonmehow her nakedness was not obvi ous and

| accepted it at once. She, too, was totally unself-
conscious about it. | stopped still, not caring about
the beast behind me so long as | could have a few
seconds' glinpse of her.

Agai n she threw back her head and | aughed t hat
merry | augh.

Suddenly | felt something wet tickling my neck

Thinking it nmust be an insect of sone sort, | put
up ny hand. But it was too large for an insect.
t ur ned.

That strange mauve and green beast, that non-
ster with the fly-like, Cyclops eye, tw tails and
three horns, was gently licking ne!

Was it tasting nme? | wondered vaguely, still con-
centrating on the girl. Judging by the way she was
| aughi ng, | thought not.

Wherever | was—+n dream or |ost world—+ knew

that | had fled in panic froma tane, friendly, do-
mestic animal. | blushed and then joined in the
girl's laughter.

After a nonment | said: "If it's not a rude ques-
tion, I wonder, ma'am if you could tell nme where
am "

She wrinkled her perfect brow when she heard
me and shook her head slowy. "Unhoi nerrash?
G vi nnee norshasa?"

| tried again in French but wi thout any | uck

Then in German—agai h no success. Spani sh was

equal ly ineffective at produci ng conmuni cati on be-
tween us. My Latin and Greek were limted, but

tried those, too. | amsonething of a |linguist, pick-
ing up foreign tongues quickly. | tried to remem

ber the little Sioux and Apache | had | earned

during a brief study of the Red Indians at coll ege.
But not hi ng wor ked.

She spoke a few nore words in her |anguage
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whi ch seenmed to ne, when | |istened very care-

fully, to have certain faint simlarities to classica
Sanskrit.

"W are both, it seens, at a loss," | renmarked,
standing there with the beast still licking nme |ov-
ingly.

She stretched out a hand for me to take. My
heart pounded and | could hardly make nyself

move. "Phoresha,"” she said. She seened to want ne
to go sonewhere with her, and pointed towards
the distant hills.

| shrugged, took her hand and went along with
her .

So that was how, hand in hand with its |oveliest
resident, | came to Varnal, Cty of the Geen
M st s—Apst splendid of the splendid Martian cities.

Oh, how many thousands upon thousands of
years ago

Chapter Two
THE ASTOUNDI NG TRUTH

VARNAL is nore real to nme, even in nmy nenories,
than ever Chicago or New York can be. It lies in a
gentle valley in the hills, which the Martians term
the Calling Hills. Geen and gol den, they are cov-
ered with slender trees and, when the w nd passes
through them they sound |ike sweet, distant, call-
ing voices as one wal ks past.

The valley itself is wide and shall ow and con-
tains a fairly large, hot lake. The city is built
around the | ake, fromwhich rises a greenish steam
a delicate green that sends tendrils curling around
the spires of Varnal. Mst of Varnal's gracefu

buil dings are tall and white, though sone are built
of the unique blue marble which is nined cl ose by.
O hers have traceries of gold in them naking
themglitter in the sunlight. The city is walled by
the same bl ue marbl e, which also has gol den
traceries init. Fromits towers fly pennants, gay
and nulticolored, and its terraces are crowded

with its handsone inhabitants, the plainest of

whom woul d be a sought-after beau or belle in

Wnnsville, Onhio—er, indeed, Chicago or any other
great city of our world.

When | first canme upon the city of Varnal, |ed
by that wonderful girl, | gasped in awed admra-
tion. She seened to accept ny gasp as the conpli-
ment it was and she smled proudly, saying

sonet hing in her then inconprehensible | anguage.

| decided that | could not be dreaning, for ny
own i nmagi nati on was sinply not capable of
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creating such a vision of splendor and |oveliness.

But where was 1? | did not know then. How had
| got there? That | still cannot answer fully.

I puzzl ed over the second question. Evidently

the matter transmitter had had a fault. Instead of
sending me to the receiver on the other side of the
lab building it had sent ne hurtling through
space—per haps through time, too—+to another

world. It could not be Earth—not, at |east, the
Earth of nmy own age. Sonehow | coul d not be-

lieve it was any Earth, of the past or the future.
Yet it could not be the only other obvious planet in
our solar system-Mars—for Mars was a dead, arid

pl anet of red dust and lichen. Yet the size of the
Sun and the fact that gravity was | ess here than on
Earth seemed to indicate Mars.

It was in a daze of speculation that | allowed the
girl to lead nme through the golden gates of the

city, through its tree-lined streets, towards a pal ace
of shining white stone. People, nen and wonen
dressed—+f dressed is the word—simlarly to the

girl, glanced in polite curiosity at ny white | ab

coat and grey pants which | was still wearing.

We nounted the steps of the pal ace and entered

a great hall, hung with banners of nany colors, on
whi ch were enbroi dered strange enbl ens, nyth-

i cal beasts and words traced out in a peculiar
script which also rem nded ne of Sanskrit.

Five galleries rose around the hall and in the
centre a fountain played. The few sinply-dressed
peopl e who stood conversing in the hall waved

cheerfully to the girl and gave ne that sane | ook
of polite curiosity |I had received in the streets.

W wal ked through the hall, through another

doorway and up a spiral staircase of white narble.
Here she paused on the | andi ng and opened a door

that at first | ooked like metal but on cl oser observa-
tion proved to be wood of incredible hardness and
pol i sh.

The roomin which | found nyself was quite

small. It was barely furnished, with a few rugs of
brightly dyed ani mal skins scattered about and a
series of cupboards around the walls.

The girl went to one of these cupboards, opened

it and took out two metal circlets in which were set
radi ant gens of a kind conpletely unknown to ne.

She pl aced one of these on her head and indicated
that | should inmtate her with the second. | took
the circlet and fitted it over ny own head.

Suddenly a voi ce spoke inside ny skull. | was as-
toni shed for a second, until | realized that here was
sonme kind of tel epathic comunicator which we
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physi ci sts had only specul ated about.

"Greetings, stranger," said the voice, and | could
see the girl's lips nove, framng those lovely, alien
syl l abl es. "From where do you cone?"

"I cone from Chicago, Illinois," | said, nore to
test the device than to convey infornmation which
guessed woul d be neani ngl ess to her

She frowned. "Soft sounds and very pleasant, but
I do not know that place. Were in Vashu is that?"

"Vashu? Is this city in a land called Vashu?"

"No—Vashu is the whole planet. This city is
called Varnal, capital of the nation of the Karnal a,

my people.™

"Do you have astronomy?" | asked. "Do you
study the stars?"

"W do. Why do you ask?"

"Which planet is this in relation to the sun?”
"It is the fourth fromthe sun."

"Mars! It is Mars!" | cried.

"l do not follow you."

"I amsorry. Somehow | have arrived here from
the third planet, which we call Earth. That is
where Chicago is!"

"But there are no nmen on Negalu, the third
pl anet. Only steany jungles and nonstrous beasts!"

"How do you know so much about the planet?"

"Qur ethercraft have visited it and brought back

pictures.”

"You have space-ships—but ..." | was at a | oss.
This was too incredible for me to accept all at
once. | questioned her nmore closely and soon

| earned that the Earth her people knew was not

the Earth | bad left. It seened to be an Earth that
had existed mllions of years ago, during the Age
of Reptiles. Somehow both space and tine had

been crossed. That matter transmitter had nore to
it than we'd guessed!

Anot her thing puzzled nme. The people did not
appear to have a great deal of technology visible in
the city—yet they had space-shi ps.

"How could this be?" | asked her

"We did not build the ethercraft. They were a
gift fromthe Sheev—as were these m nd-crowns.
W have a science of our own but it cannot com
pare to the great wi sdom and know edge of the
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Sheev. "
"Who are the Sheev?"

"They are very great and few of themstill Iive.
They are renote and of an ol der race than any on
Vashu. Qur phil osophers speculate on their origin,
but we know little about them"

I let that go for the tine being and decided it
was about the moment to introduce nyself.

"I amcalled Mchael Kane," | said.

"1 am Shi zal a, Bradhi naka of the Kanal a, and
ruler in the absence of the Bradhi."

I learned that the Bradhi was about the equiva-
I ent of our 'kang', although the title did not suggest
that the man who held it possessed absol ute power.

Per haps @Gui de woul d be a better one—er Protec-
tor? Bradhi naka neant, roughly, Princess—daugh-
ter of the King.

"And where is the Bradhi ?" | asked.

| saw her face beconme sad and she gl anced at
t he ground.

"My father disappeared two years ago—en a

puni tive expedition against the Argzoon. He nust
have been killed or, if he was captured, killed him
self. It is better to die than becone a prisoner of
the Blue G ants."

I expressed nmy synpathy and did not feel the

time right to ask what the Argzoon or Blue G ants
were. She was evidently deeply noved by the
menory of the loss of her father, but showed great
self-control in refusing to burden soneone el se
with her grief.

| felt inediately like trying to offer her sone
confort. But, considering | knew nothing of the
nmoral code and custons of her people, that m ght
per haps have been di sastrous.

She touched her circlet. "W only need to wear
these for the tine being. The Sheev have given us
anot her machi ne which should be able to teach

you our spoken | anguage."

We conversed a little longer and | |earned nuch
of Mars—er Vashu, as | was already beginning to
think of it.

There were many nations on Mars, sone friendly
towards the Kanal a, sonme not. They all spoke rec-
ogni zabl e versions of the same root |anguage. This
i s supposedly true of Earth—that our |anguage was
originally a common one; but in our case the
changes have been extreme. This was not the case,
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| learned, on Vashu.

Mars's seas still existed, Shizala told me, though
apparently they were not so vast as Earth's. Varnal,
capital of the Karnala nation, was one of a number
of countries, with rather hazily defined borders,
whi ch existed on a large | and-mass bigger, but in

roughly the sanme geographical position, than the
whol e of the American continent.

Travel was effected in two main ways. Mst or-
dinary travel relied on the dahara, a riding and
carriage beast of great strength and endurance. But
many nations had a few aircraft. As far as | could
make out, these relied on atoni cs—which none of

t he Vashu peopl es understood. These had not been
gifts of the Sheev, | |earned, but nmust once have
bel onged to the Sheev. They were incredibly an-
cient by all accounts and could not be repl aced
when destroyed. Thus they were only used in
emergenci es. There were al so ships incorporating
sone sort of atonic engine, and sailing ships of
various kinds. These plied the fewrivers of
Vashu—+ivers which were shrinking with al nost
every year that passed

For arms, the Vashu warriors relied primarily on
the sword. They had guns—Shi zal a showed ne

hers. It was a long-barreled, finely nmade weapon
with a confortable grip. | could not quite see what
it fired or on what principle it worked, but as
Shizala tried to explain haltingly | concl uded that
it was sone sort of |aser gun. Wat an incredible
anount of power, | thought, was packed into its
chanmbers, for we scientists had al ways argued t hat
a | aser hand-gun was out of the question, since the
power required to produce the |aser ray—tightly fo-
cused |ight which could cut through steel —+elied
on a very big generator. Wnderingly, | handed

the gun back to her. These guns, not gifts of the
Sheev but probably looted fromtheir now | ost or
completely ruined cities by Shizala's renote ances-
tors, were also used infrequently, since once the
charge was finally expended it could not be replaced.
Thei r akashasard—er ethercraft—apparently num
bered five in all. Three of these belonged to the
Karnal a and one each to friendly, neighbouring na-
tions—the Iridala and the Wal aval a. Although there

were pilots who could operate them none of the
fol k of Vashu had any idea how t hey worked.

O her benefits which a few chosen nations had
received fromthe nysterious Sheev included a | on-
gevity serum whi ch, once taken, did not need to be
taken again. Everyone was allowed to use it and it
gave up to two thousand years of |ifel Because of
this very few children were born, so the popul ation
of Vashu remai ned conparatively snmall. No bad

thing, | reflected. |I could have listened to Shizala
for hours, but at length she stopped ny questions
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with a smle.

"First we nust eat. The evening neal will be
served soon. Cone."

| followed Shizala as she led me fromthe little
room and down into the main hall, which was now
furnished with several |arge tables at which sat
men and wonen of Kanala, all handsone and
beautiful and chatting gaily.

They all rose politely, though not servilely, as

Shi zal a took her place at the head of one of the
tables. She indicated the chair on her left and | sat
down. The food | ooked strange but snelled good.
Qpposite ne, on Shizala's right, sat a dark-haired
young man, superbly nuscled. He wore a sinple

gol d bangle on his right wist and he put his arm

on the table in such a way as to showit off.

Evidently he was proud of it for he wanted ne
to see it. | guessed it to be a decoration of sone
ki nd and thought no nore of it.

Shi zal a i ntroduced the nman as Bradhi nak—er

Prince Tel em Fas Ogdai. The nanme did not sound
like a Karnala nane, and it soon transpired that
Bradhi nak Tel em Fas Ogdai was fromthe city of

M shim Tep, a friendly nation some two thousand
mles to the south. He was, so it seened, a witty
tal ker though, of course, | could not understand
what he said. Only a person wearing a circlet
coul d conmuni cate with ne.

On ny left was a pl easant-faced young nan with

I ong, alnobst white, fair hair. He seened to be nak-
ing a special effort to make nme feel at hone, offer-
ing food and drink, asking polite questions through
Shi zal a, who translated for us. This was Darnad,

Shi zal a' s younger brother. Apparently the succes-
sion to the throne of Varnal was deternined by sex
and not by age.

Darnad was apparently chief Pukan-Nara of

Varnal . A Pukan, | |earned, was a warrior, and a
Pukan-Nara a warrior |eader. The chief Pukan-
Nara was el ected by popul ar vote—by civilians and
warriors alike. | assumed fromthis that Darnad' s
position was therefore no honorary one, and that
he had earned it through prowess and intelligence.
Though he was personabl e and charm ng, the

peopl e of Varnal did not judge a nman nmerely on
hi s appearance but on his nerit and record.

I was already beginning to pick up a few words

of the Vashu tongue by the tinme the neal was

over, and we adjourned into an ante-roomto drink
a beverage call ed basu, a sweetish drink | found
qui te pal atabl e but which, frankly, did not at that
time seemas good to ne as good, ol d-fashioned
coffee. Later | was to discover that basu grew on
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one and then | preferred it to coffee. Like coffee, it
is amld stimulant.

In spite of the basu, | began to feel quite sleepy
and, always alert to her guests' needs, Shizala
sensed this.

"I have had a room prepared for you," she tele-
pat hed. "Perhaps you would like to retire now "

| admitted that the day's surprising experiences
had taken a |l ot out of ne. A servant was called
and Shizala went with us up the stairs to the sec-
ond floor of the palace. A dimbulb burned in the
room giving adequate |ight,

Shi zal a showed ne a bell-rope very like ol d-fash-

i oned bell-ropes on Earth. It was close to the bed
and was used to sumon a servant. She |eft her
circlet behind when she left. Before she did so she

told me that anyone could use the circlet and the
servant woul d know how.

The bed consisted of a wide, hard bench, on

which was a thin mattress. A large fur rug was laid
over this, and it seened rather too heavy, since the
day had been very warm To sone, perhaps, the

bed woul d have been too austere but, as it hap-
pened, it was the kind |I preferred.

I fell asleep imediately, having shed ny

clothes, and | awoke only once in the niddle of the
Martian ni ght—which is, of course, |onger than
ours—feeling very cold. | had not realized how
much the tenperature could change. | pulled the

rug about nme and was soon asl eep agai n.

Chapter Three
THE | NVADERS

A FEMALE servant entered in the norning, after
knocking lightly on the door. | was standing at the
wi ndow | ooki ng out over the beautiful streets and
houses of Varnal. At first | felt enbarrassed by ny
nakedness. But then | realized that there was no
need since it was abnormal here to wear many
clothes, and then, it seened, only for decoration

What did continue to enmbarrass nme, however
was the | ook of open admration she gave ne as
she handed ne ny breakfast tray of fruit and basu.

After she had gone | sat down to eat the fruit—a
| arge one very sinilar to grape-fruit but with a
slightly less bitter taste—and drink the basu

I was just finishing when there was anot her

knock on the door. | called, "Conme in!" in English,
thinking that this would do the trick. It did. In
wal ked Shi zal a, smling.
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Seeing her again, it seenmed that | had dreaned

of her all night, for she was as beautiful —+f not
nmore so—as | renenbered her. Her blonde hair

was swept back from her shoul ders and back. She
had on a bl ack, gauzy cloak and at her wai st was
the wi de belt containing hol stered gun and short
sword. These, | gathered, were cerenonia

weapons of office, for | could not imagine such a
graceful girl having rmuch famliarity with the arti-
facts of war. On her feet she wore sandals, |aced
up the calf alnmost to the knee. That was all she
was wearing—but it was enough.

She picked up the circlet she had worn the day
before and put it on.

"I thought you might wish to ride around the
city and see everything," | heard her voice say in
my head. "Wbul d you |ike that?"

"Very much,” | replied. "If you can spare the
time."

"I't would please ne to do so."
warm sm | e.

She gave ne a

I could not make up ny m nd whet her she felt

as attracted to nme as | was to her, or whether she
was just being normally polite. It was a puzzle

whi ch was al ready beginning to fill a great deal of
nmy thoughts.

"First," she continued, "it would be better if you
spent a couple of hours with the Sheev teaching
machi ne. After that you will be able to converse in
our | anguage w thout recourse to these rather
clumsy things."

As she led me down corridors and staircases, |
asked her why, if the tongue of Vashu were com
nmon, there should be such a thing as a | anguage-
teachi ng machine. She replied that it had been
desi gned for use on other planets but, since the
other planets in the solar systemonly appeared to
be inhabited by animals, it had never been used.

She | ed nme bel ow ground. The cellars of the
pal ace seened to go down nany | evels, but at |ast
we reached a place lighted by the same sort of dim

bulb as the one in nmy room These bul bs were al so

of Sheev manufacture, Shizala told nme, and had

once burned nmuch brighter than they did now. The
roomwas small and contained a single piece of

equi prment. It was |large and made of netal | did

not recogni ze—probably an alloy. It glowed a little,
adding to the light in the room It seenmed to con-
sist of a cabinet with an al cove noul ded to accom
modate the formof a seated human bei ng.

I could see no other nachinery and I woul d
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dearly have loved to strip the cabinet down to see
what was inside—but curbed ny inpatience.

"Pl ease sit there," said Shizala, indicating the
cabinet. "According to what | have been told, the

cabinet will be activated inmrediately you do so.
You may feel yourself black out, but do not be dis-
turbed.”

I did as she asked and, sure enough, as soon as
was seated the cabinet began to humsoftly. A cap
came down from above and fitted itself over ny
head, then | began to feel dizzy and soon becane
unconsci ous.

| did not know how nuch time had passed unti

I canme to, finding nyself still seated in the now no

| onger activated cabinet. | |ooked at Shizala a little
dazedly. My head was aching slightly.

"How do you feel ?" she asked.

"Fine," | said, getting up

But | had not said 'fine' at all, | realized. | had
said vrazha—the Martian word that was its nearest
equi val ent .

I had spoken Marti an!

"It works!" | cried. "What sort of nachine is it
that can achieve that so swiftly?"

"I do not know. We are content sinply to use

the things of the Sheev. W were warned in the far
past never to tamper with their gifts since it m ght
result in disaster for us! Their nmighty civilization
once suffered a disaster, but we have only a few

| egends which speak of it and they are bound up

in talk of supernatural entities in whomwe no
| onger believe."

Respecting what was evidently a deeply rooted
custom never to question the Sheev inventions,
remai ned silent, though every instinct nade ne
want to get at the | anguage-teachi ng nachine,
probably a highly sophisticated conputer contain-
ing an hypnotic device of sone kind.

My headache had gone by the tinme we reached

the upper levels of the palace and wal ked t hrough
the great hall out into the city. At the bottom of
the wide, white steps two strange beasts were wait-

i ng.

They were about the sane size as Shire horses—

the fampbus English G eat Horse which had once

borne knights into battle. But horses they were not.
Their origin seemed to stemfromthe sanme basic

root as Man! They were ape-like creatures with

wi de kangaroo tails, their hind | egs | arger than
the forel egs. They were on all fours now and
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saddl es were on their backs. Their great heads,
placid and intelligent, turned to | ook at us as we
came down the steps

I had a few qual ns about nounting m ne, since

it did bear certain affinities to my own race, but
once aboard it seened natural that | should ride it.
Its back was wider than that of a horse and in-

vol ved stretching one's legs out in front, and cup-
ping the feet in the stirrups attached to anot her
part of the harness up ahead. The saddl e had a
solid support allowing the rider to stretch back-
wards at ease. It was rather |like being seated in a
sports car, and was very confortable.

In a kind of holster on ny right were severa

| ances, though | had no idea of their purpose.
found that by gentle tugs on the reins, the dahara
woul d respond quickly to any comand | nade.

Wth Shizala | eading the way, we trotted off
through the plaza and down the main street of
Var nal

The city was as exquisite as ever under the deep

yel l ow sun. The sky was cl oudl ess and | began to
relax, feeling that |I could spend the rest of ny life
in Varnal and its surrounds. Here a done caught

the light and flashed brightly; there alittle white
house nestl ed between an inpressive ziggurat on

one side and a slender tower on the other. People
moved about in a leisurely yet purposeful way. A
fruit market was busy, but there was none of the

noi se and bustle of a similar Earthly market-pl ace.
As we rode around the city, Shizala told me nuch
about it.

The Karnala as a race had al ways been prinmarily
traders. Their origins were the sane as nmany
races—they had started off as barbarian raiders and
finally settled on one part of the country they had
liked. But instead of turning to farm ng they had
continued to travel as traders instead of raiders.
Because of daring expeditions to far parts of

Vashu, they had becone very rich, trading south-
ern artifacts for northern precious netals, and so
on.

The Karnala were al so great artists, nusicians
and—what was highly worthwhile in terns of

trade as well as everything el se—the finest book
producers in their world. The printing presses of
Karnal a, | |earned, were of a flatbed type, not so
fast as the rotary nachines on Earth, but produc-

i ng what appeared to nmy eye nuch sharper print-
ing. The Sanskrit-like lettering | still could not read
but, as Shizala took me round a snall press,
showi ng nme sone of the beautifully made books it
produced, | soon |earned to recognhi ze nany words
as she pointed themout to ne.

These books were in great demand across the
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whol e continent and were a great asset to the Kar-
nala, as were their artists and witers who pro-
duced the raw nateri al

O her industries thrived in Varnal. Their sword-
smths were al so renowned t hroughout the world,

| earned. The smiths still worked by the old

met hods, using furnace and anvil nmuch as sniths
on Earth worked—an earth that was yet to cone, |
realized

Some farmi ng was done now, but on a big scale

and not by private | andowners. Square niles of
cereals were sown, | was told, and harvested all at
once by volunteers fromall over the Karnala na-
tion. What was not used was stored in case of hard
times, for the Karnala were well aware that a na-
tion based on trade and industry cannot buy food

in fanmine and will only survive if it can produce its
own.

The absence of any places of worship was notice-
abl e and | asked Shi zal a about this. She replied
that there was no official religion of any kind, but
for those who wanted to believe in a higher being

it was better to look for Hmin their own m nds
and hearts, not to seek Hmin the words of others.

On the other hand, there were public schools, Ii-
braries, clinics, social centers, hotels and the I|ike,
and no one seened under-privil eged or unhappy in

Var nal

The Karnal a political philosophy seened to be
one of arned neutrality. They were a strong nation
and prepared for any attack. Besides this, an ol d-

fashi oned martial code still seened to exist, be-
cause an aggressor never attacked w thout good
war ni ng.

After telling nme this, Shizala added: "Apart from
the nmore savage tribes, and they are no threat.
Those-and the Blue G ants. "

"Who are the Blue G ants?" | asked.

"The Argzoon. They are fierce and wi thout code

or conscience. They dwell in the far north and only
venture out on raids. They have only once cone

this far south, and then nmy father's arny drove
them away ..." She bowed her head and tightened

her grip of the reins.

"And never returned?" | said synpathetically,
feeling I had to say somet hi ng.

"Just so."

She jostled the reins and the dahara began to
trot faster. | imtated her and we were soon gal -
| oping al ong the wide streets through which the
delicate green m st wound, and up towards the
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golden hills—the Calling Hills.

W were soon out of the city and rushing
through the strange trees which seenmed to be call -
ing for us as we noved anobng them

After a while Shizala slowed her steed and | did
li kewi se. She turned to nme with a smle.

"I acted wilfully—+ hope you will forgive ne."

"I could forgive you anything," | said, alnost
wi t hout t hi nki ng.

She gave ne a quizzical, intelligent |ook which
again | could not interpret.

"Perhaps," she said. "I should nention ..

Again | spoke on inpulse. "Let us not tal k—we
are interrupting the voices of the trees. Let us just
ride and listen."

She smled. "Very well."

As we rode | suddenly began to wonder how I

was going to live on Mars. | had accepted that

I would like to stay in the idyllic city of Varnal —
I would never willingly | eave a place whi ch shel -
tered such a graceful beauty as the girl riding

besi de ne at that nonent—but how was | going to
earn ny living?

As a scientist | could probably contribute sone-
thing to the industries. It struck nme that Shizala
m ght be interested if | suggested that she elect ne
as sonme sort of Court Scientific Adviser! This

would allow nme to serve a useful function in the
community and at the same tinme enable ne to be

close to her and see a great deal of her

At that time, of course, | was acting al nost intui-
tively. I had not as yet wondered if the custons of
the Karnala would even permit me to propose mar-

riage to Shizal a—and, anyway, there was a very
good chance that Shizala would want nothing to
do with me. Why shoul d she? Although she had
not questioned what | had told her about where
had conme fromand how | had arrived on her

pl anet, for all she knew | might be a |unatic.

My mind was confused as | rode al ong. At

| ength we decided we had best return to the city
and the palace, and | directed ny strange steed
back with some reluctance.

The visiting Prince of Mshim Tep, Tel em Fas

Qgdai, was waiting on the steps of the pal ace

when we arrived. He had one foot on a higher step
and his hand rested on the hilt of his |long, broad-
bl aded sword. He wore soft boots and a heavy

cl oak of dark material. He | ooked both angry and
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inpatient, and twice as | disnmounted and wal ked

up the steps towards him renoved his hand from

his sword-hilt to finger the plain gold bangle on bis
wist.

He ignored me but flashed a glance at Shizala
and then turned his back on both of us, runbling
up the steps into the pal ace.

Shi zal a | ooked at me apol ogetically. "I amsorry,
M chael Kane—but | had better speak to the

Bradhi nak. WIIl you excuse nme? You will find food
in the hall."

| bowed. "OF course. | hope to see you again
|ater."

She gave nme a quick, half-nervous smile and
then she was tripping up the steps after Bradhi nak

Sone di pl omatic problem | guessed, since the
prince was evidently an em ssary of sone kind and
was here on diplomatic business as well as a
friendly visit.

Per haps Karnal a's strength had been sapped in
the battle and the foll owi ng expedition which had
| ost themtheir king. Perhaps they were forced to
rely on stronger allies while they built up their
strength agai n—and perhaps M shim Tep was one

of these allies. Al this speculation seened |ikel y—
and much of it was subsequently proved correct.

| entered the great hall. A kind off buffet neal

had been laid out on the table by servants. Cold
meat, fruit, the inevitable basu, sweetneats and so
forth. | sanpled a little of everything and found al -
most all of it to nmy liking. | exchanged small talk
with some of the nen and wonmen around the

table. They were evidently very curious about ne

but too polite to ask too many direct questions—
which I did not feel in any nood to answer at that
nonent .

As | munched on a particularly tasty piece of

meat wrapped in a green, lettuce-like |eaf, | sud-
denly heard an odd sound. | was not sure what it
was, but | listened carefully so that | should hear it

again if it cane.

The courtiers had fallen silent and were also |lis-
t eni ng.

Then the sound cane agai n.
A muffled cry.

The courtiers | ooked at one another in apparent
consternation but nade no nove towards the
source of the cry.

It cane a third tine and now | was sure | recog-
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ni zed the voice
It was Shizal a's!

Al t hough there were guards at intervals around
the hall, none of them noved and no orders were
given to go to Shizal a's assistance.

Desperately, | |ooked round at the courtiers.
"That is your Bradhinaka's voi ce—why don't you
hel p her? Were is she?"

One of the courtiers |ooked very disturbed and
pointed to a door leading off the hall. "She is

t here—ae cannot hel p her unless she sumons us.

It is a very delicate matter involving the Bradhi nak
Tel em Fas (gdai .. ."

"You nean he is causing her pain! | will not al-

lowit. | thought you were people of character—but
you just stand here ..."

"I told you—the situation is delicate. W fee
very deeply ... But etiquette ..."

"To hell with etiquette,” | said in English. "This
is no tinme for niceties—Shizala may be in danger."

And with that | strode towards the door he had
pointed to. It was not locked and I flung it open

Tel em Fas Ogdai was hol ding Shizala's wists in

a cruel grip and she was struggling. He was speak-
ing to her in a low, urgent tone. Wen she saw e
she gasped:

"No, M chael Kane—go fromhere. It will nean
nmore trouble."

"I will not |eave while |I know this boor is trou-
bling you," | said, flicking hima |ook of scorn

He frowned, then he grinned evilly and his teeth

fl ashed.
He still held her wists.
"Let her go!" | warned, stepping forward.

"No, M chael Kane," she said. "Tel em Fas (Qgdai
means me no harm W are having an argunent,
that is all. It will end ..."

But | had put my hand on the prince's shoul der
now and | let it lie there heavily.

"Rel ease her," | ordered

He rel eased her all right—and at the sane tine
swung both his fists round to catch me on the
head, sending me reeling. That was it! M tenper
got the better of me and | surged back in. A punch
on the chest winded himand a foll owi ng punch on
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the jaw knocked him back. He tried to retaliate so
I punched himon the jaw again. He went down
with a clatter and stayed down.

"Ch!" cried Shizala. "M chael Kane, what have
you done?"

"I have dealt with a brute who was hurting a

very beautiful and sweet young lady," | said, rub-
bing nmy fists. "I amsorry that it had to happen
but he deserved it."

"He has a bad tenper sonetines, but he is not
evil. | amsure you did what you thought was best,
M chael Kane, but now you have made things even
worse for me."

"If he is here on diplomatic business he should
behave like a diplomat and with dignity," | re-
m nded her.

"Diplomat? He is no emssary from M shim Tep
He is nmy betrothed—did you not see the arm et on
his wist?"

"Armlet—so that's what it is! Your betrothed!
But —but he can't be! Why woul d you consent to
marry such a man?" | was horrified and bewl -
dered. There was no chance of naking her m ne!
"You could not |ove him"

Now she frowned and it sent a shudder through

me to see that | had angered her. She drew herself

up and pulled a bell-cord. "You do not behave as
befits a stranger and a guest," she said coldly. "You
presunme too nuch!"”

"I am sorry—deeply sorry. | was inpulsive
But..."

In the same enotionl ess voice, she said: "It was
my father's wi sh that when he died and

succeeded him| should marry the son of his old
ally, thus making sure of the Karnala's security.
intend to respect nmy father's wish. You are pre-
sunptuous to nmake any comment concerning ny
relationship with the Bradhinak of M shim Tep."

This was a side of Shizala | had not seen be-
fore—the regal side. | nmust have of fended her
deeply for her to adopt this manner and tone, for |
knew it was not natural

"I 4+ amvery sorry."

"l accept your apology. You will not interfere
agai n. Now, please |eave."

In confusion, | turned and | eft the room
Bewi | dered, | wal ked straight fromthe great
hal |, down the steps of the palace to where a ser-
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vant was just |eading away the dahara | had been
riding earlier.

Wth a nuttered word to the servant | nounted
the beast and shook its reins, making it gallop
away down the nmain street towards one of the
gates of the city.

I had to go right away fromVarnal for the tine
bei ng, had to go sonmewhere where | could be

al one to collect ny thoughts and pull nyself to-
get her.

Shi zal a betrothed! A girl whom | knew now, |
had | oved fromthe nonent | saw her. It was too
much to bear!

My heart beating nmuch nmore rapidly than nor-

mal and my thoughts racing, ny whol e being

seething with anguish, | rode blindly fromthe city,
past the Green Lake and out into the Calling Hlls.

Oh, Shizala, Shizala, | thought, | could have
made you so happy.

| believe that | was close to crying then. |
M chael Kane, who had al ways prided hinmself on
his self-control

It was sonme tinme before | slowed ny pace and
began to make nyself think levelly.

I did not know how far | had ridden. Many,

many mles | suspected. My surroundi ngs were un-
famliar. There was no | andmarks | coul d recog-
nize.

It was then that | saw a novenent to the north.

At first | thought | was |ooking at a distant herd of
beasts gal |l opi ng towards ne but, shading ny eyes
fromthe sun, | soon realized that these were riders
mount ed on some sort of beast similar to ny da-

hara. Many ri ders.

A hor de!

Knowing so little of Martian geography or, for
that matter, politics, | did not know whet her these
riders threatened danger or not.

| sat my beast, watching them advance at a
tremendous pace. Even so far away fromthem |

could feel the ground faintly trenbling, reverber-
ating to the sound of the thundering ani mals.

Sonething seenmed a little strange as they ap-
proached closer. | guessed they still could not see
me—ene solitary figure—but | could see them

The scal e was wong. That was it.

Judgi ng the average hei ght of man and nount
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agai nst the average height of trees and shrubs,
knew that these riders and their steeds were gigan-
tic! Not one of their daharas was |ess than twi ce
the hei ght of mine; not one rider was under eight
feet tall.

My menory worked swiftly and cane up with
only one answer.

These were invaders!
More—+ thought | knew them

They could only be those fierce, northern raiders
Shi zal a had nmentioned. The Blue G ants—the
Ar gzoon!

Why had the city had no warning of the horde's
approach?

How had t hey nanaged to cone this far unde-
tect ed?

These questions rose in ny mnd as | watched,

but | dism ssed them as usel ess. The fact was that
a nounted force of warriors—thousands of themit
seenmed—were riding towards Varnal

Quickly, | turned nmy beast, all thoughts of ny
grief now forgotten. | was obsessed by the
energency. | nmust warn the city. At |east they
woul d have a little tine!

I checked ny position fromthe sun and gui ded
the swiftly-noving dahara back the way | had
core.

But | had not reckoned with the Argzoon
outriders. Though | had observed the mai n horde,
the scouts sent ahead had evidently observed ne!

As | ducked low to avoid the | ow branches of
the slimtrees and energed into a wi de gl ade, |

heard a huge snort and a strange, wld, gusty
| augh.

Then | was staring at a nmounted giant towering
above ne on his great beast. In one hand he held
an enormous sword and in the other an oval -
headed mace of sone | and.

I was unarnmed—-save for the slender |ances that
still reposed in the holster at ny side.

Chapt er Four
THE ATTACK

MY M ND raced. For a nonent | felt conpletely
overwhel med, staring up into the face of a being
that was to ne as inpossible as the unicorn or the
hi ppogri ff.
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H s skin was a dark, nottled blue. Like the folk
of Varnal, he did not wear what we shoul d think of
as clothing. H s body was a mass of padded | eather
armor and on his seemngly hairless head was a
tough cap, also of padded | eather, but reinforced
with netal

H s face was broad yet tapering, with slitted

eyes and a great gash of a nouth that was open

now in | aughing anticipation of nmy rapid dem se.

A mouth full of black teeth, uneven and jagged.

The ears were pointed and | arge, sweeping back
fromthe skull. The arms were bare, save for wrist-
guards, and strongly rmuscled on a fantastic scale.
The fingers were covered—encrusted woul d be a
better description—ith crudely-cut precious

st ones.

H s dahara was not the quiet beast that | rode.
It seemed as fierce as its rider, pawi ng at the deli-
cate green noss of the glade, its head sporting a

metal spike and its body partially protected by the
same dark brown, padded | eather arnor.

The Argzoon warrior uttered a few guttura

words which | could not understand, though they
were clearly in the same | anguage that | now
spoke so fluently.

Fatalistically feeling that if |I nmust die | would
die fighting, | reached for one of the lances in the
hol ster.

The warrior |aughed again jeeringly and waved
his sword, clapping his massive legs to his nount's
side and goading it forward.

Now my reactions cane to ny rescue.

Swiftly, | plucked one of the lances fromtie hol-
ster and alnost in the sane notion got its bal ance,
then flung it at the giant's face.

He roared as it hurtled towards himbut with in-
credi bl e speed for one so huge he struck it aside
with his sword.

But by that tinme | had another |ance in nmy hand
and turned ny jittery nount away as the warrior
advanced, his sword swoopi ng down towards ne.

| ducked and felt it pass within an inch of ny
scal p.

Then he had thundered past, carried on by the

wei ght of his own momentum | wheel ed my beast

and flung another lance at himas he tried to turn
hi s mount, which was evidently |less well trained
than m ne.

The | ance caught himin the arm
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He yelled in pain and rage and this time his
speed was even faster as he bore down on me
agai n.

I had only two | ances left.

I flung the third as he came in with his sword
held out in front of him I|ike a caval ryman on
Earth might once have held his sword in a charge.

The third |l ance m ssed. But at |east ny second
had wounded his mace-armand | only had the
sword to contend with; | could not duck this one.

But what could | do? There were split seconds in
whi ch to decide

G abbing the remaining lance, | flung nyself off
the beast and fell to the ground just as the sword
met air where | woul d have been.

Brui sed, | picked nyself up. | still gripped the
| ast | ance.

I would have to use it with certainty if | were to
win this duel.

| crouched, waiting as he turned, poised on the
balls of ny feet, watching the gigantic, snorting
brute as he fought his dahara, turning it round
agai n.

Then he paused, |aughing that gusty, aninal
| aughter, his blue head flung back and his vast
chest heaving beneath its arnor.

It was his m stake.

Thanki ng provi dence for this opportunity,
hurled the lance with all ny force and skill-
straight at the nonmentarily exposed neck

It went in some inches and for a brief instant the
| aughter still came fromhis nmortally wounded
throat. The noi se changed to a shocked gurgle, a
hi gh si gh, and then ny opponent pitched back-

ward off his dahara and | ay dead on the ground.

As soon as it was relieved of its ride, the dahara
gal |l oped away into the forest.

I was |left, panting and dazed but grateful for
the fortuitous opportunity | had been given. |

shoul d have been dead. Instead, | was alive--and
still whole.
I had expected to die. | had not counted on the

incredible stupidity of an adversary who had been
so sure of victory he had exposed a vital spot

whi ch coul d only have been reached by the very
weapon | happened to possess.
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| stood over the great hulk. It lay spread out on
the noss, the sword and nace still attached by
wist-thongs to its arms. There was a stink about it
not of death but of general uncleanliness. The

slitted eyes stared, the nouth still a grinning gash,
though now it grinned in death.

I |l ooked at his sword.

It was, of course, a great weapon, such as only a

ni ne-foot giant would use. Yet, proportionately, it
was al nost a short sword—fust over five feet |ong.
Fastidiously | bent down and unhooked the thong
fromthe creature's wist. | picked the sword up. It
was very heavy, but finely balanced. | could not

use it in one hand as the Argzoon scout had done,
but | could use it as a broadsword in two hands.

The grips were just right. | hefted it, feeling better,
t hanki ng heaven for M d archet, ny old fencing

mast er, who had taught nme how to get the nobst

out of any blade, no matter how strange or crude it
at first seened.

Holding it by its thong, | remounted my beast
and lay the sword across ny legs as | rode in that
still peculiar riding position back towards the city.

There was a long way to go and | had to
hurry—even nore so now—to warn the city of the
i mm nent attack.

But as | rode up hill and down dal e for what

seemed hours, | was to be threatened once again

by an Argzoon giant who cane riding at me from

my right flank as | rode down one of the last hill-
si des before Varnal

He did not |augh. Indeed, he uttered no sound at
all as he cane at nme. Evidently so near the city he
did not wish to alert anyone who night be cl ose

by.

He had no mace—ust a sword

I met his first swing with my own recently ac-

qui red weapon. He looked at it in surprise, clearly
recognizing it as one forged by his own folKk.

H s surprise served ne well. These Argzoon
were swift novers for their size, but poor think-
ers—that had al ready been nmade quite plain.

Wil e he was staring at ny sword and at the
same time bringing his own round for another

blow, | did not swing up to protect nyself but
drove the sword towards where | hoped his heart
woul d be. | also prayed it woul d pierce the arnor.

It did, though not as swiftly as | had hoped and,
as the blade struck through | eather and then flesh,
bone and sinew, his sword cane down in a convul -
sive novenent and grazed ny right arm It was
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not a bad wound but, within a nmonent, it was
pai nf ul

H s sword dropped frominert fingers, dangling
by its thong as he sat in his saddle, rocking
dazedly and | ooking at me groggily.

I could see that he was badly wounded, though
not nortally, | guessed.

As he began to topple fromhis saddle | reached
out and tried to take his weight to stop himfrom
falling. Wth my own wounded armit was difficult,
but I managed to hold himthere while | inspected
the injury I had inflicted.

Turned slightly by the padded arnor, the sword
had gone in just bel ow the heart.

I managed sonmehow to di smount, still hol ding
him and lifted himdown and | aid himout on the
noss.

He spoke to nme then. He seened very puzzl ed.
"What 2" he said in his thick, brutish accent.

"I amin a hurry. There, | have stopped the

bl eeding. It doesn't | ook fatal. Your own fol k nust
| ook after you."

"You—you do not kill me?"

"It is not ny way to kill if | do not have to!"
"But | have fail ed—the warriors of the Argzoon

will torture ne to death for that. Slay nme, ny van-
qui sher!"

"It is not ny way," | insisted.

"Then ..." He struggled up, reaching towards a
knife in his belt. | forced the huge hand away and
he sank back, exhaust ed.

"I will help you to that undergrowh.” | pointed

to sone thick shrubbery nearby. "You can hide
there and they will not find you."

I realized | was showi ng himnore nmercy than

he expected, even fromthe folk of Varnal. And in
hel ping him| was slowing nyself up. Yet a man is

a man, | thought—-he cannot do what is contrary to
his own feelings and principles. If he has a code of
honor he nust adhere to it. The nonment he forgets
that code, then all is lost, for even though he for-
gets on one occasion, it is the beginning of the end.
Bit by bit the code will be qualified, any break
with it justified, until the man is no | onger a man,
intruth, at all.

That is why | hel ped the odd being |I had van-

qui shed. | could do nothing less. As | had told
hi m4t was my way. Such enotions may sound ol d-
fashi oned, even prudish, in this nodern age where
val ues are changi ng—any think for the worse—er
things are losing their values altogether. But
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though | realize | may sound stiff arid peculiar to

many of my contenporaries, | amafraid that then
in that gentle valley on ancient Mars, just as now,
on Earth, | had a set of principles—all it what you

will—that | knew | nust abide by.

As soon as | had hauled the creature to cover, |
sent his dahara gall oping away and nounted ny
own.

Wthin a few mnutes | had reached the gates of
the city and was riding desperately through them
shouti ng ny war ni ng.

"Attack! Attack! It is the hordes of Argzoon!"

The nen | ooked startled but evidently they, too,
recogni zed the type of sword | was carrying. The
gates began to cl ose behind ne.

Straight to the palace steps | rode and flung ny-
sel f fromthe exhausted dahara, running up the
steps, half staggering with pain, exhaustion and the
wei ght of the sword—proof of what | had to tell!

Shi zala canme running into the nain hall. She

| ooked di shevel ed and her face bore traces of her
earlier anger.

"What is it? Mchael Kane! What neans this dis-
t ur bance?"

"The Argzoon!" | blurted out "The Blue G ants—
your enem es—a great horde of them attacks the
city!"

"I mpossi bl el Why have we not heard? We have
our mirror posts that signal messages fromhill to
hill. We should have heard. Yet..."

She frowned thoughtfully.
"What is it?" | asked.

"The mrrors have had no nmessages for sone
time. Perhaps the stations were destroyed by the
wily Argzoon."

"If they have reached this far before, they wll
have known roughly what to expect."

"But from where cones their strength! W had

t hought them beaten and qui escent for at |east an-
other ten years. They were all but w ped out by
my father's arny and its allies! My father headed
the arny which hunted down the survivors!"

"Wl l, the horde he defeated nust have been

only a fraction of the Argzoon strength. Perhaps

this raid is part of a consistent strategy of surprise,
meant to weaken you."
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"If that is their plan," she sighed, squaring her
beautiful creany shoul ders, "then it was a good
one, for in truth we are unprepared!"

"No tinme for self-recrimnation now," | pointed
out. "Where is your brother Darnad? As chi ef
Pukan-Nara of Varnal it is up to himto direct
preparations for defense. Wat of the other war-
riors of Karnal a?"

"They patrol borders, keep the peace agai nst

roam ng bandit bands. Qur arny is scattered, but
even if it were all assenbled in Varnal it m ght not
suffice to neet an Argzoon horde!"

"I't seens inpossible that you received no warn-
ing at all—not even a runner from another city.

How have the Argzoon been able to get this far
south wi thout you know ng?"

"l cannot think. As you say, it could be that they
have been planning this for years, that they have
had spies not of their own race working for them
travelling in small groups under cover at night and
in disguise, assenbling in sone nearby renote
quarter of our |and—and now ride on the city with
none of our allies knowi ng our fate."

"The walls will resist heavy siege," | pointed out.
"You say you have sone aircraft. You can bonbard
themfromthe air, using your Sheev-guns. That is
one advant age."

"Qur three aircraft will not achieve nmuch agai nst
so large a force."

"Then you nust send one of themto your

nearest ally. Send your—your ..." | paused as
menory fl ooded back. "Send the Bradhi nak of

M shim Tep to summon his father's ai d—and seek
hel p fromyour other, weaker, allies on the way."

She frowned thoughtfully and then | ooked up at
me with a strange, half-puzzled | ook. She pursed
her i ps.

"I will do as you suggest," she said at |ength.
"But even at their fastest our aircraft wll take
several days to reach M shim Tep—and an arny

will take even longer getting here. W will have
difficulty resisting so long a siege!"

"But outlast it and resist it we nust—for Varna

and for the security of your neighboring states," |
told her. "If the Argzoon conquer the Karnala, then
they will sweep on across other nations. They nust
be stopped at Varnal —er your entire civilization
could go under!"

"You have a clearer idea of what is at stake than
I." She snmiled slightly. "And you have only been
with us a short tine."
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"Warfare," | said quietly, thinking of my own
experiences, "does not seemto change mnuch
anywhere. The basic issues renain nuch the

same—the strategy, the ains. | have already en-
countered two of your Blue G ants and hate to
think of this lovely city being ruled by them"

I did not add that it was not only the city |

feared for but Shizala, too. Try as | might, | could
not nmake nyself forget the enotion | felt for her.
knew now she was betrothed to another and that

what ever she or | felt it was inpossible that any-
thing could conme of it. Evidently her code was

quite as strong as mne and would not |et her
weaken, just as | did not intend to weaken.

For a | ong nmonent we | ooked into each other's
eyes and all this was there—the pain, the
know edge, the resolution

O did | sinply i mgine that she was to some
degree attracted to me? | must not think such
thoughts, in any case. It was over—and Varna
must be protected.

"Have you nore suitable arns for me than this?"
| said, indicating the Argzoon sword.

"Of course. | will call a guard. He will take you
to the arnms room where you can sel ect whatever
weapons you w sh."

At her command, one of the guards stepped for-
ward and she ordered himto take me to tie arns
room

He | ed ne down several flights of steps until we
wer e deeper bel ow the palace than | had been be-
fore.

At | ast he stopped at two huge, netal-studded
doors and cri ed:

"Cuard of the Tenth Watch-it is |no-Pukan
Hara wi th the guest of the Bradhi nak! Pl ease
open." An | no-Pakan, | now knew, was a warrior
with a rank about equivalent to sergeant.

The doors noved slowy open and | stood in a

long hall of great size, dimy lit by the wani ng bl ue
bul bs in the roof.

The guard who admitted us was an old man

with a long beard. At his belt were twin pistols. He
carried no other weapons.

He | ooked at ne quizzically.

The | no-Pukan said: "The Bradhi naka w shes
her guest to arm hinself as he pl eases. The
Argzoon attack!"
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"Agai n? But | thought them finished!"

"Not so," said the Ino-Pukan sadly. "According to
our guest here, they are al nost upon us."

"So the Bradhi died in vain—we are still to be
vanqui shed." The ol d man's voi ce sounded hopel ess
as he let me wander up the hall admiring the great
assortnent of weapons.

"W are not defeated yet," | remnded him star-

ing at rack upon rack of fine swords. | took severa
down, testing themfor |ength, weight and bal ance.
At last | selected a long, fairly slimsword, rather
like a straight sabre, with a blade as Iong as the
sword | had taken from my Argzoon opponent.

It had a beautiful balance. It had a basket hilt

and, as with swords on Earth of the sane kind, one
curled two fingers, the index and the one next to it,
around the crosspiece, gripping it with the thunb
along the top of the hilt with the remaining two
fingers curled under. That nmay seem an awkward

grip to sone, but it is actually quite confortable
and al so has the advantage of naking sure that the
sword is not easily knocked fromthe grasp

I found a broad belt, equipped at the side with a

wi de sword-loop of leather. It seened traditional in
Varnal that swords were carried naked and not
scabbarded—sone ol d customfrom | ess peacefu

times internally, | gathered

There were al so guns that seenmed operated by a
combi nation of spring and air. | took one of these
fromits place and turned to the old keeper of the
arms room

"Do nmany use these?" | asked.

"Some, our guest." He took the gun from ny
hand and showed ne how it |oaded. A nmgazi ne of

steel darts was exposed. These, in the manner of

ai rgun darts, could be slid automatically into the
breech. The air was automatically repressured after
a shot—this was done by nmeans of the spring at-
tachment. A very fine piece of craftsnmanship but,
as the old man denonstrated, the accuracy was al
but nil! The gun bucked so rmuch as it shot its ms-
sile that the target had to be very close indeed if
- one was to have much success in hitting him

Still, ny arns belt had a place for a gun—an-

other |eather |oop—so | slipped the airgun in. Now
with the gun and sword | felt better and was eager
to rejoin Shizala to see how the preparations were
pr ogr essi ng.

I thanked the old nman and, acconpani ed by the
I no- Pukan, strode back up to the ground | evel of
the pal ace. Shizala was not in the hall, but another
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guard led nme up many flights of stairs that grew
increasingly narrower until we were standing out-
side a roomthat obviously was in one of the circu-
lar towers rising fromthe main building of the

pal ace.

The guard knocked.
Shizala's voice called for us to enter.

W did so and Shizala stood there with Tel em

Fas Ogdai and her brother, the Bradhi nak Darnad.
Darnad darted ne a quick snmle of acknow edg-

ment. Shizala's wel cone was a graci ous novenent

of the head, but Telem Fas Ogdai's smle was stiff
and frosty. He evidently had not forgotten our ear-
lier encounter that day. | couldn't blame hi mnow,
though | still disliked himgreatly. | put ny
feelings about himdown to the situation and nade
an effort to dismss themas best | could.

Darnad had spread out a map. It was a little

strange to me, this nmethod of nap-naking. The
synbols for cities, forests and so on were not picto-
rial as ours tend to be, but at last | had sone

i dea of where we were in relation to the rest of that
m ghty continent—and to M shim Tep and our

other allies. I could also point out where | had seen
the Argzoon and at what speed they had been
travelling, and so on

"Little tinme," Darnad nurnured thoughtfully,
running his fingers through his long, near-white
hair. H's other hand gripped his sword-hilt. He
seened very young just then—probably little nore
than seventeen. A boy playing at soldiers, one
woul d have thought at first glance. Then | noted
the | ook of responsibility he wore, the confident
way he carried hinself, the unself-conscious, un-
studi ed manneri sns.

He began to speak rapidly to us, suggesting
where the weakest points would be in the city
wal | s and how they woul d best be def ended.

Havi ng had sone training in warfare, | was able

to nmake some suggestions which he found useful

He | ooked at ne with sonething |ike admiration

and | accepted the | ook as a complinent, for I

m ght have been doi ng nuch the sane. Hi s essen-

tial manliness and cl ear-headed, objective attitude
to the task ahead made nme feel that he was idea

as a mlitary leader, and | felt that to fight beside
hi m woul d be reassuring, to say the least. It would
also be, inits way, a pleasure

Shi zala turned to Tel em Fas Qgdai

"And now, Telem you have seen what we shal

try to do and will have sone idea of what our
chances are of holding off the Argzoon. An aircraft
awaits you at the hangars. Lucidly, its notor has
been prepared, since we planned to show it to our
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guest . CGo swiftly and make sure t hat rein-
forcements are sent at once fromall cities allied to
Varnal. And tell themif Varnal falls, their chances

of withstanding the Argzoon are | essened."

Tel em bowed slightly, formally, |ooked deep
into her eyes, darted nme another of his |ooks and
| eft the chamber.

We returned to the study of the map.
Fromthe bal cony of the tower it was possible to

see the whole lovely city laid out beneath us—and
we coul d see the surroundi ng countrysi de.

After a while we took the map out on to the bal -
cony. It was as if we felt something was imm -
nent —as, indeed, sonething was!

A short tinme later Darnad pointed.
"Telem | eaves," he said to his sister

Al t hough there had been talk of aircraft | had
not expected the sight which greeted ne.

The aircraft was of nmetal, but it rose and navi -
gated like an ol d fashioned airshi p—gracefully,
slowy. It was oval in shape and had porthol es
dotted along its length. It gleaned like richly bur-
ni shed gold and was heavily ornanmented with pic-
tures of strange beasts and synbol s.

It swung in the air as if defying the very | aws of
gravity and then began to nove towards tie south,
travelling rapidly by nmy standards, but with a
stately dignity which could not be natched by any
aircraft ever known to Earth.

It was not out of sight before Darnad pointed
again—this time to our north-east.

"Look!"
"The Argzoon!" gasped Shizal a.

The horde was coming. W could see the first

wave clearly, looking Iike an arny of marching
ants fromwhere we stood, yet the nmenace inplicit
inits steady progress could not be ignored. W al
felt it.

"You did not exaggerate, M chael Kane," Darnad

said softly. | could see his knuckles whiten on his
sword-hilt.
The air was still and very faintly we could hear

their shouts. Thin shouts nowbut, having already
had sonme experience of the sounds that the
Argzoon warriors could nmake, | imagi ned what the
noi se nmust be like at source!

Dar nad stepped back into the room and came

file:///G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20City%200f%20the%20Beast.txt (33 of 113) [2/6/2004 5:25:27 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%620-%20Ci ty%6200f %20the%20Beast. txt

out on to the bal cony again, clutching what was
obvi ously a megaphone.

He | eaned over the bal cony, peering down into a
courtyard where a group of guards stood ready.

He put the nmegaphone to his nouth and shouted
to them

"Comanders of the wall—+to your posts. The
Argzoon cone." He then rel ayed specific orders
based on what we had di scussed a short tine be-
fore.

As the commanders marched away to take
charge of their men and position them we

wat ched in awful fascination as the horde ap-
pr oached.

Rapi dl y—to0 rapidly for us—they began to near

the walls. W saw novenent fromw thin the city,

saw warriors taking up their posts. They stood still,
awaiting the first attack.

There were too few of them | thought—far too
f ew

Chapter Five
A DESPERATE PLAN
AT LEAST we held the wall against the first wave.

The whole city seenmed to shake at their on-

sl aught. The air was ripped by their great, roaring
shouts, polluted by the stink of their incendiary
bonbs | aunched from catapults, and by the odor of
their very bodies. Flame |icked here, crackled

t here—and the wonmen and children of Varna

struggled valiantly to extinguish it. The sounds of
clashing steel, of dying or victorious war-cries, the
swi sh of missiles—blazing balls of sone pitch-Iike
subst ance—as they hurtl ed overhead and dropped

in streets and on roofs.

Shizala and | still watched fromthe bal cony but
I felt inpatient, anxious to join the brave warriors

defending the city. Darnad had al ready gone to
rally his nen.

I turned to Shizala, feeling noved, in spite of
mysel f, at her cl oseness. "What of your remaining
aircraft? Wiere are they?"

"W are keeping themin reserve," she told ne.
They will be of better use as a surprise later."

"l understand," | told her. "But what can | do?
How can | hel p?"

"Hel p? It is not for you—a guest—+o0 concern
yourself with our problens. | was thoughtless—
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shoul d have sent you away with Tel em Fas

Qgdai . "

"I amnot a coward," | reminded her. "I ama
skill ed swordsnman and have been shown great

ki ndness and hospitality by you and your folk.
woul d regard it as an honor to fight for you!"

She smled then. "You are a noble stranger,

M chael Kane. | know not how you cane to
Vashu—but | feel it is good that you should be
here now. Go then—find Darnad and he will tell
you how you can hel p."

I bowed briefly and left, running down the stairs
of the tower until | had reached the main hall, now
in confusion, with nmen and wonen rushing this

way and that.

I made ny way through them asking a warrior
if he knew where |I might find the Bradhi nak Dar -
nad.

"l heard that the east wall is weakest. You will
probably find himthere."

I thanked the warrior and | eft the pal ace, head-

ing for the east wall. The main buildings of the
city, sturdily built of stone as they were, were not
damaged by the fire-bonbs hurled by the Argzoon
catapults, but here and there bundles of fabric and
dry sticks had caught, and single punps were

bei ng operated by wonen in an effort to put them
out.

Thi ck snmoke burnt my lungs and nmade ny eyes

water. My ears were assailed by cries and shouts
fromall sides.

And out si de—eutside the nmighty hordes of Blue
G ants battered against the city walls. An invinci-
ble force?

I did not let ny thoughts dwell on that idea!

At last | saw Darnad through the snoke near the
wall. He was in consultation with two of his of-
ficers who were pointing up at the walls, evidently
showi ng hi mthe weakest points. He was frowning
thoughtfully, his nmouth set in a grimline.

"How can | assist you?" | asked, clapping himon
t he shoul der.

He | ooked up wearily.

"l do not know, M chael Kane. Could you nagi -
cally bring half a mllion nen to our aid?"

"No," | said, "but | can use a sword."

He deliberated. Plainly he was unsure of ne and
I could not blanme himfor wondering about one
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who was, after all, untried.

Just then there cane an exul tant shout fromthe
wal | —a shout that did not issue froma Karnal a
t hroat.

It was one of those roaring, triunphant shouts
had heard earlier.

Al'l eyes turned upward.

"Zar! The devils have breached a section of our
def ense! "

We could see them Only a few of the blue war-
riors had gained the top of the wall but, unless
they were halted, | knew that soon hundreds
woul d be stepping over.

Scarcely stopping to think, | drew ny bl ade
fromny belt and | eapt for the nearest ranp |ead-
ing to the wall-top. | ran up it faster than | had
ever thought possible.

A blue Argzoon warrior, towering above ne,
turned as | shouted a chall enge from behi nd.

Agai n he voiced that deep, maniacal |augh. |
lunged with ny blade and he parried the thrust

with a swift novenment of his own thick sword. |
danced and saw a slight chance as his arm cane
round. | darted my sword at the exposed upper

arm and was fortunate enough to draw bl ood. He
yelled an oath and swung at ne with his other
weapon, a short-hafted battle-axe. Again ny faster
speed saved nme and | ducked in under his clunsy
guard to take himhigh in the belly. The sword
flashed into his flesh and cane out again.

H s eyes seenmed to widen and then, with a dy-
ing growl, he toppled fromthe wall

Anot her canme at ne, nore cautiously than his
conrade. Again | took the attack to the towering

nonst er.

Twi ce | lunged, twice he parried, then he |unged

at nme. | blocked his thrust and saw that mny bl ade
was only an inch fromhis face. | pressed the bl ade

forward and took himin the eye.

I had now got the feel of ny sword—a mar-
vel | ous weapon, better even than the best | had
used on Earth.

Now rei nforcenents had conme to ny aid. |

gl anced down on the other side of the wall at what
seened to be a great tide of turbulent blue flesh

| eathern arnor and flashing steel. A scaling |adder
had been raised. Mre of the Argzoon were scaling
it.
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That | adder had to be destroyed. | nade it ny
obj ecti ve.

Al t hough the scene was so confused and | coul d
hardly tell what the general situation was, | felt a
pecul i ar cal mmess sweep over ne.

I knew the feeling. | had experienced it before
in the jungles of Vietnam-had even experienced
sonething like it in a particularly difficult en-
gagenent while fencing for sport.

Now that | had a few conrades at least, | felt
even better. | stunbled on sonething and | ooked
down. One of ny assailants had | ost his battle-axe.
| picked it up in ny left hand, testing its weighty

and found it was not too badly bal anced for nme if
I held it fairly close to the bl ade.

Bot h weapons ready, | noved forward in a half-
crouched position towards the next blue invader

He was | eading his fellows along the wal
towards the ramp. The wall was w de enough to
take three of us, and two warriors ranged them
sel ves on either side of ne.

I felt rather like Horatius holding the bridge at
that nonment, but the Blue G ants were unlike Lars
Porsena's nen in that none of themwas crying
"back.' They all seened to have the sane ob-
session—to press forward at all costs.

Thei r huge bodi es came towards us, |unbering,
powerful. Their slitted eyes stared black hatred at
us and | shuddered as, for an instant, | stared
directly into one face. There was sonething |ess
than human, sonething prineval about that gaze-
sonething so primtive that | felt |I had a vision of
Hel |'!

Then they were upon us!

I remenber only a fury of fighting. The rapid
cut and thrust of the duel; the desperate sense of
havi ng to hang on, having to win, having to bring
out every ounce of energy and skill if we were to
drive them back to the | adder—and destroy it.

Yet it seened at first as if the nost we could do
was hold the wall against these huge beast-nen,

| oomi ng above us with their great, corded nuscles
rolling under blue skins, their hate-filled, slitted
eyes, their teeth-filled gashes of nouths, and their
heavy weapons, the weight of which alone could

sweep us fromthe wall to our doon

I remenber that ny wists, my arns, ny back,

my | egs—Ay whol e body—were aching. Then the
aching seened to stop and | felt only a strange
nunmbness as we fought on

I remenber the killing, also.
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We fought against their superior strength and

nunbers—and we killed. Mire than hal f-a-dozen
Blue G ants fell beneath our bl ades.

We had nore to fight for than just a city. W
had an ideal, and this gave us a noral strength
whi ch the Argzoon | acked.

We began to advance, driving the giants back
towards their |adder. This advantage gave us extra
strength and we redoubl ed our attack, fighting
shoul der to shoul der like old conrades—though |
was a stranger from another planet, another tine
even.

And as the sun began to sink, staining the sky a
deep purple shot with veins of scarlet and yell ow,
we had reached their | adder

Hol ding the | adder we were able to stop the
giants as they attenpted to clinmb up.

Wil e the others concentrated on stopping any

nmore of the Argzoon gaining the wall, | chopped at
the | adder as far down as | could, shortening it so
that it no | onger topped the wall. Spears clattered

around me, but | worked on desperately.

At length ny task was as finished as | could

make it. | stood up, ignoring the missiles that flew
about ny body, took careful aimwith the axe, aim
ing at the middle section of the | adder. Then |
flung it.

It hit a main strut about hal f-way down and it
went in deep. Several Argzoon warriors were
above the place where | had hit the | adder. Their
wei ght completed my work for ne—the | adder
cracked, splintered and then broke.

Wth horrible screans the Argzoon fell upon the
heads of their conrades crowdi ng the ground be-
| ow.

Luckily it was the only | adder they had man-
aged to raise, and only because the hal berd-type
weapons the defenders used to push the | adders
back had not been available on this section

This was rectified as two hal berdiers took up
their positions.

I was feeling somewhat shaky after ny efforts

and turned to grin at ny conrades. One of them

was a boy, even younger than Darnad—a red-

headed youngster with freckles and a snub nose.

gri pped his hand and shook it, though he was not
famliar with the custom Nonethel ess, he respond-
ed in the right spirit, guessing the neaning of the
gesture.

I reached out ny hand to grasp that of the other
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man. He gave nme a glazed look, tried to stretch out
his own arm and then pitched forward towards ne.

I knelt beside himand exam ned his wound. A

bl ade had gone right through him By rights he
shoul d have been dead an hour before. Head
bowed, | paid ny silent respects to such a brave
fighter.

Then | was up again, |ooking around for Dar-
nad, wondering how the battle went.

Ni ght soon fell and flares were |ighted.

It seemred we were to have sone relief, for the
Argzoon horde retreated sone di stance fromthe
wal | s and began to pitch tents.

| staggered along the wall and down a ranp. |

|l earned froma wall comrander that Darnad had
been called to the south wall but would be return-
ing to the pal ace soon

Rat her than seek himalong the wall, | went
wearily back to the pal ace

In the ante-roomof the main hall, | found

Shi zal a. The guard who had brought nme here |eft
and | was again unconfortably al one with her.
Even in ny exhausted condition |I could not help
admring her tall beauty.

At her silent indication | sank upon cushions that
had been heaped on the fl oor

She brought me a flask of basu. Thankfully I
drank it down, alnobst in a single draught. Then I
handed the flask back to her, feeling a little better

"l have heard what you did," she said softly, not
| ooking directly at ne. "It was a heroic deed. Your

action may have saved the city—er at least a |arge
nunmber of our warriors."

"I't was necessary, that is all," | replied.
"You are a nodest hero." She still did not |ook
my way but raised her eyebrows a little ironically.

"Merely truthful ," | replied in the same manner.
"How goes the defense?"

She sighed. "Satisfactorily, considering our short-
age of men and the size of the Argzoon horde.

Those Argzoon, they are fighting well and cun-
ningl y—wi th nore cunning than | had suspected

they possessed. They nust have a cl ever |eader."”

"I did not think cleverness was an Argzoon qual -
ity," | said, "fromwhat | have experienced nyself."

"Neither didIl. If only we could reach their

| eader —+o0 destroy hi mwoul d probably defeat the
entire plan of attack and the Argzoon, |eaderless,
m ght di sperse.”
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"You think so?" | said.

"I think it likely. The Argzoon can rarely be per-
suaded to fight with overall strategy of the sort
they are applying now. They pride thensel ves on
their individuality—+efuse to fight as an arny or
under any commander. They enjoy fighting, but

not the discipline demanded for anbitious fighting
involving arm es and pl anned strategy. They nust
have a superior kind of |eader if he has persuaded
themto fight as they are doi ng now. "

"How coul d we reach the | eader?" | enquired.

"We cannot di sgui se ourselves as Argzoon—we

coul d dye ourselves blue but could not add eight
or ten kilodas to our height"—a kiloda is about a
third of a foot—so an attenpt to reach his tent
woul d be inmpossible."

"Yes." She spoke tiredly.

"Unl ess"—a thought had suddenly struck me—
"unl ess we could attack himfromthe air!"

"The air—yes . Her eyes gl eaned. "But even
then we do not know who their |eader is. They

seemto be one great tide of warriors—+ saw no ob-
vi ous commanders. Did you?"

I shook ny head. "And yet he must be out there
somewhere. It was too confused today. Let us wait
until dawn, when we will be able to see their canp
before they resunme the attack."

"Very well. You had better go to your room and

sl eep now—you have exhausted yourself and will
need all your strength for tonorrow. | will have a
guard wake you just before dawn."

| got up, bowed and left her. | went up to ny
room and stood for a nonent at the wi ndow. The
sweet snell of the Martian night—ool, sonmehow
nost al gi c—was tinged now by the stink of war

How | hated those Bl ue G ants!

Soneone had | eft sone neat and fruit on the

table next to ny bed. | did not feel hungry but
common sense told ne to eat. | did. | washed the
dried blood, dirt, and sweat of the day's warfare
fromnme, clinbed beneath that heavy fur and was
asl eep imuediately | |ay down.

Next morning the same girl servant awakened

me. | received glances from her which were even
nmore overtly adnmiring than before. It seened |

was somet hing of a talking point in Varnal. | felt
flattered but a little bewildered. After all, | had
only done what anyone el se woul d have done.

knew | had done ny chosen task well, but that was
all. | felt nyself growa trifle red with enbarrass-

ment as | accepted the food she brought ne.

file://IG|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20City%200f%20the%20Beast.txt (40 of 113) [2/6/2004 5:25:27 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%620-%20Ci ty%6200f %20the%20Beast. txt

It was not yet dawn, but would be in a very
short time—tess than two shatis, | guessed. A shati is
roughly an eighth of an Earth hour.

Just as | was buckling on ny sword-belt, a light
knock sounded on the door. | opened it and faced
a guard.

"The Bradhi naka awaits you in the tower," he
told ne.

| thanked himand nade ny way up to the

t ower - chanber where we had net the previous
day.

Shi zal a and Darnad were both there, already on
the bal cony, tense and waiting for the sun to rise.

It began to rise as | joined them They said noth-
ing as we exchanged nods.

Soon the sun was fl ooding golden |ight over the
scene. It struck the lovely walls of Varnal, gleaned
on water and illum nated the dark camp of the
Argzoon surrounding our city. | say 'our' city be-
cause that is how |l was already thinking of it-

nore so Now.

The Argzoon tents were affairs of skin stretched
on wooden franmes—eval in shape nmainly, though a
few were circular or even square. Mst of the com
nmon warriors seened to be sl eeping on the ground
and were beginning to stir as |ight pervaded the
scene.

But fromone tent—no larger than the others—a

banner flew. Al the others were undecorated and
tended to surround that solitary oval tent sitting in
their centre. There was no doubt in nmy mnd that

the cunning Argzoon | eader slept there.

"So now we know where their |eader is," | said,
staring hard at the waving Argzoon banner. It
seenmed to depict sone sort of withing, snake-Ilike
creature with eyes not unlike those of the Argzoon
t hensel ves.

"The N aal Beast," Shizala explained with a
shudder when | asked her what it synbolized.
"Yes, it is the N aal Beast."

"What =" | broke of f as Darnad pointed.

"Look," he cried, "they are already preparing to
attack!"

He rushed back into the room and cane out
bearing a long, curling trunpet. He blew on this
with all his mght and a high, nelancholy note
echoed through the city. G her trunpet-calls
sounded in reply.
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The warriors of Varnal —sany of whom had sl ept

at their posts—began to nmake ready for another
day's fighting. It could well be their |ast.

Shizala said: "Although it will take Tel em Fas

Qgdai anot her day before he reaches M shim Tep,

he will have stopped off at nearer cities on the way
and relief mght cone by tonight or tonorrow
morning. |If we can hold out until then ..."

"W may not need to if | can borrow one of

your aircraft,"” |I said. "It only needs one man to
drop fromthe air on to the Argzoon conmander —
and despatch him™"

She smled. "You are very brave. But the aircraft
nmotors take the best part of a day to warmup
Even if we switched them on now they woul d not

be ready before evening."

"Then | suggest that you order themto be
switched on at once," | said disappointedly, "for
the opportunity might still arise and be wel comed
by you when it does."

"I will do as you say. But you would perish in a
venture such as you contenpl ate."

"I't would be worth it," | said sinply.

She turned away fromnme then, and | wondered

why. Perhaps she thought nme stupid—an unintelli-
gent boor who only knew how to die. After all, |
had of fended her earlier by behaving tactlessly and
unsubtly. Again | controlled ny thoughts. It did

not matter what she thought, | told nyself.

| sighed. Knowi ng nothing of the science that

had devel oped the aircraft, | could not suggest any
way of getting their notors ready faster. Qbvi-
ously, | thought, it was sone sort of slow reaction

system-probably very safe and fool proof, but at a
time like that I would have preferred sonething
faster even if nore dangerous.

| felt as if Shizala were deliberately hanpering
me for sonme reason, as if she did not want ne to
put ny plan into operation. | wondered why.

Darnad now put down the trunpet and cl apped

me on the shoulder. "Do you want to come with
me?"

"Wllingly," | said. "You nust tell nme how | can
be nost useful ."

"I was unsure of you yesterday," he said with a
smile. "But that is not true today."

"I"'mglad. Farewell, Shizala.”
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"Farewel | , sister," said Darnad.

She replied to neither of us as we left. | won-
dered if | had of fended her in sone way. After all
I was unfanmiliar with the custons of Vashu and

m ght have done so unknow ngly.

But there was no tine for such specul ation

Soon the walls of the city were shaking again to

anot her Argzoon attack. | helped with the siege
weapons, tipping cylinders of flaring fat down on
the attackers, hurling stones on them flinging their
own javelins back into their ranks.

They seened to care little for their own lives

and even less for the lives of their conrades. As
Shi zal a had pointed out, they were individualistic
warriors and, though they were taking part in an
organi zed nmass attack, you could still see that they
were having to control their own instincts. Once or
twice | saw a couple of themfighting between
thensel ves while their fellows nmilled around them
and our missiles rained down.

By midday little had been gained or |ost, save

that whilst the defenders were weary alnost to the
poi nt of dropping, the attackers could bring in

fresh reserves. | learned that the system of reserves
was alien to the Argzoon normally, and this was

anot her puzzling factor of their attack.

Though fierce and feared, the Argzoon had never
been a really inportant threat since they could not
be organi zed into one mass for | ong enough. Al so,
this nonstrous attack so far fromtheir homel and—
an attack w t hout warning—spoke of fantastic plan-
ning and ingenuity. It mght also speak of
treachery, | thought privately—an ally letting the

horde through his land by pretending to ignore it
But | still did not know enough of Vashu politics
to nmake any fair guesses.

In the afternoon | hel ped the nenbers of an en-

gi neering squad force up special barriers in places
where the wall had been badly weakened by

Argzoon ranms and catapul ts.

Turning and w ping sweat fromny brow after a
particularly difficult piece of manipulating, | dis-
covered Shizala at ny side

"You seemable to turn your hand to anything."
She smi | ed.

"The test of a good scientist—the test of a good
soldier," | replied, returning her smle.

"l suppose it is.

"How is the aircraft com ng al ong?"
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"I't will be ready just before dusk."

" Good. "

"You are sure you want to nmake the attenpt?"
"Certain." -

"You will need a specially trained pilot."
"Then | hope you'll supply one."

She dropped her gaze. "That will be arranged."”

"Meanwhile," | said, "have you stopped to think-
that the Argzoon may have been able to arrive un-
detected here through the connivance of one of
your 'allies'?"

"I npossi ble. None of our allies would stoop to
such treachery."

"Forgive ne," | said, "but though |I am
i npressed by the code of honor possessed by the
Karnala, | amnot sure that all the races of Vashu

possess it—particularly since | have seen anot her
Vashuvi an race al most as unlike the Karnala as it
coul d possibly be."

She pursed her lips. "You nust be wong."

"Perhaps. But ny explanation seens the likeliest.
What if MshimTep were... ?"

Her eyes bl azed. "So that is the foundation of
your suspi ci on—eal ousy of Telem Fas Ogdai! Well,

|l et me point out that the Bradhi of MshimTep is
my father's oldest friend and ally. They have
fought many a battle together. The bonds of nu-
tual help that exist between the two nations are
centuries old. What you suggest is not only inper-
tinent—+t is base!"

"I was only going to say ..

"Say no nore, M chael Kane!" She turned on her
heel and left.

I may tell you, | had little stomach for further
fighting just then.

Yet, scarcely three shatis later, | was part of a
smal | body of warriors defending a breach that the
Argzoon had made in the wall

Steel clashed, blood spilled, the stench of death
was everywhere. W stood on the broken masonry

and fought off ten times our nunber of Blue

G ants. Brave and ferocious as they were, the Blue
G ants | acked our intelligence and speed—as wel |

as our burning ideal to hold the city at all costs.
These three advantages just seened to bal ance the
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savage attacks which we sonehow managed to
wi t hst and.

At one time | was engagi ng an Argzoon even

| arger than nost of his kind. Around his huge
throat he wore a necklace of human bones and his
hel met seened constructed of several large, wld-
beast skulls. He was evidently sone sort of |oca
conmander .

He carried two |arge swords, one in each hand,
and he whirled them before himso that facing him
was rather |ike facing a propeller-driven plane!

| stunbl ed before the force of his attack and ny
foot slipped on a blood-wet stone. | fell backwards
and lay there while, grinning jubilantly, he
prepared to finish ne.

He raised both swords to hack at ny prone fig-
ure, and then somehow | swivelled ny body and
cut at his calves, deliberately slashing at the
muscl es just behind his knees.

One | eg bent and he opened his nmouth wide in a
great roar of pain. Then the other |eg bent and
suddenly he was falling towards ne.

Hastily | scranbled up and flung nyself out of

his path. Wth a trenendous crash he fell to the
broken stones and | turned and finished himwith a
singl e sword-thrust.

Luck, providence—perhaps justice—were on our
side that day. | cannot explain how el se we man-
aged to hold the city against the invaders.

But we did. Then, just four shatis before sunset,
I left the wall and headed for the aircraft hangars
that had been pointed out to ne the day before.

The hangars were doned buil di ngs near the cen-
tral square of the city. There were three of them
side by side. The domes were not of stone, but of
sone netal lic substance, another alloy w th which
I was unfamiliar.

The entrances were small, barely w de enough or
hi gh enough for a man of ny size to squeeze
through. | thought this strange, and wondered how

the aircraft could get out.

Shizala was in the first hangar | tried, supervis-
ing some mal e servants who were swi ngi ng one of
the heavy aircraft round on davits. It was cradl ed
in the davits, which swung slightly as they noved
it.

The strange oval ship was even nmore beautiful at
close view It was evidently incredibly ancient.
There was the aura of mllennia of existence about
it. I looked at it in fascination
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Shi zala, tight-Iipped, did not welconme ne as |
ent er ed.

I gave her a slight bow, feeling unconfortable.

A low thrum of power canme fromthe ship. It

| ooked nore |ike a piece of scul pture in bronze-like
subst ance than a vehicle. The conplicated, raised
desi gns spoke of a creative intelligence superior to
any in my experience.

A sinple rope-ladder led to the entrance. |
wal ked up to this in silence and tested it.

| darted a | ook of enquiry at Shizal a.

At first she refused to neet ny glance, but at
Il ength she did and said with a gesture at the ship:
"Go aboard. Your pilot will join you in a nonent."

"There is not nuch time," | rem nded her. "This
shoul d be acconplished before nightfall."

"I amaware of that," she replied coldly.

I began to clinb the swaying | adder, reached the
top and entered the ship.

It was richly furnished, with padded couches of
sonme deep green and gold material. At the far end
were controls, as beautifully nmade and as finely
decorated as the rest of the ship, with | evers of
brass—per haps even gol d—nstrunents encased in
crystal. There was a snall screen in a cabinet-
sone kind of television equi prent which gave a

wi der view of what lay outside the ship than could
be obtained through one of the rather small port-
hol es.

After inspecting the interior of the ship | sat on
one of the couches to work out ny plan of assas-
sinati on—for that, in essence, was what it was—and
wait inpatiently for ny pilot to join ne.

In a while | heard himclinbing the rope-| adder
My back was to the entrance so | did not see him
as he entered.

"Hurry," | said. "W have very little tine!"

"l amaware of that," came Shizala' s voice as she
wal ked towards the controls and seated herself at
t hem

"Shizala! This is dangerous! It is no job for a
woman! "

"No? Then who el se do you suggest? Only a few
pilots exist for the ships—and | amthe only one
avail abl e."

I was not sure that she spoke the truth, but there
was no tine to waste.
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"Then be very careful,” | said. "Your people

need you nore than | do—do not forget your re-
sponsibility to them"

"That | could never do," she said. For sone rea-
son | thought she spoke bitterly, though | could
not determ ne why at that tine.

Now she operated the controls and the ship be-

gan to rise, light as a feather, towards the roof. As
the roof slid open, | realized how the ships left the
hangars. The dark blue sky of |ate evening was

above us. The ship's nmotors began to nmurnur with
greater intensity.

Soon we were w nging over the city towards the

canp of the Argzoon. W noticed that they were
beginning to retreat again, as was their night-tine
cust om

Qur plan was sinple. The ship would swoop

down over the tent of the Argzoon commander. |
woul d drop swiftly down the rope | adder. The ova
tent had holes at the top, covered with thin
gauze—presunmably for better ventilation. The hole
woul d just take a man. | had to drop through it
and thus surprise the commander, engage him

qui ckly and despatch himw th expediency.

A simpl e plan—but one that would require swift
reactions, excellent timng, and absol ute accuracy.

As we began to nove over the eneny canp,

their great catapults sent huge stones hurtling into
the air towards us. W had expected this. But we

had al so expected what happened next—the falling
stones, of course, |anded back in the Argzoon canp
and the warriors naturally objected to being

crushed by the artillery of their own forces. Soon
the barrage ceased

Wthin a short time our objective was reached.

At a signal from Shizala, | went to the entrance
and began to pay out nore of the rope-Iladder from
the drum near the door.

| darted a glance at her but she did not turn to
| ook at nme. | gazed down. | could see the Banner

of the N aal Beast stirring in the faint breeze that
was begi nning to bl ow

The faces of hundreds of Argzoon were watching
me, of course, for they had expected sonme sort of
attack fromus. | hoped they didn't realize what
formit would take.

Looking down at them | felt like a fly dropping
into a nest of giant spiders, | gathered ny courage,
made sure of my sword, drawing it in a single ges-

file:///G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20City%200f%20the%20Beast.txt (47 of 113) [2/6/2004 5:25:27 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%620-%20Ci ty%6200f %20the%20Beast. txt

ture, shouted once to Shizala and swng down the
rope-ladder until | was directly over the gauze-cov-
ered opening of the | eader's tent.

Argzoon were shouting and mlling about.
Several spears flashed past ne. Mdire then ten feet
over the opening | decided it was now or never.

I let nmyself go and dropped towards the tent.
Chapter Six

SALVATI ON—
AND DI SASTER

THERE was a nonentary roaring in ny ears and
then | was plunmeting through the opening, drag-
gi ng the gauze cover with ne.

I landed on ny feet but staggered as the air was
forced fromny lungs. Then | whirled to confront
the occupants of the tent.

There were two of them-a |arge, battered

Argzoon warrior, resplendent in rudely-beaten
bangl es and rough- hewn gens—and a wonan! She

was bl ack-hai red, dark-conpl exi oned and had a
haughty bearing. She was wapped in a thick,

bl ack cl oak of sonme velvet-like material. She stared
at me in surprise. She was as far as | could tell an
ordi nary human wonan! Wat was she doi ng

her e?

Qut side canme yells fromthe Argzoon warriors.

I gnoring the wonman, | gestured to the battered
Argzoon to draw his sword. He did so with a sharp
grin and cane at ne suddenly.

He was an excellent swordsman and, still recov-
ering fromny drop into his tent, | was forced to
fight a defensive duel for a few nmonents

I had little tine to do what | had conme to ac-
conmplish. | met his thrusts with the fastest parries
I have ever nade, returned themw th thrusts and

| unges of ny own. Qur swords crossed perhaps a
score of tines before | saw a break in his guard

and noved in swiftly, catching himin the heart

and runni ng hi mthrough.

At that nonment several nore Argzoon rushed
into the tent. | turned to neet them but before we
coul d engage the wonman cried inperiously:

"Enough! Do not kill himyet. | w sh to question
him™"

I remai ned on guard, suspecting a ruse of sone
sort, but the warriors seened to be in the habit of
obeyi ng the wonman's orders. They stood their
ground.
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Cautiously | turned to | ook at her. She was exoti- cally beautiful in her wild, dark way, and her
eyes
smoul der ed mocki ngly.

"You are not of the Karnal a," she said.
"How do you know t hat ?"

"Your skin is the wong texture, your hair is
short—there is sonething about the set of your
shoul ders. | have never seen a man |ike you
Where are you fronf"

"You woul d not believe me if | told you."
"Tell me!" She spoke fiercely.

I shrugged. "I conme from Negalu," | said, using
the Martian nane for Earth.

"That is inmpossible. There are no men on Ne-
galu."

"Not now. There will be."

She frowned. "You seemto speak truthfully but
in some sort of riddle. You are perhaps a—a

She seened to regret what she was about to say,
and st opped.
"A what ?"

"What do you know of Raharumara?"
"Not hi ng. "

This seened to satisfy her. She put her knuckles
to her nouth and seened to gnaw them Suddenly
she | ooked up at ne again.

"If you are not of the Karnala, why do you fight
with then? Wy did you junmp into this tent and
kill Ranak Mard?" She indicated the fallen

Ar gzoon.

"Way do you think?"

She shook her head. "Wy risk your life just to
kill one Argzoon captain?"
"I's that all | did?"

She sm | ed suddenly. "Aha! | think I know. Yes,
that is all you did."

My spirits sank. So | had been wong. The tent

did not hold some great Argzoon battle-Ileader. Per-
haps it was a deliberate blind and the | eader was
el sewhere

"What of you?" | said. "Are you a prisoner of
these fol k—a prisoner with sone power?"

"Call nme a prisoner if you like. | am Horguhl of
the M adnyar nation."
"VWere lies Vladnyar?"

file:///G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20City%200f%20the%20Beast.txt (49 of 113) [2/6/2004 5:25:27 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%620-%20Ci ty%6200f %20the%20Beast. txt

"You do not know? It lies to the north of Kar-
nal a, beyond Narvaash. The VI adnyar are ancient
enem es of the Karnala."

"So VI adnyar has struck up an alliance with
Argzoon?"

"Thi nk what you like." She sniled secretively.
"And now, | think, you will d—= She broke off as
there cane a great sound of fighting outside the
tent. "What is that?"

I could not think. It was inpossible that the

small force of Karnala warriors in the city had at-
tacked the Argzoon—that woul d have been folly.

But what el se?

As Horguhl and the Blue G ants turned towards
the sound, | seized ny opportunity, stepped for-
ward and ran one of the Argzoon through the
throat. |I fought my way through the others and
found nyself outside the tent, staring into the
darkness as the renmaining warriors cane after ne.

I ran in the general direction of the noise of

battle. | darted a quick gl ance back above the tent,
| ooking to see if Shizala had made good her es-
cape.

The ship was still there-hovering above the

tent!

Way hadn't she left? | stopped, uncertain what

to do, and in a second found nyself engagi ng

several of the gigantic warriors. It was all | could
do to protect ny owmn life, but as | fought | got the
i mpression that sonmethi ng was happeni ng cl ose by

and suddenly, out of the corner of ny eye, | saw a
group of splendidly-arnored warriors of about ny

own hei ght break through a mass of bl ue swords-

nen.

The warriors were not fromthe city, that was
plain. They wore helnmets, for one thing-hel nets
from whi ch nodded brightly-col ored plunmes. Pho-
bos and Dei npbs, coursing across the heavens, gave
illumnation to the scene around ne. The new war -
riors also had | ances and sone carried what | ooked
i ke metal crosshows.

Soon their foreguard had pressed forward until |
found nyself with several allies helping me to en-
gage the Argzoon who were attacki ng ne.

"Greetings, friend," said one of themin an ac-
cent only slightly different fromthe one | was
famliar wth.

"Greetings. Your presence here has saved ny
life," | replied in relieved gratitude. "Wo are
you?"
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"W are from Srinai."
"Did Tel em Fas (gdai send you here?"
"No." The man's voice sounded a trifle surprised.

"W were originally on our way to deal with a

| arge force of bandits who fled into Karnal a. That
is why there are so many of us. A detachnent of
your border patrol were about to help us when a
messenger cane with news that the Argzoon were
attacking Varnal -so we |l eft the bandits and rode
to Varnal as fast as we could."”

"I am gl ad you did. Wat do you think our
chances are of defeating then"

"l doubt that we can—ot conpletely. But we

m ght be able to drive themaway from Varnal and
gi ve your reinforcenents tine to cone to your
aid."

Thi s conversation was carried on while fighting
Argzoon warriors. But the Argzoon were beconi ng
increasingly few and it seened we were winning in
that particul ar area, anyway.

At |ast we had themon the run and the com

bi ned force of Srinai and Karnal a chased the re-
treating Argzoon towards the Calling Hlls from
whence they had corme.

The Argzoon stood their ground on the crest of
the first range of hills, and then we withdrew to
count our strength and plan fresh strategy.

It was soon obvious that the Argzoon still out-
nunbered us and that the Srinai and Karnal a who
had attacked t hem from behi nd had had the ad-
vant age of being fresh and able to take the
Argzoon by surprise

But | felt nmuch better. Now, | decided, we could
wi t hstand the next attack and hold the Argzoon off
until help cane.

Then | renenbered the ship and Shizala. | re-
turned to the now rui ned Argzoon canp. The tent
with the banner was still standing, unlike npbst of

the others and, rather strangely, the ship stil
hovered above it. It seenmed to ne, peering through
the nmoonlit darkness, that the ship was now | ower
above the roof, the rope-ladder brushing the top of
the tent.

I called her nane, but silence greeted ne. Wth

a feeling of foreboding | clinmbed up the yielding
sides of the tent. It was a hard clinb, but | nade it
rapidly, alnost in panic. Sure enough, the rope-I|ad-
der was closer, the ship lower. | grabbed the | ad-
der and began to clanber up it.

Soon | was inside the ship.
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A brief glance showed me that it was enpty.
Shi zal a had gone!
How? Where?

What had happened to her? \What had she done?
Why had she left the slip? Wat reason was there
for doing such a thing?

Al'l these thoughts raced through ny brain and
then | was dropping down the rope-| adder again,
hand over hand, until | was above the now uncov-
ered roof-opening. | dropped through it as | had
done earlier.

Save for the corpse of Ranak Mard the tent was
enpty. Yet there were signs of a struggle and | no-
ticed that Ranak Mard's sword had been renoved
fromhis dead grasp and now lay on the other side
of the tent.

Sonething else lay beside it.
A gun.

A gun of the Sheev.

It could only be Shizala's gun.

The nysterious, dark-haired wonan Hor guhl
and the Argzoon warriors nust have taken part in
a struggle soon after | had left.

For sonme reason best known to hersel f, Shizala
had decided to follow nme into the tent. She had
found me gone, of course, and confronted Horguhl
and the Argzoon. There had probably been a fight
and Shi zal a had been overpowered and capt ured.
She had not been kill ed—that was a nercy—er |
shoul d have found her corpse.

Abduct ed, then?

My m sguided plan to kill the absent naster-
m nd behind the Argzoon had been worthl ess. All

my plan had succeeded in doing was putting a
host age in the hands of the Argzoon.

The best hostage they could ever hope for.
The rul er of Varnal

| began to curse nyself as | would never curse
anot her, even ny greatest eneny.

Chapter Seven
THE PURSU T

THEN | was running fromthe tent, blind with re-
nmorse and anger. | rushed through the corpse-
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strewn field towards the Calling Hills, bent on
Shi zal a's rescue!

| ran past startled warriors of the Srinai and the
Karnal a, who called after ne enquiringly.

| began to run up the hill towards the spot
where the Argzoon had taken their stand.

I heard nore shouts behind ne, the sound of
fast-nmoving feet. | refused to pay themany atten-
tion.

Ahead and above, the Argzoon stirred, evidently
thi nki ng that we were | aunchi ng anot her surprise
attack on them

Instead of holding their ground as | expected,
they began to turn and run in twos and threes.

I yelled at themto stop and fight. | called them
cowar ds.

They did not stop

Soon it seened that the whole Argzoon force
was in full flight—pursued by one man with a
swor d!

Suddenly | felt sonething grapple ny |egs.

turned to nmeet this new adversary, wondering
where he had conme from | raised ny sword, striv-
ing to keep ny bal ance.

More nen jumped on me. | growed in fury, try-
ing to fight themoff. Then ny head cleared for a
moment and | realized that the one who had
grappl ed ne was none other than Darnad—

Shi zal a' s brot her!

I could not understand why he should be attack-
ing nme. | cried out:

"Darnad—t is Mchael Kane. Shizal a—Shi zal a—
t hey have . " Then canme a bl ow on ny head and
I knew no nore.

I awoke with a throbbing headache. | was in ny
roomin the palace at Varnal. That nmuch | could
under st and. But why?

Way had Darnad attacked ne?

I fought to think clearly. | sat up rubbing ny
head.

The door suddenly opened and ny attacker en-
tered | ooking worri ed.

"Darnad! Why did you-?"
"How do you feel ?"

"Worse than | would if your conrade had not
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knocked nme out. Don't you realize that..."

"You are still excited, | see. W had to stop you,
even though your madness resulted in the Argzoon
fleeing in conplete disorganization. As far as we
can tell, they are now scattered. Your plan to slay
their | eader nust have worked. They seemto have
broken up conpletely. They no | onger represent a
threat to Varnal."

"But | slewthe wong man. | — | paused. "What
do you nean, ny madness?”

"I't sonetinmes happens that a warrior who has
fought long and hard, as you did, is gripped by a
kind of battle-rage in which—o matter how tired
he m ght be—he cannot stop fighting. W thought
this was what happened to you. There is another
thing that concerns nme. Shizal a—

"Don't you realize what you have done?" | spoke
in alow angry voice. "You speak of Shizala. Is she
here? |Is she safe?"

"No—we cannot find her. She piloted the ship
that took you to the Argzoon canp, but the
ship was enpty when we recovered it. W think
that..."

"I know what has happened to her!"

"You know? Then why did you not tell us?

Why- 2"
"I was seized by no battle-rage, Darnad. | dis-
covered that Shizal a had been abducted. | was on

my way to try to rescue her when you set upon
me. How | ong ago was this?"

"Last ni ght—about thirty-six shatis ago."

"Thirty-six!" | got up, giving an involuntary
groan. Not only ny head ached. The exertions of
the previous two days had taken their toll of my
body. It seened a mass of bruises and m nor
wounds. My worst wound—-the one on ny arm

was throbbing painfully. Thirty-six shatis—nore
than four hours ago!

As quickly as | could, | told Darnad all the de-
tails of what | had |l earned. He was as surprised as
I had been to |l earn of Horguhl the Wl adnyar

woman.

"I wonder what part she plays in this?" he said
with a frown.

"l have no idea. Her answers were anbi guous, to
say the least."

"I amsorry that | nade that m stake, M chae
Kane," he said. "I was a fool. | heard you shouting
sonet hing. | should have listened. Wth |uck we
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shoul d have rescued Shizala and all woul d be over
The Argzoon are scattered. W and our allies will
soon have cl eansed Karnala of them We will be
abl e to question prisoners and di scover how t hey
managed to reach Varnal undetected.”

"But while we are doing this Shizala could be
t aken anywhere! North-sout h—east—west. How
are you to know where they will carry her?"

Darnad dropped his eyes and stared at the floor
"You are right. But if you think Shizala is with

this Vladnyar girl, then we rmust hope that sone of

our prisoners will have seen which way they went.
There is also the chance that in our general routing
and capturing of the Argzoon we will manage to

rescue Shizala."

"There is no tinme for recrimnations of any kind,"

| said. "So let us forget the errors of judgnent we
have both made. The heat of the battle nmust be

held to account. What do you intend to do now?"

"I shall be leading a force with the specific in-
tention of capturing Argzoon and questi oni ng them
on the whereabouts of Shizala."

"Then | shall acconpany you," | told him

"That is what | hoped you would say,"” he said,
patting my shoulder. "Rest while the |l ast prepara-
tions are being made. | will call for you when we
are ready to |l eave—there is nothing el se you can do
until then, and you had better regain as nuch
strength as possi ble—you are going to need it. |
will have food sent."

"Thank you," | said gratefully. He was right.
must make nysel f rel ax—for Shizala's sake.

As | lay back on the couch, | again wondered

just why she had risked such danger by going into
the Argzoon tent. There had been no need for it—
and as ruler of her folk she should have returned at
once to Varnal

| decided that the sooner we found her the
sooner we shoul d have answers to these and ot her
questi ons.

| slept until a servant entered with food. Then |
ate the food and, on receiving a nmessage that Dar-
nad and his warriors were ready, washed hastily
and went down to join them

The day shoul d have been grim and stark and

full of stormclouds. It was not. It was a |ovely,
clear day with the pale sun brightening the streets
of the city and obscuring nost traces of the strife
that had so recently ended.
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At the foot of the palace steps was a conpany of

warriors mounted on dahara. Darnad was at their
head, holding the reins of a dahara that was evi-
dently meant for ne.

I nounted the beast, stretching ny |egs out
along it. Then the whol e conpany turned into the
street | eading towards the main gate.

W were soon riding across the Calling Hlls,
tracking our fleeing eneny.

It was still a nystery why the Argzoon had fled
so precipitately—particularly in the face of such a
smal | force.

But we did not ask ourselves these questions as
we rode grimy after our quarry, even though it
seenmed that Ranak Mard had, indeed, been the
mast er-m nd behind the Argzoon attack—for it was
plain that he was dead and the Argzoon were now
i n confusion.

Yet why had Horguhl told ne otherw se?
No questions. Not yet.

Find the Argzoon—they w |l answer our ques-
tions.

On we rode.

It was not until late in the afternoon that we
managed to surprise a group of sone ten weary

Argzoon who had canped in a shallow valley far
far fromthe Calling Hlls.

They rose up at our approach and stood ready to
fight. For once we outnunbered them Nornally,

this would not please me but | felt that in this case
it made a pl easant change to have the advant age

over the Argzoon.

They put up a token fight as we attacked them
About half were killed and then the others |ay
down their arns.

The Argzoon have no code of loyalty such as we
understand it, and little sense of conradeship with
one another. This nmade it easier to question them
in one way—but harder in another.

They did not stay silent because they did not

wish to betray their fellows. They stayed silent out
of stubbornness.

It was not until Darnad significantly fingered his
| ong dagger and hinted that, since they were no
use to us, it would be as well to dispose of the
Argzoon, that one of them broke.
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We were |ucky. He knew a great deal nore than
we had expected one sinple warrior to know.

They had not crossed from Argzoon to Karnal a

by land at all but had spent over a year travelling
by sea and river. They had gone round the coast,
thousands of mles out of their way—for Varnal |ay
many t housands of mles inland—and then sail ed

down the Haal River, the largest of the rivers on
the continent. They had assenbled in a pl ace

called the Crinson Plain and then gone in snal
groups fromthere, noving at night all the tine,
until they reached Karnal a undetected. W |earned
that one or two parties of Karnala warriors had dis-
covered detachnents of Argzoon, but the Karnal a

had been w ped out.

"Sinple," Darnad nused after hearing this. "And

yet we never credited the Argzoon with such inge-
nuity or patience. It just isn't in their nature to
spend so nuch tinme and thought on a raid. It is
good that you sl ew Ranak Mard, M chael Kane. He
must have been a strange sort of Argzoon."

"Now," | said, "let us try to discover where
Shi zal a has been taken."

But the Argzoon could not hel p beyond telling

us that as far as he knew all the Argzoon were
fleeing north. It seened instinctive for themto go
north, back to their nountains, in defeat.

"I think he is right," said Darnad. "CQur best
chance would be to try the north."

"North," | said—that takes in a lot of territory."

Dar nad si ghed.

"True—but . . ." He looked at ne directly and
there was a misery in his eyes that was only hal f
hi dden.

I reached out and grasped his shoul der. "But all

we can do is search on," | said. "W will nake

nmore prisoners soon and with luck we shall be able
to get a better indication of where they have taken
Shi zal a. "

Qur prisoners were tied securely and one of our
nunber undertook to escort them back to Varnal

Now we rode across a vast plateau of short, wav-
ing crinson fern. It was the Crinson Plain. It was
like a great sea of bright blood, stretching in al
directions, and | began to feel hopel ess of ever
findi ng Shizal a.

Ni ght fell and we canped, building no fires for
fear of ambush from Argzoon or fromthe naraud-
i ng bandits who apparently roaned these plains,
nonmadi ¢ bands made up fromthe riff-raff of all the
near by nations. The Crinson Plain was a kind of
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no-man's |land hardly touched by | aw of any sort-
save the savage dog-eat-dog, weakest-to-the-wall
| aw of the | aw ess.

I slept little. I was beginning to feel frustrated,
wanting to find nmore Argzoon to question

We noved off early, alnost before dawn. It was
no longer fine and the sky was full of grey clouds,
a light drizzle falling.

We saw nothing of bandits or Argzoon until the
next afternoon when suddenly in front of us sone
fifty Blue Gants rose up in our path. They | ooked
ready for a fight—ready for vengeance on us for
their defeat!

We scarcely paused as we drew | ances and
swords and goaded our nounts towards them vyell-
ing as fiercely as they did.

Then we cl ashed and the fight was on.

I found nyself engaged with a blue warrior who
wore around his waist a girdle of grisly spoils from
the earlier encounter—severed human hands.

| decided to claimsone reconpense for those
hands.

Bei ng mounted, | was nore at an advant age

than | had been, for the Argzoon were not. Apart
fromthe advance guard | had originally seen
there seenmed to be few nmounts anong them and
concluded that their need for secrecy had made
themwary of using too nmany.

The warrior struck at ne |eft-handed, catching

me by surprise. The weapon was a battle-axe, and
it took all my skill to block the blow and at the
same time avoid the Iunge of his sword

He pressed down on nmy sword with both

weapons and we remained in that position for

several noments, testing each other's strength and
refl exes. Then he tried to raise the sword to aima
bl ow at my head, but | whipped nmy own bl ade out
fromunder his axe and he was unbal anced for a
second. | used that second to pierce himin the

t hr oat .

Meanwhi | e there was general confusion around
me. Though it seened we were beating the
Argzoon, we had nmany casualties. It seened we
had only about half our original strength left.

| saw Darnad having trouble with a coupl e of
blue warriors and rode in to help him

Toget her we qui ckly despat ched our opponents.

Fromthe fifty Argzoon we had fought, only two
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had surrender ed.

We used the sanme techni que on them as we had
used with the previous prisoners. At |last they be-
gan to answer our questions surlily.

"Did you see any of your conrades take a Kar-
nal a woman with then?"

" Per haps. "

Darnad fingered his knife.

"Yes," said the Argzoon
"I'n which direction were they riding?" | said.
"North."

"But where did you think they were goi ng?"
"Maybe towards Narlet."
"Where is that?" | asked Darnad.

"About three days' ride—a brigand town near the
borders of the Crimson Plain."

"A brigand town—dangerous for us, eh?"

"I't could be," Darnad admitted. "But | doubt it

if we don't nake trouble. They prefer not to antag-
onize us if we make it plain we are not seeking any
of their nunber. In fact," Darnad | aughed, "I have
a friend or two in Narlet. Rogues, but pleasant
company if you forget that they are thieves and
murderers many times over."

Again we put the prisoners in charge of one man
and our sonewhat depleted force noved on
towards Narl et.

At | east we had sone definite information and
our spirits rose as we rode full speed towards the
City of Thieves.

Twi ce nore en route we were forced to stop and
engage Argzoon and the prisoners we took con-

firmed that in all |ikelihood Shizala had been taken
to Narlet.

Less than three days later we saw a range of
hills in the far distance, marking the end of the
Crinson Pl ain.

Then we saw a small walled city—+ts wall seem
ing to be built of |ogs covered with dried nud..

The buil di ngs were square and seened solid
enough, but they had little beauty.

We had reached Narlet, City of Thieves.

But would we find Shizal a?
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Chapt er Ei ght
THE CITY OF TH EVES

I T WOULD not be true to say that we received a joy-
ous welcome in Narlet but, as Darnad had said,

they did not inmrediately set upon us, though they
gave us | ooks of intense suspicion and tended to

avoid us as we entered the city's only gate and
made our way through the narrow streets.

"We'll get no information from nost of them"
Darnad told ne. "But | think I know where | can
find sonmeone who will help us—+f O d Belet Vor
still lives."

"Bel et Vor?" | said questioningly.
"One of those friends | mentioned."

Qur little party emerged into a market square of
sonme sort and Darnad pointed to a snmall house
sandwi ched between two ranshackl e buil di ngs.

When | used to patrol these parts he saved ny life
once. | had the good fortune to return the favor—
and sonehow we struck up a strong friendship. One
of those things."

We di smount ed outside the house and fromit an

old nman energed. He was toothless and wrinkl ed

and incredibly ugly, yet there was a jaunty appear-
ance about hi m whi ch nade one forget his un-

whol esone vi sage

"Ah, the Bradhinak Darnad—an honor, an

honor." Hi s eyes tw nkled, belying his servile
words. He spoke ironically. | could see why Dar-
nad had |iked him

"Greetings, you old scoundrel. How nany chil -
dren have you robbed today?"

"Only a dozen or so, Bradhinak. Wuld this
friend of yours like to see ny spoils—sone of the
sweet neats are only hal f-eaten. Heh-heh!"

"Spare us the tenptation." | smled as he ush-
ered us into his hovel.

It was surprisingly clean and orderly and we sat
on benches whil e he brought us basu

Drinking the sweet beverage, Darnad said seri-
ously: "W are in haste, Belet Vor. Have any war-
riors of the Argzoon been seen in Narlet

recent| y—oming here perhaps a day or so before
us?"

The ol d rogue cocked his head to one side.
"Why, yes—two Argzoon warriors. Looked as if
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they'd taken a beating and were scanpering back
to their mountain lairs."

"Just two warriors?"

Bel et Vor chuckl ed. "And two prisoners, by the
| ook of them |[|'mthinking they wouldn't have
chosen such conpany of their own free will."

"Two prisoners?"

Wnen, both of them One fair, one dark."
"Shi zala and Horguhl!" | cried.
"Are they still here?" Darnad asked urgently.

"I"'mnot sure. They could have left early this
mor ni ng, but | think not."

"Where are they staying?"

"Ah—there you have it, if you seek the prisoners.
The Argzoon warriors seemto be of high rank
They are guests of our city's noble Bradhi."

"Your Bradhi-not Chinod Sai ?"

"Yes. He has now chosen to call hinself the

Bradhi Chinod Sai. Narlet is becom ng respectable,
eh? He is one of your peers now, Bradhinak Dar-
nad—Aot so?"

"The scoundrel. He gives hinself airs."

"Perhaps," said old Belet Vor nusingly, "but I
seemto remenber that nmany of the established na-
tions in these parts had origins sinmlar to our,"

Dar nad | aughed shortly. "You have ne there,

Bel et Vor—but that's for posterity. | know Chi nod
Sai for a blood-thirsty slayer of wonen and chil -
dren."

"You do himan injustice." Belet Vor grinned.
"He has killed at |east one youth in a fair fight.

Darnad turned to me, speaking seriously. "If
these Argzoon have Chinod Sai's protection, then
we will have greater difficulty getting Shizal a—and

this other woman—eut of their power. W are in a
bad position."

"l have a suggestion, if you will hear it," Belet
Vor insinuat ed.

“I''l'l listen to anything reasonable," said Darnad.
"Wl |+ would say that the Argzoon and their

| adi es are guesting in the special chanbers set
asi de for sudden visitors of sone standing."

"What of it?" | said, atrifle tersely.
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"Those chambers are conveniently placed on the

ground floor. They have | arge wi ndows. Perhaps

you could help your friends w thout—er—actually
di sturbi ng our royal Bradhi?"

I frowned. "But aren't they guarded?”

"Ch, there are guards surroundi ng the great

Bradhi's palace at intervals. He fears, possibly, that
there may be robbers in these parts—such little

faith does he have in his subjects.”

"How woul d we enter the guest roons w thout
the guards seeing us?" | rubbed ny chin.

"You woul d have to di spose of themthey are

very alert. After all, sone of the best thieves of the
Crinson Plain have tried to help thenselves to

Chinod Sai's booty fromtinme to tine. A few have

even succeeded. Mst have hel ped decorate the

city wall s—er at |east their heads have."

"But how could we silence the guards easily?"

"That," said Belet Vor with a wink, "is where
can hel p you. Excuse nme." He got up and hobbl ed
fromthe room

"I think he's a likeable old bandit, don't you?"
Dar nad said when Bel et Vor had |eft.

| nodded. "But he puts hinmself in danger, surely,
by helping us. If we are successful this Chinod
Sai's nmen are bound to suspect that he had a hand
init."

"True. But | doubt whether Chinod Sai woul d

do anything about it. Belet Vor knows many

secrets and sone of them concern Chinod Sai. Al so,
Bel et Vor is very popular and Chinod Sai sits on his
sel f-made throne rather uncertainly. There are

many who would usurp himif they could gain a
popul ar followi ng. |If anything happened to Bel et

Vor it would be just the excuse needed by sone
woul d- be Bradhi of Thieves. Chinod Sai knows

that well enough."

"Good," | replied. "But nonetheless, | think he
ri sks nmore than he needs for our sake."

"I told you, Mchael Kane—there is a bond be-
tween us."

That sinple statenent neant a great deal to

Darnad, evidently, and | think I knew how he felt.
Such virtues as loyalty, self-discipline, tenperance,
noder ation, truthfulness, fortitude and honorabl e
conduct to wonen are apparently outnoded in the

soci eties of New York, London and Paris—but on

Mars, my Vashu, they were still strong. Is it any
wonder | should prefer the Red Planet to ny own?
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Soon Bel et Vor returned carrying a |long tube

and a small, handsonely worked box.

"These will silence your guards," he said, flour-
i shing the box. "And nmore—they will not actually
kill them"

He opened the box carefully and di splayed the
contents. About a score of tiny, feathered slivers
lay there. At once | guessed that the tube was a
bl ow pi pe and these were its ammunition. The
slivers nmust be tipped with sone poison that would
knock the guards out.

In silence we accepted the weapon.

"There are some eight shatis until nightfall," Be-
l et Vor said. "Tine to exchange rem ni scences, eh?
How many nmen cane with you?"

"There are six left,” | said.

"Then there is roomenough in here for them In-
vite themin for a cup of basu."

Dar nad went outside to extend Belet Vor's invi-
tation to his men.

They came in and accepted the cups gratefully.
Bel et Vor al so brought food.

The eight shatis passed with incredible slowness
and | spent them for the nost part, in thoughtfu
silence. Soon, if providence were on our side, |
woul d see Shizala again! My heart pounded in
spite of nyself. | knew she coul d never be nmnine-
but just to be near her would be enough, to know

that she was safe, to know that | would al ways be
nearby to protect her.

When it was dark Bel et Vor glanced at ne.

"Eight is a good number," he said. "Not too
small a force if you run into trouble, not so |arge as
to be easily detected."

We rose, our war-harness creaking, our ac-
coutrenents jingling. W rose in silence save for
those small sounds.

"Farewel |, Darnad." Bel et Vor grasped the

young Bradhi nak' s shoul der and Darnad grasped
the old man's. There seened to be sonething fina
about that parting, as if Belet Vor knew they
woul d never neet again.

"Farewel |, Belet Vor," he said softly. Their eyes
met for an instant and then Darnad was striding
for the door.

"Thank you, Belet Vor," | said.
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"CGood luck," he murmured as we left and fol -
| oned Darnad towards Chinod Sai's 'pal ace'

The building we finally came upon was situated

in the centre of the city. It was only two stories
hi gh and while it had some stone in its construc-
tion it was mainly of wood.

It stood in an open square from which severa
narrow streets radi ated. W hugged the shadows of
the streets and watched the guards as they pa-
trolled the grounds of the pal ace.

Bel et Vor had told Darnad exactly where the

guest roons were and when the Argzoon were

likely to retire. W assumed that Shizala and Hor -
guhl woul d not be dining with Chinod Sai. At this
time it was likely that the Argzoon were eating in
the main hall of the building. This nmeant we night
be able to rescue the two wonen without arousing

t he suspicion of those inside and thus avoid a noi sy
fight.

After we had ascertained the exact novenents of
the patrolling guards, Darnad placed the first dart
carefully in the bl ow pi pe and took aim

Hi s aimwas accurate. The dart wi nged its way
towards the guard. | saw himclutch his neck and
then fall al nost soundlessly to the ground.

The next guard-there were four we needed to
attend to in all—-saw his conrade fall and rushed
towards him W heard him|lean over him and
speak casually. "Get up, Akar, or the Bradhi will
have your head. | told you not to drink so much
before we went on guard!"

I held ny breath as Darnad ai med anot her dart,
expelled it softly—and the second guard fell.

The third guard turned a corner and paused in
ast oni shmrent on seeing the bodies of his fallen
conr ades

"Hey! What's this-?"

He woul d never fully know, for Darnad's third
dart took himin his naked shoul der. The drug was
qui ck. The guard fell. Darnad grinned at nme—we
seenmed near to success.

The fourth guard was di sposed of even before he
saw his fell ows.

Then the eight of us noved in, cat-footing it
towards the guest roons.

Soon, soon, | thought, all this would be over and
we could return to Varnal to live in peace. | could
study the sciences of the nysterious Sheev, in-
crease the inventions that the Karnala woul d be
able to use. Wth nmy hel p, the Karnal a need never
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fear attack again. They had the basic technol ogy
necessary for building internal combustion engines,
el ectric power generators, radi os—+ could accom
plish all that for them

Those were the thoughts—napt, perhaps, for the
monent —that coursed through ny brain as we
crept towards the guest room w ndows.

The wi ndows were not gl azed, only shuttered,
and one of these was drawn back. Luck seenmed to
be on our side that night

Cautiously | peered into the room It was richly
furni shed, though sonmewhat vulgarly, floors

heaped with furs, carved chests and benches. In a

bracket a torch flared, illum nating the room It
was enpty.
I swung ny leg over the lowsill and entered the

roomas quietly as | could.
Darnad and the others foll owed ne.

Then we all stood there, staring at one anot her,
listening intently for sone sound that mght indi-
cate where the wonen were inprisoned

It came at last—a | ow tone that could have been
anything. All we could be sure of was that it issued
froma hunman throat.

It canme froma roomon our |eft.

Darnad and | went towards the room with the
warriors following. W paused at the door which,
surprisingly, was unbarred.

Now fromwi thin canme a sound that seened |ike
a soft | augh—a woman's laugh. But it could not be

a laugh. | nust have m sheard. The next sound was
a voice, pitched I ow and inpossible to make sense
of .

Darnad | ooked at nme. Qur eyes net, and then
with a concerted novenent we flung open the
door.

Torchl i ght showed us the two within.

One was Horguhl, standing close to the w ndow.
The ot her was Shi zal a—ny Shi zal a!

Shi zal a was bound hand and f oot .

But Horguhl was unfettered. She stood with
hands on hips smling down at Shizala, who glared
back at her.

Horguhl's smile froze when she saw us. Shizal a
gave a glad cry: "M chael Kane! Darnad! Ch,
thank Zar you have cone!"
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Hor guhl stood there expressionl essly, saying
not hi ng.

| stepped forward to untie Shizala. As | worked
at her bonds | kept a suspicious eye on the

VI adnyar girl, uncertain of her part in this. Ws
she or was she not a prisoner?

It did not seemlikely now Yet..
Hor guhl suddenly laughed in ny face.

I finished untying Shizala's bonds. "Wy do you
| augh?" | asked.

"I thought you were dead," she replied, not an-
swering nmy question. And then she lifted her head
and | et out a piercing shriek.

"Silence!" Darnad said in a fierce whisper. "You
will alert the whole palace. W intend you no
harm "

"l am sure you do not," she said as Darnad
stepped towards her. "But | mean you harm ny
friends!" Again she shrieked.

There was a di sturbance outside in the corridor

Shizala's eyes glistened with tears—but with
gl adness al so—as she stared up into ny face. "On,
M chael Kane—sonehow | knew you woul d save
me. | thought they had killed you—and yet.

"No tinme for conversation," | said brusquely, try-
ing to hide the enotion that her cl oseness brought
to ny breast. "W nust escape."”

Darnad had his hand over Horguhl's nouth. He
| ooked unhappy, not used to treating a wonan so.

"Horguhl is no prisoner," Shizala said. "She—

"l can see that now," | said. "Conme—we nust
hurry."

We turned and left the room Darnad rel eased
his hold on Horguhl and foll owed us.

But before we could reach the wi ndow a score of
men, led by the two Argzoon gi ants and anot her
who wore a bright circlet on his matted, greasy
hair, burst into the room

Darnad, nyself and our six warriors turned to
face them formng a barrier between them and

Shi zal a.
"Leave quickly, Shizala," | said softly. "Go to the
house of Belet Vor." | gave her brief instructions

how to find the old man.

"l cannot |eave you. | cannot."
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"You nust—t will serve us better if we know

you, at |east, are safe. Please do as | say." | was
staring at the Argzoon and the others, waiting for
themto attack. They were nmoving in cautiously.

She seened to understand ny reasoning and it

was with relief that | saw her fromthe corner of
my eye clanber over the sill and di sappear into the
ni ght.

Hor guhl emerged fromthe other room pointing
an inperious finger at us. Her face was flushed
with anger.

"These men sought to abduct me and the other
worman, " she said to the greasy-haired man who
stood there with drawn sword.

"So—di d you not know," he said, addressing us

with a leer, "that Chinod Sai val ues the safety of

his guests and resents the intrusion of riff-raff such
as you?"

"Riff-raff, nurderer of children," said Darnad. "I
know you upstart—you who calls hinself Bradhi of
a collection of cut-throats and pilferers!”

Chinod Sai sneered. "You speak bravel y—but
your words are hollow. You are all about to die."

Then he and his unholy allies were on us, his
guards supporting them
The duel began

I found nyself fighting not only Chinod Sai but

one of the Argzoon, and it was all | could do to de-
fend nyself, even though |I knew | outnmatched

them both i n swordsmanshi p.

However, they tended to crowd each other and
this, at least, was to ny advant age.

I held themoff as best | could until | saw ny
chance. Rapidly | flung nmy sword fromny right

hand to ny left. This foxed themfor a second.

Then | lunged at the Argzoon, who was sl ower

than Chinod Sai, and caught himin the breast. He
fell back groaning. That left the self-styled Bradhi
of Narl et.

But seeing the great blue warrior fall, Chinod
Sai evidently lost his stonach for battle and

backed away, letting his hired guards take his
pl ace.

It was ny turn to sneer.

One by one our own warriors went down unti
only Darnad and nyself were | eft standing.
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I hardly cared if | died. So |ong as Shizala were
safe—and | knew that the wily old Belet Vor would
see to that—+ was prepared to die.

But | did not die. There were so many warriors
pressing in towards us that we could hardly move
our sword arms.

Soon we were hot so nmuch sword-fighting as
wrestling.

Their wei ght of nunbers was too great. After a
short time we were engul fed and, for the second
time in the space of a week, | received a bl ow on
the head—and this second bl ow was not meant in

ki ndness as the first had been

My senses fled, blackness engulfed me, and
knew no nore.

Chapter N ne
BURI ED ALI VE!

| OPENED ny eyes but saw nothing. | smelt mnuch

My nostrils were assailed by a foul, danp, chilly
smel | that seened to indicate | was sonewhere be-
|l ow ground. | flexed my arms and | egs. They were
unbound, at |east.

| tried to get up but bunmped ny head. | could
only crouch on the danp, nessy ground.

I was horrified. Had | been incarcerated in sone
tomb? Was | to die slowmy of hunger, or have ny

senses | eave nme? Wth an effort | controlled ny-
self. Then | heard a slight sound to ny |eft

Cautiously | felt about me and my hand touched
somet hi ng warm

Soneone groaned. | had touched a linb. It
stirred.

Then a voice murnured: "Who is there? \Were
am | ?"

" Dar nad?"
"Yes."

"It is Mchael Kane. W seemto be in sone sort
of dungeon—with a very low ceiling indeed."

"VWhat ?" | heard Darnad nmove and sit up, per-
haps reaching with his hands above him "No!"

"Do you know the place?"
"l believe | have heard of it."
"What is it?"

"The ol d heating system"”
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"That sounds very innocuous. What's that?"

"Narlet is built on the ancient ruins of one of the
Sheev cities. Hardly anything of it exists, save the
foundati ons of one particular building. Those
foundati ons now nake up Chinod Sai's foundations

for his palace. Apparently the slabs formng the
floor of the palace lie over an ancient, sunken poo
whi ch could be filled with hot water and nade to
heat the ground floor of the pal ace—perhaps the
whol e of it—by nmeans of pipes. Fromwhat | hear,

t he Sheev abandoned this particular city well be-
fore their decline, for they l|ater discovered better
met hods of heating."

"And so we are buried under the floor of Chinod
Sai's pal ace?"

"I'"ve heard it gives himpleasure to inprison his
enem es here—having them permanently at his feet,
as it were."

I did not |augh, though | admired the fortitude
of nmy friend in jesting at a tine like this.

| put ny hands up and felt the snooth, damp
sl abs over ny head, pressing on them They did
not budge.

"If he can raise the slabs, why can't we?"

"There are only a few | oose ones, |'ve heard-Be-

let Vor told me all this—and very heavy furniture is
pl aced over those when prisoners have been in-
carcerated. "

"So we have been buried alive," | said, sup-
pressing a shudder of terror. | admit that | was
horrified. | think any man—o matter how brave-

woul d have been at the thought of such a fate.

"Yes." Darnad's voice was a thin nmutter. It
seened that he, too, had no liking for what had
happened to us.

"At |east we have saved Shizala," | remnm nded

him "Belet Vor will see that she returns safely to
Varnal ."

"Yes." The voice sounded slightly |ess strained.

Silence for a while.
Later | nmade up my mind.

"If you will stay where you are, Darnad," | said,
"so that | may keep sone sort of bearing, | wll ex-
pl ore our prison."

"Very well," he agreed.

| had to crawl, of course-there was no ot her
way.
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I counted the nunber of 'paces' as | noved
across that horribly wet and foul -smelling floor.

By the time | had counted to sixty-one | had

reached a wall. | then began to crawl round this,
still counting.

Sonet hing obstructed nme. | could not tell at first
what it was. Thin objects like sticks. | felt them

carefully and then wi thdrew nmy hand suddenly as
I realized what they were. Bones. One of Chinod
Sai's earlier victins.

| encountered several nore skeletons on ny cir-
cuit of the walls.

From where | had started, the first wall
measur ed ni nety-seven 'paces'; the second only
fifty-four. The third was, in all, a hundred and
twenty-six. | began to wonder why | was doing
this, save to keep ny m nd occupi ed.

The fourth wall. One 'pace', two, three ..

On the seventeenth 'pace' along the fourth wall
nmy hand t ouched-not hi ng!

Surely this could not be a nmeans of escape? By
touch | discovered that some sort of circular hole
led off fromthe fourth wall —perhaps a pipe that
had once brought water into the chanmber. It was
just wi de enough to take a man.

I put nmy head inside and reached ny arnms al ong
it. It was wet and sliny but nothing stopped ne.

Before | raised Darnad' s hopes, | decided to see
whet her the pipe really offered a chance of escape.

| squeezed nmy whole body into it and began to
| ever nyself forward, wiggling like a snake.

I began to feel elated when nothing obstructed

me. Soon ny whol e body was in the pipe. |

wiggled on. | hate being so confined nornmally, but
if the pipe neant escape it was worth suffering ny
cl aust r ophobi a.

But then canme di sappoi ntnent.

My questing hands found sonet hi ng—and
knew at once what they touched.

It was anot her human skel et on.

Evi dently sone ot her poor soul —perhaps nmany-

had sought this nmeans of escape and been di sap-
poi nt ed—and not had the energy or inclination to
return.

| sighed deeply and began to wriggl e back
down.
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But as | did so | suddenly heard sonmething from
behind ne. | paused. It was the sound of grating
stone. Alittle light filtered up the pipe and | heard
soneone chuckl e.

| did not nmove. | waited.

Then came Chinod Sai's jeering voice. "Geet-
i ngs, Bradhi nak—how are you enjoyi ng your stay?"

Darnad did not reply.

"Come up, cone up—+ w sh to show ny men
what a real Bradhi nak of the Karnal a | ooks |ike. A

little befoul ed, perhaps—+ am sorry ny accom
nmodation is not quite what you are accustoned to."

"I'"d rather stay here than be subjected to your
insults, you scum" Darnad replied levelly.

"And what of your friend—the strange one? Per-
haps he would like a little respite. Were is he?"

"l do not know. "

"You do not know! But he was put down there
with you. Do not lie, boy-where is your conpan-
i on?"

"l do not know. "

The light increased, probably because Chinod
Sai was peering into his horrible crypt, using a
torch for illum nation.

Hi s voi ce rose querul ously. "He nust be down
there!™

Darnad's tone seenmed |lighter now "You can see
he i s not—nl ess one of these skeletons is his."

"I nmpossi bl e! Guards!"
| heard the faint sound of feet above ne.

Chinod Sai continued: "Take up sone nore of

these stones—see if the other prisoner is hiding in a
corner. He is down here sonewhere. Meanwhil e,

bring up the Karnala."

More sounds, and | gathered that Darnad had
been escorted away.

Then | heard the guards beginning to tear up
other slabs and | grinned to nyself, hoping that
they would not think of |ooking in the pipe. Then
sonething occurred to ne. It was not a pl easant

t hought but it mght save ne and give ne, in turn,
a chance to save Darnad.

I wiggled up the pipe again and reached up to
take hold of some of the bones of the unfortunate
who had been there before nme. He had not been
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| ucky but, even though dead sone years, he m ght
be able to help me now-and help nme avenge him
i f and when the opportunity cane.

Squeezi ng nysel f up agai nst one section of the
pi pe as tightly as | could, | began to pass bones

down in front of ne until quite a heap |ay bel ow
my feet. | did this as soundl essly as possible, and
any noise | did make was probably drowned by

the racket the desperate guards were nmaking pull-
ing up flagstones and crawling around in the sem -
darkness trying to find ne.

"He isn't here," | heard one of them say.

"You are a fool," answered another. "He nust be
here! "

"Wll, | tell you he isn't. Cone and | ook for
yoursel f."

Anot her guard joined the first and I heard him
stunbl i ng around, too.

"l don't understand—there is no way out of here.
W' ve put enough of them down here one tine or
anot her. Hey-what's this?"

The guard had found the pipe. The light in-
creased.

"Coul d he have gone up here? If he did it won't
do himany good. It's bl ocked at the other end!"

Then the guard found the bones. "Ugh! He
didn't go up, but soneone else tried to. These
bones are old."

"VWhat are we going to tell the Bradhi ?" The first
guard spoke nervously. "This smacks of magic!"”
"There's no such thing!"

"So we're told these days, but ny grandfather
says there are stories ..."

"Shut your nouth! Magi c—ghosts. Nonsense

Still, | nust adnit that he had a strange | ook about
him He seemed to belong to no nation |'ve ever
seen. And | have heard that beyond the ocean lies
anot her | and where men have powers greater than
normal . And then there are the Sheev..."

"The Sheev! That's it!"

"Hol d your tongue. Chinod Sai will tear it out if
he hears such | anguage spoken in his pal ace!"
"What do we tell hin®"

"Only the facts. The man was here—but he is no
| onger here."

"But will he believe us?"

"W nust hope that he does.”
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| heard the guards cl anber up and march away.

The instant they had gone | slipped down the pipe
as fast as | could and was soon standing up in
what had been ny prison, my head just above the

| evel of the floor. Flagstones had been ripped out
and the whole floor was in a nmess. | was gl ad of
that, at |east.

No one was in the room which seened to be

sone sort of throne room judgi ng by the huge, or-
nately carved, precious-netal gilded chair at one
end.

| heaved nyself up and stood in the room As
swiftly and as silently as | could, | ran towards the
door and stood by it, listening.

It was half open. Angry voices canme fromthe
ot her si de.

There were nore sounds com ng from outside
the pal ace itself—shouts, cries. They sounded an-gry

Sonewhere in the distance several pairs of fists
began to beat on a door

Then | stepped back as, suddenly, someone came
into the room

It was Chi nod Sai

He stared at ne in horror for a nonent.

That noment was all | needed. In a flash | had
darted forward and snatched his own sword from
his bel t!

| pressed the point gently against his throat and
said with a grimsnmle on ny lips: "Call for your
guards, Chinod Sai—and you call for death!"

He pal ed and gurgl ed sonething. | gestured for
himto come into the roomand shut the door. |
had been | ucky. Everyone had been too busy with
what ever el se they were concerned with to notice
what had happened to their "Bradhi"

"Speak in a low voice," | ordered. "Tell me what
i s happeni ng and where ny conrade is."

"How-how di d you escape?”

"I am asking the questions, my friend. Now-an-
swer!"

He grunted. "Wat do you nmean?"
"Answer!"

"The scum are attacking ny pal ace," he said.
"Some petty dahara-thief seeks to replace ne."

"l hope he makes a better chief than you. And
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where is my conrade?"
He waved a hand behi nd him
"I'n there."

Suddenly soneone entered. | had expected the
guards to knock and had i ntended that Chinod Sal
should tell themnot to enter

But this was not a guard

It was the surviving Argzoon. He | ooked aston-
ished to see me. He turned, giving a roar of warn-
ing to the men in the room

They came in and | backed away, | ooking
around for a nmeans of escape, but all the w ndows
in this roomwere barred

"Kill him" screaned Chinod Sai, pointing a
shaking finger at me. "Kill him"

Led by the blue Argzoon, the guards cane at
me. | knew that | faced deat h—they woul d not
take me a prisoner a second tine.

Chapter Ten

I NTO THE CAVES
OF DARKNESS

SOVEHOW | nanaged to keep them at bay, though

I will never know how. Then |I saw Darnad appear
behi nd them waving a sword he had got from
sonewher e

Toget her, one on each side, we took on Chinod

Sai and his nmen, but we knew we nust be beaten
eventual ly.

Then there cane a sudden, elated roar, and
bursting into the throne roomcane a wild mob
wavi ng swords, spears and hal berds.

They were | ed by a good-| ooki ng young man,

and by the gleamin his eyes—at once cal cul ating
and triunmphant—+ guessed himto be the next con-
tender for the paltry throne of the City of Thieves.

Now, while the others hel ped Darnad deal with
the Argzoon and the guards, | concentrated on
Chinod Sai. This tinme, | prom sed nmyself, he
woul d not retreat.

Chinod Sai realized ny intention and this
seenmed to inprove his skill.

Back and forth across the broken floor of the
throne room over the bones of the wetches he
had incarcerated for his own perverted pl easure,
we fought.

Lungi ng, parrying, thrusting, the steel of our
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bl ades rang through the hall while to one side the
mob fought, a thick mass of struggling nen.

Then came disaster for me—er so | thought. |
tripped over one of the flagstones and fell back-
wards into the pit!

I saw Chinod Sai raise his armfor the thrust that
woul d finish me as, sprawl ed out on the sline, I
stared up at him

Then, as the sword canme towards ny heart |

roll ed away, under part of the floor that was stil
intact. | heard himcurse and saw hi m drop down
after ne. He saw ne and | unged. Raising nyself

on ny left arm | returned his lunge and caught
himexactly in the heart. | pushed hone ny thrust
and he fell back with a groan

I clinbed fromthe pit. "Afitting burial place,
Chinod Sai," | said. "Lie with the bones of those
you have slain so horribly. You had a swifter death
than you deserved!"

I was just in time to see Darnad di spose of the
| ast Argzoon.

The fight was over and the young | eader of the
mob rai sed his right hand hi gh, shouting:

"Chinod Sai is defeated—the tyrant dies!"

The nob replied exultantly: "Salute Mrda
Kohn, Bradhi of Narlet!"

Morda Kohn swung round and grinned at ne.
"Enemi es of Chinod Sai are friends of mne. |n-
directly you hel ped me gain the throne. But where
is Chinod Sai?"

| pointed at the floor. "I slew him" | said sinply.

Morda Kohn | aughed. "Good, good! You are
even nore of a friend for that little service."

"It was no service to you," | said, "but sonething
I had promi sed nyself the pl easure of acconpli sh-

i ng

"Quite so. | was truly sorry about the death of
your friend."

"My friend?" | said as Darnad joined us. He had
a flesh wound on his right shoul der but otherw se
seened all right.

"Bel et Vor—did you not know?"

"What has happened to Bel et Vor?" Darnad
asked urgently.

I nmust admit | was not only thinking of Belet
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Vor—but of the girl | had sent to him Shizala.

"Why, that is what enabled ne to arouse the
peopl e agai nst Chinod Sai," Mrda Kohn sai d.
"Chinod Sai and his blue friend | earned that you
had been seen in the house of Belet Vor. They
went there and they ordered himto be beheaded
on the spot!"

"Bel et Vor, dead? Beheaded-oh, no!" Darnad's
face turned pale with horror.

"I amafraid so."

"But the girl we rescued—+the one we sent to
hi n?" | spoke in some trepidation, alnost afraid to
hear the answer.

"Grl? 1 do not know+ heard nothing of a girl

Perhaps she is still at his house, hiding sone-
where. "

| relaxed. That was probably true.
"There is still another mssing," Darnad said.
"The VWl adnyar woman—Hor guhl . \Were is she?"

Toget her we searched the pal ace but there was
ho sign of her.

Ni ght was falling as we borrowed mounts from
the new 'Bradhi' and rushed to Bel et Vor's house.

I nsi de, it had been torn apart. W called
Shi zal a' s name but she did not answer.

Shi zal a had gone—but where? And how?

We stunbl ed out of the house. Had we fought

and risked so nuch only to fail now?

Back to the palace to see if Mrda Kohn could
hel p us.

The new Bradhi was supervising the repl ace-

ment of the flagstones. "They will be securely ce-
ment ed down," he said. "They will never be put to
t he same dreadful use again."

"Morda Kohn," | said desperately, "the girl was
not at Belet Vor's house. And we know she woul d
hot have gone anywhere of her own accord. D d
any of Chinod Sai's guards survive? If they did,
one of themmay be able to tell us what hap-
pened. "

"I think there are several prisoners in the ante-
room" Mrda Kohn nodded. "Question themif
you |ike."

W went to the ante-room There were three
sul ki ng, badly wounded prisoners.

"Do any of you know where Shizala is?" | asked.
" Shi zal a?" One of them | ooked up with a frown.
"The bl onde girl—the prisoner who was here."
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"Ch, her—+ think they both went off together."
" Bot h?"

"Her and the dark-haired woman. "
"Where did they go?"

"What's it worth to tell you what | know?" The
guard | ooked cunningly at ne.

"I will speak to Mdrda Kohn. He owes us a fa-

vor. | will ask himto show nercy to you."
"You'll keep your word?"
"Of course."

"I think they went to the Muntains of Argzoon."
" Ah- but why?" Darnad broke in. "Wy should a

VI adnyar willingly go to Argzoon? The Blue G ants
are no-one's friends."

"There is something nmysterious about Horguhl's
association with the Argzoon. Perhaps when we

find her we will learn the answer,"” | said. "Could
you |l ead us to the Muntains of Argzoon, Dar-
nad?"

"l think so." He nodded.

"Come, then—tet's make haste after them Wth
luck we may even catch them before they reach
the mountains."

"Best that we did," he said.
mn \My?ll

"Because the Argzoon literally dwell in the
mount ai ns—+n the Caves of Darkness that run un-
der the range. Sone say it is really the Bl eak
Wrld of the Dead, and fromwhat |'ve heard it's
possi bl e! "

We spoke briefly to Morda Kohn, telling himto
show t he guard mercy. Then we strode outsi de,
mount ed our daharas and rode into the night-
headi ng for the dreadful Caves of Darkness.

We were not lucky. First Darnad's beast cut its
foot on a sharp rock and went |lane. W had to
travel at wal king pace for a full day until we cane
to a canp where we coul d exchange Darnad's

prinme nmount for a rather stringy beast that |ooked
as if it had little stam na.

Then we | ost our bearings on a barren plain
known as the W/I derness of Sorrow-and we coul d
under st and why anyone woul d feel sorrowful on
encountering it.

On the other hand, the nount that Darnad had

exchanged was in fact very strong—and ny own
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beast wearied before his did!

We finally crossed the WI derness of Sorrow and
energed on the shores of an incredibly w de
river—wi der even than the M ssi ssi ppi

Anot her pause while we borrowed a boat froma
friendly fisherman and managed to cross. Luckily
Darnad had a precious ring on his finger and was
able to convert this into pearls, which were the
general currency of these parts.

We bought supplies in the riverside town and

| earned—to our relief, for there had al ways been
the chance that the guard was |ying maliciously—
that two wonmen answering to the description of

Hor guhl and Shi zal a had passed that way. W
enquired if Shizala had seemed to be under re-
straint, but our informant told us that she did not
appear to be bound.

This was puzzling and we coul d not understand
why Shi zal a should seemto be travelling to the
terrible domain of the Argzoon of her own free
will.

But, as we told ourselves, all this would be
| earned the quicker if we caught up with them
They were still sone three days ahead of us.

So we crossed the Carzax River in the fisher-

man' s boat, ferrying our nounts and provisions

with us. It was a difficult task and the current drew
us many niles down river before we reached the

other side. The fishernan woul d col |l ect the boat
later. We pulled it ashore, strapped our provisions
to our aninmals and nount ed.

It was forest |and now, but the trees were the
strangest | had ever seen

Their trunks were not solid |like the tree-trunks

on Earth, but consisted of nmany hundreds of slen-
der stens curling around one another to form

trunks some thirty or forty feet in dianeter. On the
ot her hand, the trees did not reach very high, but
fanned out so that sonetinmes when passing

through a particular grove of |owgrowing trees
our heads actually stood out above the trees. It
made nme feel gigantic!

Al so, the foliage had a tinge sinilar to the ferns
of the Crimson Pl ai n+hough red was only the

mai n color. There were also tints of blue, green

and yell ow, brown and orange. It seened, in fact,
that the forest was in a perpetual state of autumm
and | was pleased by the sight of it. Strange as the
stunpy trees were they renminded nme, in sone ob-
scure way, of ny boyhood.

Had it not been for the object of our quest, |
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woul d have liked to relax nore and spend | onger
in that strange forest.

But there was sonething else in the forest that |

was to neet shortly—and that decided ne, if noth-

ing el se could have done, on the necessity of nov-
i ng on.

We had been travelling in the forest for two
days when Darnad suddenly pulled his nmount up
short and pointed silently through the foliage.

I could see nothing and shook ny head in puz-
zl ement .

Darnad' s beast now seened to nove a little rest-
| essly, and so did mne.

Darnad began to turn his dahara, pointing back

the way we had cone. The peculiar, ape-like beast
obeyed the guiding reins and nmy own foll owed

suit, rather quickly, as if glad to be turning back

Then Darnad stopped again and his hand fell to
hi s sword.

"Too late," he said. "And | shoul d have war ned
you. "

"l see nothing—+ hear nothing. What should you
have warned ne of ?"

"The heel a"

"Heel a—what is a heel a?"

"That -" Darnad poi nted.

Skul ki ng towards us, its hide exactly the same

mottl ed shades as the foliage of the trees, cane a
beast out of a nightnmare.

It had eight legs and each leg ternminated in six
curved talons. It had two heads and each head had

a broad, gaping mouth full of long, razor-like teeth,
glaring yell ow eyes, flaring nostrils. A single neck
rose fromthe trunk and then divided near the top

to acconmpdat e the heads.

It had two tails, scaly and powerful -1 ooking, and
a barrel -shaped body rippling with nuscle.

It was unlike anything | could describe. It could
not exist—but it did!

The heel a stopped a few yards away and its twn
tails lashed as it regarded us with its two pairs of
eyes.

The only thing to its advantage, as far as | could
see, was that it neasured only about half the size
of an ordinary dahara.

file:///G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20City%200f%20the%20Beast.txt (79 of 113) [2/6/2004 5:25:28 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%620-%20Ci ty%6200f %20the%20Beast. txt

Yet it still |ooked dangerous and could easily dis-
pose of me, | knew.

Then it sprang. Not at me and not at Darnad—
but at the head of Darnad's dahara.

The poor ani mal shrieked in pain and fear as the

heel a sank its eight sets of talons into its great flat
head and sinply clung there, biting with its two

sets of teeth at the dahara's spinal cord

Darnad began to hack at the heela with his
sword. | tried to nove in to help himbut ny ani-
mal refused to budge.

I di snounted—+t was the only thing | could do—
and paused behind the clinging heela's back. | did
not know much about Martian biol ogy, but |

sel ected a spot on the heela's neck correspondi ng
to the place where he was biting the dahara.

knew that many animals will go for a spot on other
speci es which corresponds with their own vita
spots.

I plunged ny sword in.

For a few nonents the heela still clung to the
dahara's head; then it released its grip and with a

bl ood-curdling scream of anguish and fury fell to
the mossy ground. | stood back, ready to neet any
attack it mght make. But it got up, stood shakily
on its legs, took a couple of paces away from me—
and then fell dead.

Meanwhi | e, Darnad had di smounted fromthe
dahara, now npaning in pain and stanping on the
noss.

The poor beast's flesh had been ripped away
froma considerable area of its head and neck. It
was beyond any help we could give it-save to

put it out of its pain.

Regretfully, | saw Darnad place his sword
agai nst the creature's head and drive it hone,
wi ncing as he did so.

Soon dahara and heela lay side by side. A useless
waste of life, | reflected.

What was nore, we should now have to ride
doubl e and though ny dahara was strong enough
to carry both of us, we should have to travel at
about hal f our previous speed.

Bad | uck was dogging us, it seened.

Ri di ng double, we left the heela-infested forest

behind. Darnad informed me that we had been

lucky to neet only one of the beasts since there

had been others of its pack about. Apparently it

was quite common anpongst heelas for the | eader to
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attack the victimfirst and, if successful, |lead the
rest in for the kill, having tested the victins
strength. If, on the other hand, the heel a-| eader
were killed, then the pack woul d skul k of f, judging
the eneny too strong to risk attacking. Besides

whi ch they woul d feed off their dead | eader's
corpse. In this case, the corpse of the dahara, too

It seemed that, |ike hyaena, the heelas were
strong but cowardly. | thanked providence for this
trait, at any rate!

Now the air grew col der—we had been travelling
for well over a nonth—and the skies darker. W
began to cross a vast plain of black nud and ob-

sidian rock, stunted, sinister shrubs and ancient ru-
ins. The feet of our single dahara splashed in deep
puddl es or waded through oozing rmud, slipped on

the gl assy rock or stumbl ed over great areas of bro-
ken masonry.

| asked Darnad if these were the ruins of the
Sheev but he muttered that he did not think so.

"l suspect that these ruins were once inhabited
by the Yaksha," he said.

| shivered as cold rain fell on us.
"Who were the Yaksha?"

"It is said they are ancient enem es of the Sheev
but originally of the sane race."

"That is all you know?"

"Those are the only facts. The rest is superstition
and specul ation." He seenmed to shudder inwardly,

not fromthe cold but fromsone idea that had oc-
curred to him

On we went, naking slower and sl ower progress

over that dark wastel and, taking shelter at night—
scarcel y distinguishable though it was from

day! —under half-fallen walls or outcrops of rock
Strange, livid beasts prow ed that plain; peculiar
cries like the voices of lost souls; queer distur-
bances that we felt rather than heard or saw.

It was |like that for another two weeks until the
| oonmi ng crags of Argzoon becane visible through
the dim msty light of the Wastes of Doom

The Mount ai ns of Argzoon were tall and jagged,
bl ack and forbi ddi ng.

"Seeing their environment," | said to Darnad, "I
can understand why the Argzoon are what they

are, for such | andscapes are not conducive to in-
stilling a sense of sweetness and light into one."

"I agree," he replied. Then a little later: "W
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shoul d reach the Gates of Gor Del pus before night-
fall."

"VWhat are they?"

"The entrance to the Caves of Darkness. They
are, |'ve been told, never guarded, for few have

ever dared venture into the Argzoon's own under-
ground | and—they |l et our normal fear of dark, en-
cl osed spaces do their work for them"

"Are the Caves very dangerous?"

"l do not know," he said. "No one has ever re-
turned to tell..."

By nightfall we nade out the Gates by neans of
Dei nmos' s very di mnoonlight. They were nainly
nat ural cave-nouths w dened and made taller by
crude wor kmanshi p. They were dark and gl oony
and | could understand what Darnad had told ne.

Only nmy mssion—to rescue the worman | | oved
but woul d never be able to make m ne—woul d in-
duce ne to enter.

We | eft our faithful dahara outside to fend for
hi msel f until we returned—f ever we shoul d.

And then we entered the Caves of Darkness.
Chapter El even
QUEEN OF THE ARGZOON

THEY were cold, those caves. A chill pervaded
them greater than anything we had experienced on
the Wastes of Doom

Down and down we went, along a snooth,

broad, winding track that had torches lighting it at
wi de intervals. W caught glinpses of vast grottos
and caverns, as it were within the great caverns; of
stal actites and stal agm tes; of junbled, black rock
and rivulets of ice-cold water; of a bitter-snelling
slime that clung to the rocks; of small, pallid ani-
mal s that scuttled away at our approach.

And deeper down the sides of the path had been
decorated with trophies of war—here a skel eton of
an Argzoon in full arnmor, with sword, shield, spear
and axe, grinning down at us fromits great height;

there several hunman skulls piled into a rough pyra-

m d. Dark trophies, brought alive sonetinmes by the
flickering torchlight, but fitting decoration for this
strange pl ace.

Then at length we felt the path turn sharply to
the left. Following it round, we suddenly cane
upon a nonstrous cave, its walls so far away they
were invisible. W stood above it, |ooking down.
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The path led to it, we could see, tw sting down for
perhaps two mles. Huge fires flared at intervals on
the floor of the cave and there were conplete vil-

| ages dotted across it. Fairly close to our side of
the cave there was a stone city-a city that seened
pi l ed on bl ocks of stone heaped al nost haphaz-

ardly one upon the other. A heavy city, a cold,
strong, bleak city. Acity to suit the Argzoon.

Movi ng about in the city and the surrounding

vill ages, we saw Argzoon nen, wonen and chil -

dren goi ng about their business. There were al so
pens of dahara and some sort of small creature that
seemed to be a donestic version of the heela.

"How can we get in there?" | whispered to Dar-
nad. "They will realize who we are i medi atel y!"

Just then | heard a noi se behind us and pul |l ed
himinto the shadows of the rock

A few nonents |ater a group of some thirty
Argzoon warriors stunbled past. They | ooked as if
they had been through an ordeal. Many bore un-
treated wounds, others had had their arnor al nost
completely cut to shreds, and all were weary.

I realized that these were probably survivors of
the 'nopping up' operation instituted from Varna
the day we had left.

That was anot her reason why we shoul d not ex-
pose oursel ves! The Argzoon woul d enjoy taking
vengeance on nenbers of the race that had de-
feated them

But these warriors were too tired even to notice
us. They just staggered on down the tw sting path
towards the cavern world, where the great bonfires

crackled and attenpted to heat and |ight the place
with little success.

We could not wait for nightfall here, for it was
per petual night! How could we reach the city and
di scover where Shizala was inprisoned?

There was nothing for it but to begin creeping
down the path, keeping to the shadows as best we
coul d, hoping that the Argzoon woul d be too busy
with their owmn affairs, treating their wounded, as-
sessing their strength and so on, to notice us.

Not once did either of us think of returning to

find help. It seened too late for that. W nust res-
cue Shizal a oursel ves

But then it occurred to ne!

Who el se knew where Shizal a was hel d? Who

el se had al | t he i nformation concer ni ng t he
Argzoon that we had?

The answer was pl ai n—one.

When we had gone a little distance | turned to
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Darnad and said bluntly:
"You nust go back."
"Go back? Are you mad?"

"No—+' mperfectly sane for once. Don't you real -

ize that if we are both killed in this attenpt, then
there can be no further attenpts to save Shizal a—
for what we know will die with us!"

"l had not thought of that," he nused. "But why
should I go back? You go. | wll try to ..."

"No. You know t he geography of Vashu better

than I. | might easily get lost. Now you have | ed

me to the Mountains of Argzoon you nust return

to the nearest friendly settlenment, send nessengers
to tell where | am where Shizala is—get the news
out as fast as you can. Then a big force of warriors
can cone here while the Argzoon are still depleted
and recovering and wi pe out the threat of the Bl ue
G ants once and for all!"

"But it will take me weeks to get back to civili-
zation of any sort. If you get into trouble here you
will be dead long before | can bring help."

"If personal safety were our first consideration,"”
I rem nded him "neither of us would be here now.
You nust see the logic of what | say. Go!"

He thought deeply for a nmonent, then cl apped
me on the shoul der, turned and began to nmake his
way rapidly back in the direction we had cone.

Once made up, Darnad's nmind nade hi m act
swiftly.

Now | crept on, feeling sonehow even small er
and weaker in the face of nonstrous nature now
that Darnad had gone.

Sonehow | nmanhaged to get to the base of the
path w t hout being seen.

Sonehow | managed to dash fromcliff-wall to
the shadow of the city and hug nyself close to the
rough- hewn stone.

And then, all of a sudden, it becanme darker

I could not at first understand the cause of ny
good luck. Then | saw that they were danping
down the big fires

Wy ?

Then | realized what rmust be happeni ng. Fue

itself nust be scarce so, for a period corresponding
to night-tinme on the surface, the fires were danped
while the Argzoon slept. In the al most pitch-black
darkness | decided that this was my chance to ex-
plore the city and try to find out where Shizal a was
i mpri soned.

Perhaps, if luck continued to stay on ny side, |
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woul d even have a chance to rescue her, and to-
gether we could | eave the gl oony cavern-world of
the Argzoon and ride back to Varnal

I hardly dared consider this as | began slowy to
climb the rough sides of the city wall.

It was a stiff clinb, but not too difficult. Both ny
hands and ny feet had been hardened over the

| ong weeks of our quest and so | found | could

grip the rock like a G braltar nonkey.

The darkness brought its own dangers, of course,

and | was forced to clinmb largely by touch, but
soon | was on top of the wall.

Crouching, sword in hand just in case | should

be surprised, | sidled along the wall, peering down
into the city, trying to nake out the likeliest place
wher e Shi zal a m ght be hel d.

Then | saw it!

One building was fairly well illum nated by

torches fromw thin and brands on the ranparts.

But this is not what | noticed so nuch as the great,
broodi ng banner that flew froma nast on the cen-
tral keep of the building.

It was the N aal Banner that adorned Horguhl's
tent oh the battlefield outside—a |arger version, but
the sanme design.

It was little to go on—but it was sonething. |
woul d make for the building with the banner

I resheat hed ny sword and cl anbered over the
other side of the wall, beginning to clinb slowy
down towards the ground.

I was nearly at the bottomw th perhaps only a

dozen feet to go when a detachnent of Argzoon
warriors suddenly rounded a building near the wall
and marched towards nme. | wondered if | had

been seen—whet her they had been sent to dea

with nme. But then they began to pass beneath ne.

I was only a couple of feet above the head of the
tallest as he passed. | clung like a fly to the wall,
praying that | would not slip and betray nysel f.

As soon as they were out of sight, | clinbed the
remai ni ng di stance to the ground and dashed
across to the cover of a building, fashioned from
the sane roughl y-heaped stone as the wall

Knowi ng that the Argzoon warriors had not had
many nmounts, | guessed that only a few had re-
turned as yet, which explained why the city
seenmed virtually deserted
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This was another thing that | wel coned and
whi ch was to ny advant age

Soon | had reached the building I was headed
for.

The sides of this were sonmewhat snoother, but |
thought | could tackle it. The only problem here
was that the walls were fairly well illum nated and
I mght be seen.

There was nothing for it but torisk it, for no
other time would be better. | would try to reach a
wi ndow and swi ng myself in. Once inside the
building I mght be able to hide nyself better and
at | east discover something, by watching and |i s-
teni ng, of where Shizala was being kept.

I got a hold on a piece of projecting stone and
haul ed nyself up, inch by inch. It was sl ow going
and increasingly difficult. Al the windows—tittle
nmore than holes in the rock—were sone distance
above the ground, none |less than twenty feet, and
the one | had decided to try was probably higher

| deduced that fear of attack was the reason why
the wi ndows were positioned so high

But at last | nmanaged to make the w ndow and
peered over the sill to see if the room beyond was
occupied. It did not appear to be.

| entered quickly.

It appeared that | was in a store-room of sone
kind, for there were w cker baskets of dried fruit

and neat, herbs and vegetables. | decided to nake
use of sone of the food stuff, obviously looted in
an earlier raiding expedition. | selected the nost

pal atable itens and ate them | was thirsty, too,
but there was no readily avail able source of water.
| would have to wait for a drink

Feeling refreshed, | explored the room It was
fairly large and very draughty. Perhaps because of
the draughts, it had not been used as a living ac-
commodation for a | ong whil e—udging by the old
and near-rotted pieces of basket that littered the
floor.

| found the door and tried it.
To ny great disappointnent it was | ocked—

barred fromthe outside, probably as a precaution
agai nst thi eves!

I was very weary and ny eyes kept closing in-
voluntarily as | fought sleep. The pursuit had been
| ong and arduous; we had allowed ourselves little
time for rest. | decided that | would be nore use
to Shizala if | were rested.
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| clanbered over the baskets and made nyself a

kind of nest in the centre by renoving sone bas-
kets and piling themaround me. That way | woul d

be warmer, and if anyone entered the roomthey
woul d not see nme. Feeling fairly secure, | |lay down
to sl eep.

An increase in the glow of firelight entering the
wi ndow told me that it was a new Argzoon 'day'

But, | realized i mediately, that was not what had
awakened ne.

There was soneone el se in the room

Very cautiously, | stretched ny cranped |inbs
and began to stand up, peering through a crack in
my barricade

| was astoni shed.

The man collecting food fromthe baskets was

not an Argzoon. He was a man simlar in build to
mysel f, but with a pal e conpl exi on—per haps

caused by living in the sunless vaults of the Blue
G ant s.

Hi s face had a strange, dead appearance. Hi s

eyes were dull, his features frozen as he nechani -

cally transferred neat and vegetables fromthe bas-
kets to a snaller basket he held in his left hand.

He was unarnmed. Hi s shoul ders were bowed, his
hair | ank and uncared for.

There was no questioning his situation and func-
tion in the cavern-world of the Argzoon

The man was a sl ave and seened to have been
one for a long tine.

Bei ng a sl ave he woul d, of course, have no | ove
for his masters. On the other hand, how rmuch had
he been cowed by thenf? Could I reveal nyself in

the hope of receiving help fromhim or would he
be frightened and shout for hel p?

I had taken many risks to get this far. | nust
take a further risk now

As silently as | could | clinbed fromcover and
crept across the tops of the baskets towards him
He was half turned away from nme and only

seenmed to notice ne when | was al nost on top of
hi m

When he saw ne, his eyes w dened and his
nmout h dropped, but he made no sound.

"I ama friend," | whispered.

"F-friend . . . ?" He repeated the word dully as
if it meant nothing to him
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"An eneny of the Argzoon—a slayer of many of
the Blue G ants."

"Aah!" He backed away in fear, dropping his
basket .

I leapt to the ground and dashed towards the

door, closing it. He turned to face nme, his nouth
trenbling now, his eyes still wide in ghastly fear.
It was evidently not ne he feared so much as
sonmething that | represented to him

"Y-you must go to the Queen—y-you mrust sur-
render yourself. D-do that and y-you may escape
the N aal Beast!"

"The Queen? The N all Beast? |'ve heard the
name—what is it?"

"O-oh, d-do not ask ne!"

"Who are you? How | ong have you been here?"
tried a different line of questioning.

"I+ think ny name was O nak Dia . . . Y-yes,
that was it, that was nmy nanme ... | d-do not
know h-how long . . . s-since wwe f-followed the

Argzoon h-here and wwere |led into anbush. Th-
they had only sent half their strength against the
| ands of the south—we did n-not r-realize . "
Wth these nenories he seemed to renenber

sonet hing of the nan he nust have been previ-

ously, for his shoulders straightened a little and he
hel d his nmouth better

"You were part of the force |l ed by the Bradhi of
the Karnal a—+s that right?" | asked him | won-
dered what kind of hardships could have turned a
warrior into this servile thing in such a conpara-
tively short space of tine.

"Th-that is right."

"They lured you down here where the rest of

their arny was waiting—t had been a cal cul ated
tacti c—and when you reached the fl oor of the cav-
ern-worl d they attacked you and wi ped out your
army. Isn't that what happened?” | had al ready
guessed nost of this, of course.

"Y-yes. They took prisoners. | am anongst the
last of themleft alive."

"How nmany prisoners?"
"Several hundreds."

I was horrified. Nowit was plain that, as | had
surm sed, this move of the Argzoon had been care-
fully planned for years. The first force had been
badly defeated, but it had severely weakened the
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strength of the southern nations. Secondly, the
southern arny's punitive force that had foll owed
the Argzoon here had been led into a carefully laid
trap and the weary warriors nmust have been fairly
easy ganme for a force of fresh Argzoon warriors

wai ting in anmbush. Then the Argzoon had put the
second half of their strategy into operation, going
secretly south in small nunbers with the object of
taking the south by surprise, beginning with Var-
nal . Sonet hing had disrupted this strategy—per-
haps ny slaying of their master-m nd—and the plan
had broken down. But nuch damage had been

done. The south woul d take years recovering from
the bl ow and while recovering would face constant
danger from other, stronger woul d-be aggressors.
The VI adnyar, for instance.

Now | asked the slave the | eading question

"Tel | nme—have two wonen been brought here
recently? A dark one and a fair one."

There h-has been a worman prisoner..."

Only one! | prayed that Shizala had not been
killed on the way.

"What does she | ook |ike?"

"She is very beautiful —fair-haired—a Karnal a
worman, | think..."

| sighed with relief. "But what of Horguhl the
VI adnyar —+he dar k- hai red woman?"

"Ah!" H's voice was a nmuted scream "Do not
mention th-that name. Do not nention it!"

"What is wong?" | could see that he was in an
even worse state now than when | had originally
confronted him Spittle ran down his chin and his
eyes flickered crazily. He was trenbling in every
part of his body. He hugged hinsel f, hunched and
twitching. He began to noan slowy.

| seized his shoulder, trying to shake sone self-
control into him but he fell to the fl oor and contin-
ued to npan and trenbl e.

I knelt beside him "Tell ne—who is Horguhl —
what is her part in this?"

"Ah! P-pl ease—+teave nme. | will not tell them you
are here ... Y-you nmust go. L-leave!"

| continued to shake him 'Tell me!"

Suddenly a new voi ce spoke from behind nme. A
cool, nocking voice full of controlled, malicious
hunor . . .

"Leave the poor wetch alone, Mchael Kane. |
can answer your question better than he. My
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guards nentioned a disturbance in the store-room
so | came to investigate nyself. | have been half-
expecting you."

I whirled, still in a crouching position, and

| ooked up to stare into the deep, evil eyes of the
dar k- hai red wonman whose rol e had been such a
mystery. It was to be a nystery no | onger.

"Horguhl! Who are you?"
"I am Queen of the Argzoon, M chael Kane. It

was | who commanded the arny you defeated, not

poor Ranak Mard. My arny dispersed before |

could recall it because that bitch-dahara Shizala at-
tacked me soon after you had left. In the struggle
she knocked nme unconsci ous but she was then cap-
tured by sone of my men. When | awoke, ny

army was in confusion, so | decided to take ven-
geance on her instead of her city ..."

"You! Al this was your doing! But how are you
Queen of those giant savages—what power can one
woman wi el d over then?"

"I't is my power over sonething else that they
fear," she smiled

"What is that?"

"You will learn soon enough."” Blue G ants were
beginning to swarminto the room behi nd her
"Seize him"

| tried to stand up but stunbl ed agai nst the
prone and shaki ng body of the slave. Before
coul d recover ny position half-a-dozen Argzoon
were piling on top of ne.

I fought back with fists and feet, but soon they

had bound ny arns behind me and Hor guhl was

I aughing in ny face, her white, sharp teeth flashing
in the gl oom

"And now," she said, "you will learn the punish-
ment nmeted out to the man responsible for disrupt-
ing the plans of the Queen of the Argzoon!"

Chapter Twel ve

THE PIT
OF THE N AAL BEAST

"BRING himto ny chanbers,"” Horguhl ordered the
guards. "I will question himfirst."

I was forced to wal k behind her, follow ng her
through a maze of bleak and draughty corridors lit

by guttering torches, until we cane to a | arge door
apparently made of heavy wood covered with sil-
ver hammered into sone crude senbl ance of a
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desi gn.

Thi s door was opened and the big roomwe en-

tered was warned by a huge fire roaring in a grate
at one side. The roomitself was rich with rugs of
fur and heavy cloth. Covering the walls were tap-
estries, obviously booty fromraided cities, for the
wor kmanshi p was exqui site. Even the w ndows

were covered, and this explained the warnth of

the room

A heavy chest, about the height of nmy waist,

stood near the fire. On this stood jugs of w ne and
bowls of fruit and neat. A large, fur-strewn couch
was on the other side of the room opposite the fire,
and there were a few benches and carved wooden
chairs dotted about.

Though not particularly lavish by the standards
of the civilized south, the Queen's chanbers were
| uxurious conpared with what | had wi tnessed of
the living standards of the Argzoon peopl es.

Over the fireplace hung a tapestry nuch | ess

wel | executed than the others. It depicted the crea-
ture | had already seen on the Queen's banner—the
mysterious N aal Beast. It | ooked nmenaci ng and

noti ced the guards avert their eyes fromit as if
afraid of it.

I was still tightly bound, of course, and when
Hor guhl di sm ssed the guards she was in no danger
fromnme. | stood straight-backed, staring over her

head as she paced before nme, darting nme strange,
curious | ooks. This went on for sone time, but |
kept my expression blank and nmy eyes fixedly
ahead.

Suddenly she faced ne, swept back her right
hand and sl apped nme stingingly across the nouth.
I kept ny features rigid as before.

"Who are you, M chael Kane?"
| did not answer.

"There is sonething about you. Sonething

have never sensed in any other nan. Sonething
could learn to—to like." Her voice becane softer
and she took a step closer to ne. "I nean it,

M chael Kane," she said. "Your fate will not be
pl easant if | order it to be carried out. But you
could avert it..."

| still remmined silent.

"M chael Kane—+ am a woman. A-a sensitive

worman. " She | aughed lightly, somewhat self-nock-
ingly, | thought. "I amwhat | amthrough no cir-
cunst ances of ny own making. Wuld you like to
hear why | am Queen of the Argzoon?"

"I would |ike to know where Shizala is, that is
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all," | said at length. "Were is she?"

"No harm has conme to her yet. Perhaps none

will. | have thought out an interesting fate for her

It will not kill her, but it will help ne turn her into
a willing handmaiden, | think. |.would rather keep

the ruler of Varnal as ny cringing slave than have

her dead..."

My mind raced. So Shizala was not to di e—yet,

at any rate. | was relieved, for that would give
time for Darnad to cone and try to rescue her. |
relaxed a littl e—perhaps | even snil ed.

"You seemin good hunor. Do you not feel any-
thing for the woman, then?" Horguhl sounded al -
nost eager.

"Way should 1?" | lied.

"That is good," she said, alnpbst to herself. She
strode panther-like to the couch and spread her
beautiful body upon it. | continued to stand where
I was, but |ooked directly into those snoul dering
eyes. After a while she dropped her gaze.

Staring at the floor, she said: "I was only a child
of el even when the Argzoon attacked the caravan

in which | and ny parents were travelling through
the northern borders of Vladnyar. They killed
many—+ncl udi ng ny not her and fat her—but took
slaves as well. | was one of those slaves ..

I knew she was trying to touch ne in sone way,

and if her story were true | felt sorry for the child
she had been. But | could not, considering her

later crines, justify them

"In those days, the Argzoon were divided

anongst thensel ves. Oten the cavern was a battle-
field between warring factions. They coul d not
unite. The Argzoon were split into scores of famly
cl ans and bl ood-feuds were nornal, day-to-day
happeni ngs. The only thing that could unite them
for a short while was the common fear of the N aa
Beast which haunted the subterranean passages be-
low the floor of the Great Cavern. It fed on the
Argzoon, who were its natural prey. It would
slither up and attack then slither away again. The
Argzoon believe that the N aal Beast is an incarna-
tion of Raharumara, their chief deity. They dared
not nmake any attenpt to kill it. \Wenever possible
they would sacrifice slaves to it.

"When | was sixteen years old, | was chosen as

one of those who would feed the N aal Beast. But
already | had felt this power in me—sone ability to
make others do ny will. Oh, not in |arge ways—+

was still a slave—but in ways that made ny lot a
little easier. Strangely, it was the N aal Beast which
brought this power out of me in strength.

file://IG|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20City%200f%20the%20Beast.txt (92 of 113) [2/6/2004 5:25:28 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%620-%20Ci ty%6200f %20the%20Beast. txt

"When news canme that the N aal was slithering

up into the Geat Cavern, | and a nunber of oth-
ers—folk like nyself and Argzoon crim nal s—were
bound and placed in its supposed path. Soon it ap-
peared and | watched in horrified dread as it be-
gan to seize ny conpanions and swal |l ow them |
started to stare into its eyes. Sone instinct nmade
me croon at it. I+ don't know what it was, but it
responded to nme. Through ny nind, | was able to
conmmunicate with it, give it orders."

She paused and | ooked up at ne. | did not react.

"I returned to this city—the Black City—with the
N aal Beast following ne like a pet. | ordered a
deep hole to be nmade, in which the beast was im

prisoned. The Argzoon regarded nme with supersti -
tious awe—they still do. By controlling the N aa
Beast, | control them Later | decided to nake up
for my years of msery and hardshi p and pl anned
conquest of this entire continent. By severa

met hods | got news of the south and her defences.
Then | put the first stage of ny plan into oper-

ation. | was prepared to wait years for victory—but
instead..."
"Defeat,"” | said. "A well-deserved defeat. Your

years with the Argzoon have warped you, Hor-
guhl —war ped you beyond hope of salvation!"

"Fool!" She was off the couch and pressing her
vol upt uous body agai nst ne, stroking ny chest.
"Fool! | have other plans—+ am not defeated. |
know many secrets; | have nuch power that you

do not dream of. M chael Kane, you can share

all this. | told you | have never known a man

I i ke you—brave, handsone, strong-willed. But you
al so have sonet hing el se—sone nysterious quality
that nmakes you as different fromthe ordinary riff-
raff of Vashu as | am Becone ny King, Mchae
Kane ..."

She was speaking softly, her hypnotic eyes star-
ing into mne, and sonething seened to be hap-
pening to ny brain. | felt warm euphoric. | began
to think her proposal was attractive.

"M chael Kane—+ |ove you!"

Sonehow t hat statement saved nme—though | will
never know why. It jerked nmy mind back to sanity.

Bound as | was, | shrugged her clinging hands
away.
"l do not |ove you, Horguhl," | said firmy. "Nei-

ther could | feel anything but |oathing for soneone
who has done what you have done. Now | realize

how Shi zal a was so easily brought here—that hyp-
notic power of yours! Well, it will not get the bet-
ter of nme!"
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She rel eased me and when she spoke agai n her
voi ce was | ow, vibrant. "Somehow | knew t hat.

Perhaps that is what attracts nme to you—the fact
that you can resist nmy power. Few others can-hot
even that prinordial beast, the N aal."

I took several steps backwards. | was still | ook-
ing around for sone neans of escape. She seened
to realize this and | ooked up suddenly.

Her face was now a nask of hatred!

"Very well, M chael Kane—by refusing nme you
are accepting the fate | had planned for you
Guards!"

The huge Argzoon warriors entered.

"Take hinm Send nmessengers to all the Argzoon

who have returned. There are not many as yet—but
tell themall to cone. Tell themthey are going to
witness a sacrifice to Raharunmara!"”

Wth that, | was | ed away.

| spent a short tine with ny guards when they
paused in a chanber near the exit of the castle.
Then they |l ed ne out through the snoky, evil-
snelling streets of the Black City. Behind us, in
twos and threes at first, then in increasing num
bers, there began to follow a processi on of
Argzoon. One blue warrior who strode beside ny
guards, keeping pace with nme, darted ne a strange
gl ance which | could not interpret. The warrior did
not wear arnor—+ assuned he had lost it during
the flight back to the Black Cty—and he had the
signs of a recent wound on his breast. Then we
were passing fromthe city and | forgot about him

The scene beyond the city was |ike a nediaeva

pai nting representing Hell. The great bonfires
roared, sending flickering, snoky |ight across the
rocky plain that was the cavern floor. The giant
Argzoon | ooked |i ke demons as they escorted ne
over the plain. The fires were the fires on which
the dammed were roasted. And | was soon to neet

a creature very like an ancient representation of
Sat an!

Hor guhl was al ready there, standing on a dais
that was reached by a flight of about sixty steps.

Her back was turned to us and her arns were out-
stretched. On either side of her were braziers, flar-
ing brightly to show her to all. The Argzoon began
to forma senm-circle at the bottomof the steps,

and spread out along the sides of what was plainly

a pit, nowthat we were closer. The steps term -
nated at the dais and the dais | ooked down on the

pit.

My guards halted and waited expectantly just
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before the first step. W all |ooked up at Hor guhl
She was crooni ng sonething. The words—sounds,
rather, for | did not recognize themsent a shud-
der through me and | noticed that many of the
Argzoon were simlarly affected.

There canme a peculiar, slithering sound fromthe

pit and fromit, just to one side of the dais, | saw a
great flat serpent head rise up and begin to sway in
rhythmto Horguhl's crooning.

The Argzoon nuttered in superstitious fear and
began to chant and sway in time to the nmovenent
of the serpent head. It was of a sickly yellow sh
color, with long fangs curving out of its nouth
fromthe upper jaw. There was a stale, un-

whol esone snell about it, and once it opened its
great jaws and gave forth a horrid hissing, re-
veal i ng a gaping red maw and a huge forked

t ongue.

Then Hor guhl's crooni ng becane softer and

softer, the swaying nore gentle, the humm ng of
the spectators al nost inaudible, and then—t cane
al nost as a shock to ne—absol ute sil ence.

Suddenly this silence was broken as from behi nd
me there canme a cry.

"No! No!"

I turned ny head and saw who it was that had

cried out.

"Shizala!" | shouted involuntarily. The fiends had

brought her here to witness ny death—that was
obvi ous. Even fromthat distance | could see her
cheeks were streaked with tears and she struggl ed

in the grasp of two nassive blue warriors. | tried to
break away and run towards her, but my bonds
and ny guards stopped ne.

"Stay alive!" | shouted to her. "Stay alive! Do not
fear!" | could not tell her that Darnad was even
now riding for civilization, bent on bringing help
to rescue her. But perhaps ny cry woul d nean
sonething to her. "Stay alive!"

Her voice answered faintly: "Oh, M chael Kane,
I-1-"

"Silence!" Horguhl had turned and was ad-
dressing her subjects as nmuch as nysel f and
Shi zal a. "Take the prisoner to the pit's edge!"”

I was hustled forward and stared down to where
the N aal Beast was coiled. Its oddly intelligent
eyes stared up at ne—and | shuddered at this—al-
nmost with malicious hunor!

"The N aal Beast is in a playful npod today,"
Hor guhl said from above ne. "He will play with

file://IG|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20City%200f%20the%20Beast.txt (95 of 113) [2/6/2004 5:25:28 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock%620-%20Ci ty%6200f %20the%20Beast. txt

you for sone tinme before devouring you."

I resolved to show no sign of the horror within
ne.

"Throw hi m down!" Hor guhl ordered.

Bound and hel pless, | was thrown into the Pit of
the N aal Beast!

I managed to land on ny feet sone yards away
fromwhere the huge snake-creature still lay coil ed,
| ooking at ne with those terrible eyes.

And then, suddenly, from above | heard a cry

and | ooked up. An Argzoon warrior was staring
down at me—the one | had seen earlier who had

| ooked at nme so strangely. He had a sword in one
hand and a battleaxe in the other. What was he
doi ng?

I heard Horguhl shriek to her guards: "Stop
him "

And then the Argzoon was | eaping into the pit to
stand beside nme. He raised his sword and | sud-
denly realized the truth of what was happeni ng.

Chapter Thirteen
AN UNEXPECTED ALLY

AT FIRST | had thought that the warrior was going
to slay ne hinself for some obscure reason. But
this was not the case. Swiftly he slashed ny bonds.

"I know you," | said in surprise. "You are the
warrior | fought near Varnal."

"I amthe warrior whose |life you refused to

t ake—whom you spared fromthe insults and

swords of his conrades. | have thought nuch on
what you did, Mchael Kane. | adnired what you
did. It nmeant sonething to ne. And now—+ can at

| east help you to fight for your life against this
creature.”

"But | thought your folk feared it because of its
supposed supernatural character."

"True. But | begin to doubt that this is true
Qui ckl y—take this sword, | have al ways been a
better axe-man than a swordsman.”

Wth this unexpected—and wel come—al ly, |
turned to face the N aal Beast.

The Beast seened put out by this turn of events.
Its gaze went fromone to the other of us as though
uncertain which one to attack first, for we had
spaced out now-both crouching, waiting.

The Beast's great head suddenly whi pped
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towards ne. | stunmbled backwards until | stood
agai nst the wall, desperately hacking at its snout
with the great Argzoon bl ade.

It was evidently unused to its victinms retaliating
and it hissed in apparently puzzl ed anger as ny
sword gashed a wound in its snout.

It drew back its head and began to uncoil, so

that soon the head had risen high above ne and
was in its shadow. Down cane the gapi ng nmaw

and | thought it would take me in one gulp. |

rai sed the sword point-first and as the nouth was
al nrost upon me, the fetid breath al nbst over pow
ering, | dug the sword-point into the beast's soft
pal at e.

It screanmed and threshed backwards. Mean-

whil e, the Argzoon warrior had cone in and

hacked at the beast's head with his axe. It turned
on himand the sweepi ng head caught himoff bal -
ance.

He fell and the N aal Beast opened its nouth,
about to snap off his head.

Then | saw ny chance. | leapt on to the N aa

Beast's back—en to its upper head and, running

over that flat head, straddled it just above the eyes.
Al this took only a few seconds, as the Argzoon

bel ow tried desperately to fend off the snapping

j aws.

| raised nmy sword in both hands over the crea-
ture's right eye.

I plunged the bl ade downwar ds.

The steel sank in. The head jerked backwards
and | was flung—swordl ess now—from ny perch.

The N aal Beast turned again towards ne. The
sword still protruded fromits eye so that it nade
an even nore grotesque sight as it canme at ne.

The Argzoon axe-man | eapt up again and came
to stand by me, evidently intending to protect ne
now that | was unarned

The beast let out a chilling, reverberating
scream and the gaping nouth, forked tongue flick-
ering rapidly, flashed down on us.

Only inches before it reached us, the head sud-
denly turned and flung itself upwards. The beast
uncoiled its whole |l ength and began to shoot up so
that | felt it would | eave the pit altogether.
caught a glinpse of spectators scattering—and then

it flopped down, alnost striking us and finishing us
by crushing us beneath its weight.

My sword had done the trick. | had killed it. It
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had clung on to life longer than anything shoul d
have. | half-credited its supernatural origin then

| bent towards the great head and renoved ny
sword. It slid out easily.

Then | realized that nothing was really saved. |
was still inprisoned and, though arnmed, there were
sonme two hundred Argzoon above us, ready to
destroy us at a word from Hor guhl

"What do we do?" | asked ny new friend.

"I know," he said, after sone thought. "There is

a small openi ng—+ook there, at the base of the pit
on the other side." | followed his pointing finger.
He was right. There was an opening | arge enough

to take a man but not |arge enough for the head of
the N aal Beast.

"What is it?" | asked.

"A tunnel that |eads to the slave pens. Sonetines
sl aves are forced down it fromthe other side to
feed the beast." My new friend chuckled grimy.
"I't will feast no nore on human fl esh! Cone, fol-
|l ow ne. We have slain the N aal Beast—that will

i npress them They will be even nore inpressed
when they see we have vani shed fromthe pens.
Wth luck, we shall escape in the confusion."

| followed himinto the tunnel

As we noved along it, he told ne his nane.

Movat Jard of the C an Myvat-Tyk—ene of the
great Argzoon clans in the old days, before Hor-
guhl had reorgani zed the Argzoon nation. He told
me that though the Argzoon feared Horguhl's
power, they were now muttering agai nst her. Her
anbi ti ous schenes of |arge-scal e conquest had
conme to nothing—and Argzoon was deci nat ed.

After sone tine, the dark runnel becane a little
lighter and ahead | saw sone sort of slatted
grating. It was of wood. Peering through it | saw a
cavern lighted by a single torch.

Lyi ng about on the floor, in attitudes of the ut-
nmost dej ection, closely packed |ike cattle, naked
and dirty, bearded and pale, were the renains of

the great army that had been ambushed here ear-
lier. Some hundred and fifty undernourished, spirit-
|l ess slaves. | felt pity for them

Movat Jard was hacking at the wooden grille

with his axe. It soon fell and sone of the slaves
| ooked up in surprise as we entered. The snell of
humanity was al nost too nmuch to bear, but | knew
it was not their fault.

One fellow, who held hinself straighter than the
rest and was as tall as |, stepped forward. He had
a heavy beard which he had endeavoured to keep
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clean, and his body rippled with nuscle as if he
had been deliberately keeping hinself in training.

When he spoke his voice was deep and nanl y-
even dignified.

"I am Carnak," he said sinply. "What nmeans
this? Who are you and how canme you here? How
did you evade the N aal Beast?"

I did not only address him | addressed them all
since they were all |ooking at us with sonething
akin to hope in their eyes.

"The N aal Beast is dead!" | announced. "We
slewit—this is Mvat Jard, ny friend."

"An Argzoon your friend? |Inpossible!"

"Possible—and ny life is witness to that!"

smled at Movat Jard, who nade an attenpt to
sm |l e back, though when he bared his teeth he stil
| ooked nenaci ng!

"Who are you?" asked the bearded nman, Carnak

"l am a stranger here—a stranger to your planet,
but I amhere to help you. Wuld you be free?"

"Of course,” he said. A murmur of excitenent
ran round the cavern. Men began to get up, a new
liveliness in their manner

"You rust be prepared to win such freedom
dearly," | told them "From sonewhere we nust
get weapons."

"W cannot fight the whole Argzoon nation,"”
Carnak said in a | ow voice

1 know," | said. "But the whole Argzoon nation
is not here. There are perhaps two hundred war-
riors in all—-and they are denvoralized."

"I's this true? Really true?" Carnak was grinning
excitedly.

"It is true," | said, "but you are outnunbered as
wel |l as unarmed. We nust think carefully—but first
we nust escape from here."

"That should not be difficult in our present
nmood, " replied Carnak. "There are usually nore
guards, but at present there are only two." He
pointed to the other entrance to the cave. It was
made of w ckerwork, that was all. "Nornally the
cave beyond is thick with guards and all who have
tried to escape that way have been cut down or
forced back and sacrificed to the N aal Beast. But
now. . ."

Wth Mwvat Jard close at ny heels, | strode to
the door and i medi ately began hacking at it with
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my sword.

Movat Jard joined ne, using his axe. The prison-
ers crowded eagerly behind us, Carnak well to the
fore.

Fromthe other side of the door we heard a
grunt of surprise. Then an Argzoon yell ed:

"Cease—or you'll be food for the N aal!"
"The N aal is dead," | replied. "You address the
two who slewit."

W forced the door down. It fell outwards and
crashed to the floor, revealing two baffl ed-1ooking
guards, their swords in their hands.

Movat Jard and | rushed at theminstantly and
had soon despatched themin as swift a series of
strokes as | shall ever w tness.

Carnak bent down and took one of the swords
fromthe fallen guard. Another man al so took a
sword and two others hel ped thenselves to a nmace
and an axe respectively.

"W nust go to the Weapon Chanbers of
Argzoon," Movat Jard said. "Once there, we can
equi p oursel ves properly."

"Where |ie these dungeons?" | asked.

"Way, under the Black City. There are severa
entrances. "

"And where |lie the Wapon Chanbers?"

"In the castle—Horguhl's castle. If we are quick
we can get there before they return to the city.
They nust be in sone confusion.”

"Movat Jard, why do you hel p us agai nst your

own fol k?" Carnak asked. He seened just a little
suspi ci ous, for he had al ready experienced one
clever Argzoon trap

"l have learned much froma little that M chae
Kane here said, and what he did, once, for ne. |
have | earned that ideas can sonetines rise above

bl ood |l oyalties. And besides, it is Horguhl whom I
fight, not the Argzoon. If we beat her, then | shal
have to deci de again what ny attitude is—but not
until she no | onger rules the Argzoon!"

Carnak seened convinced by this. W rushed up
the sl opes | eading away fromthe dungeons and
had soon reached an iron gate kept by a single
wat chman. When he saw us and noted, perhaps,

the desperate | ooks in our eyes, he did not draw
hi s weapons but flung out his hands before him

"Take ny keys—do not take nmy Me."
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"A fair bargain," | said, accepting his keys and
unl ocking the iron gate. "W wll al so borrow your
weapons.” Two more nmen were armed with a

sword and an axe—meking eight in all. W bound
the Blue G ant and passed on into the streets.

Beyond the walls of the Black City we heard the
confused babbl e of voices, but the Argzoon had

not yet reached the gates. W headed towards the
nearby castle, pouring through the streets towards
the Weapon Chanbers, with Mvat Jard, Carnak

and nyself in the |ead.

We swarned into the castle, cutting down the
few guards who attenpted to stop us

Just as we were breaking into the Wapon
Chanbers, the first of the Argzoon returned and
shouted the al arm

We burst into the Wapon Chanbers, |ess well

| ai d-out but not unlike the Wapon Room of Var-
nal in appearance, though the weapons were, of
course, nore barbaric.

Wil e the joyful prisoners went to armthem
selves with the best weapons of the Argzoon—not
to nention the heaps of captured weapons they
found lying therei n—we eight, who were already
arnmed, nmet the initial wave of Argzoon warriors.

We nust have made a strange sight, the three of
us who | ed—a blue man of the Argzoon nearly ten
feet in height; a wild-eyed, naked man covered in
hair; and a tanned swordsman who was not even of
that planet. But one thing we all had in common—
we coul d use swords

We st ood shoul der to shoul der, fending off our
attackers while our conrades arned thenselves. It
seened that | faced a veritable wall of swords rain-
ing down upon e fromthe Blue G ants.

Sonmehow we hel d t hem of f -and succeeded in
depl eting our enenies.

Then, from behind us, cane a great roar

The prisoners were all arnmed and ready to fight.

The sl aves had becone warriors agai n—warriors

with a lust for vengeance for the years of servitude
and fear, revenge for the treacherous anbush

whi ch had wi ped out a great percentage of the

fl ower of southern manhood.

We pressed forward now, driving the Argzoon
bef ore us!

Along the corridors of the castle we fought. In
hal s and roons we fought. In Horguhl's deserted
throne roomwe fought, and in her private roons,
too. At one stage | took the opportunity to tear
down the N aal tapestry hanging there.
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Qut into the streets until the whole of the Bl ack
City seethed with fighting nen.

Qur nunbers were few. Qur nmen had all but for-

gotten their old training. But our hearts were ful

of exultant battle-lust, for at long last we were able
to strike back at our old enem es.

By the tinme all our force was in the streets, the
Argzoon had cut down nore than a third of our
men—but we had taken nore of themn

And the | onger we fought, the nmore of their old
skills the ex-slaves renmenbered. The fighting in the
city becane nore sporadic as the Argzoon attenpt-

ed to re-form

We used the pause to check our own strength

and di scuss strategy. W held a | arge area around
the castle, but the Argzoon still held nost of the
city.

Sonewhere were Horguhl and Shizala. | prayed

that Horguhl would not order Shizala slain in the
pi que of defeat; that the Queen still had confi-
dence in her warriors' ability to wn.

The Argzoon attacked first, but we were ready
for them with warriors deployed in every street.

For a tinme neither side gained any advant age.
We hel d our position and the Argzoon held theirs.

"It is deadl ock," said Mwvat Jard as he, Carnak
and | conferred.

"How can we break it?" | asked.

"W nust get a fairly large party of warriors
into position behind them" Carnak said. "Then we
can attack themfromtwo sides and drive a wedge
through their ranks."

"A good plan," | agreed. "But how can we nove
that party of warriors? W cannot fly."

"True," Mvat Jard said, "but we can go under
them Renenber the slave-pens? Renenber that |
said there were several entrances and exits?"

"Yes," | replied. "Could we go through one of
these and energe behind the eneny?”

"Unl ess they are ready for that trick," he said,

"we could. But if they have bl ocked the entrances,
we stand to | ose nore—since we will have a force
of good warriors stranded down there unable to
hel p defend the area we have gained. Is it worth
the risk?"

"Yes," | said. "For if we do not gain an ad-
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vant age soon our men will tire. They are already
weak fromthe sojourn. W cannot afford to waste
any nore tinme."

"Who will |ead then?" Carnak stepped forward,
evi dently thinking of hinself.

"I will,” | said. "You are both needed here to
rally the defenders."

They understood the necessity of this.

Wthin a shati, | was |leading a force of some
thirty warriors towards the slave-pen entrance
Movat Jard had indi cated.

Down the w nding ranps we went at a | oping
run.

And we ran straight into a detachnment of
Argzoon comi ng the other way!

Al nost before we knew it we were wasting time
and nen in a battle for the underground passage.

The Argzoon seened to be fighting with little
will, and | had killed two nyself and di sar nmed
several nore before the rest lay down their arns,
hol ding out their hands in a gesture of surrender

"Why do you give up so easily?" | asked one of
t hem

He answered in the coarse, guttural accent of his
peopl e.

"We are tired of fighting battles for Horguhl," he
sai d. "And she does not |ead us even—she di sap-
peared after you killed the N aal Beast. W only
fol | owed her because we thought Raharunara

dwelt in the N aal Beast and she was stronger than
Raharumara. But now we know t hat Raharumara

does not dwell in the N aal Beast, else you could
not have killed it. W do not wish to | ose our l|ives
for her schenes any | onger—too many of our broth-

ers have died over the years to satisfy her anbi-
tions. Now it has all come to this—a few warriors
fighting in the streets of the Black Gty, defending
t hensel ves agai nst slaves! W wish a truce!"

"How many others feel as you do?" | asked.

"l do not know," he admitted. "We have not
tal ked—+to0o nuch has happened too swiftly."

"You know the fair-haired girl Horguhl brought
here and who was at the cerenony of the N aa
Beast earlier?" | questioned him

"l saw her, yes."

"Do you know where she is?"
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"I think she is in the Tower of \Wulse."
"Where is that?"

"Near the nmain gate—t is the tallest tower in the
city."

W took their arms fromthem and continued on
through the sl ave-pens energing at last in a part of
the city alnost imediately behind the rear lines

of the battling Argzoon

We attacked at once.

Wth cries of surprise the Argzoon turned. Then

we were | ocked in conmbat, driving through their
mdst in an effort to link up with our conrades on
the other side.

I nyself was engaged with one of the |argest
Argzoon | had encountered. He was al nost twel ve
feet high and fought with a long |l ance and a
swor d.

At one stage he flung the lance at ne. By

chance, | grabbed it in md-air, turned it and flung
it back at him It caught himin the belly. | fin-
ished himwith ny sword. If it had not been for

that lucky catch, | doubt if |I should have survived
the encounter.

Now | could see that we were alnpbst |inked with
our fellows on the other side.

Certain that the tactic had succeeded, | left ny
men in charge of a dark-skinned warrior who had

shown skill and intelligence in the fighting, and |eft
the fray, sheathing nmy sword

I was running for the Tower of Vulse near the

mai n gate. Here | hoped that | would at |east find
Shi zal a and nake nyself responsible for her safety,
if I could do nothing else.

| saw the Tower soon and noted that its entrance
seemed unguar ded

But | saw sonething else. Sonething that sent a
shock of surprise thrilling through mne.

What | saw | thought inpossible-sone trick of
the light, sone illusion.

VWhat | saw was an aircraft tethered near the top
of the tower—an aircraft simlar to the one in
whi ch Shizala and | had fl own when we went to
the canp of the Argzoon

How did it cone to be there?

| reached the entrance of the tower and ran in-
side. There | found a set of winding, stone steps
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| eading up and up. There seened to be no roons
in the lower part of the tower. | began to run up
the steps.

Near the top of the tower | found a door. It was
unbarred and | flung it open

| felt shock as | saw the two within the room
One of them was Shizal a.

The ot her—? The ot her was Tel em Fas (gdai,
Bradhi nak of M shim Tep, Shizala's betrothed.

He had one arm around Shi zal a and his ot her
hand held a sword as he | ooked warily towards the
door through which I had burst.

Chapt er Fourteen

SVEET JOY
AND BI TTER SORROW

FOR a monent | confess that ny enption was one
of dreadful disappointnent rather than joy that
Shi zal a was safe in the arns of a protector.

| dropped ny guard and sniled at Tel em Fas
Qgdai .

"Greetings, Bradhinak. | amglad to see that you
have managed to keep the Bradhi naka from dan-
ger. How did you get here? Did you hear sone-
thing of where we had gone in Narlet, perhaps? O
was Darnad able to get word to you nore swiftly
than | had supposed?"

Tel em Fas (gdai sniled and shrugged. "Does it
matter? | amhere and Shizala is safe. That is the
i mportant thing."

I felt the answer rather unnecessarily oblique
but accepted it.

"M chael Kane," Shizala said, "I was sure you
had been killed by now "

"Providence is on ny side, it seenms," | said, try-
ing to hide the expression in ny eyes, which nust
have added—save in the nost inportant nmatter of

my life'

"l hear you've performed mracles of daring."
Tel em Fas (Ogdai spoke sonmewhat ironically. MWy
dislike for himincreased in spite of nmy effort to
take an objective attitude to bin. He was not hel p-

ing ne.

"Providence again," | said.

"Perhaps you will |eave us for a nonent," Tel em
Fas Ogdai said. "I would like to have some words

with Shizala in private."
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| would not be boorish a second tine. | bowed
slightly and went out of the room

As the door closed | heard Shizala' s voice sud-
denly scream | oudly.

It was too much. In spite of nmy earlier encounter
at the palace of Varnal, | could not control nyself.
| sprang back into the room

Shi zal a was struggling in the grasp of a scowing
Tel em Fas Ogdai. He was trying to drag her
towards the window to where his aircraft waited

"Stop!" | ordered levelly.
She was sobbing. "M chael Kane—-he—*

"I amsorry, Shizala, but no matter what you
think of me for it, I will not stand by and see a
brute handle a | ady so!"

Tel em Fas (Ogdai | aughed. He had sheathed his
sword, but now he rel eased Shizala in order to
draw it.

To ny surprise she ran immediately to ne!

"He is a traitor!" she shouted. "Tel em Fas Qgdai
was in | eague with Horguhl +hey planned to rule
the continent together!"”

I could hardly believe ny ears. | drew ny own

bl ade.

"He threatened to kill you unless | renained
silent just now, " she went on. "I—+ did not want
that."

Tel em Fas (gdai chuckl ed. "Remenber your
bond, Shizala. You nust still marry ne."

"When the world learns that you are a traitor," |
said, "she will not."

She shook her head. "No, a bond of the kind we
made goes higher than ordinary law. He is right.
He will be exiled and | with him'

"But that is a cruel |aw"

"It is tradition," she said sinply. "It is a custom
of our folk. If tradition is ignored society wll
crunmbl e, we know that. Therefore the individua

nmust sonetines suffer unjustly, for the sake of the
G eat Law. "

It was hard for me to argue against this. | may
be ol d-fashi oned, but | have great respect for tradi-
tion and customas pillars of society.

Suddenly Tel em Fas Ogdai | aughed again, a
somewhat unhi nged chuckl e, and | unged towards
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ne.

I thrust Shizala behind nme and net his |unge
with a swift parry.

Back and forth across the roomwe fought. | had
never encountered such a skilled swordsman. W
were evenly matched, save that | had earlier exert-
ed nyself a great deal. | began to feel that he
must wi n and Shizal a woul d be condemmed to
spending her life with a traitor she hated!

Soon | was actually retreating before a whirl -
wi nd of steel and found nyself with nmy back not
agai nst the wal |l —-but worse—ny back was to the

wi ndow. A drop of a hundred feet was behind ne!

| saw Tel em Fas Ogdai grin as he forced me fur-

ther back. | became desperate. From somewhere

called on extra reserves of energy. In a last final,
desperate bid |I hurled myself forward, straight into
that network of flashing steel

I took himby surprise. It saved ny life and cost
hi m hi s.

He stunbl ed backward for a nonent.

I thrust rapidly at his throat. The point met flesh
and he fell with a great roar of baffled rage.

I knelt beside himas the |life bubbled fromhim
I could not save him W both knew he was goi ng
to die. Shizala cane and knelt by him too.

"Why, Telem" she said, "why did you do such a
despi cabl e t hi ng?"

He turned his eyes towards her, speaking with

difficulty.

"It was an expedition | undertook in secret nore
than a year ago. | thought | would try to discover
what had happened to your father. Instead, | was

captured and brought to Horguhl."

"You were brave to attenpt such a thing," | said
softly.

"She—she seduced ne sonehow," he said. "She

told me secrets—dark secrets. | becane conpletely
in her power. | helped her plan the final stages of
the attack on Varnal. | deliberately went to Varna
at the tine of the attack, knowing that | would be
asked to carry a nessage for help to Mshim Tep
and your other allies." He began to cough horribly,
then rallied hinself.

"I + could not help nyself. | expected you to be
defeated, but you were not. Your folk | earned that
I had not taken the nessage to M shim Tep—stny
father asked why | had not. I—+ could not reply.
Peopl e tal ked—soon it was comobn know edge t hat
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| had betrayed Varnal, though—though none knew
why. It was that woman—t is |like a dream4+—+ am
a traitor and a fool she—she—

He raised hinmself up then, his eyes staring
bl ankly out at not hi ng.

"She is evil!" he cried. "She nust be found and
killed. Until she is, all that we |ove and hold val u-
abl e on Vashu will be in danger of corruption. Her
secrets are terrible—they give her an awful power!
She nust die!"

And then he fell back—dead.
"Where i s Horguhl ?" Shizal a asked me.

"I do not know. | think she has escaped—but to
where is a nystery. This cavern-world is not fully
known even to the Argzoon!"

"Do you think he exaggerated—that his nind
was cl ouded?"

"I think it possible," | said.

And then, quite suddenly, she was in ny arns,
sobbi ng and sobbi ng.

I held her close, whispering words of confort
into her ear. She had been through incredible
hardshi ps and terrors and had borne them al
bravely. | did not blane her for crying then

"Ch, M chael Kane—eh-ny |ove!" she sobbed

I could scarcely believe ny ears. | felt that the
day's trials had turned ny brain!

"Wh-what did you say?" | asked softly, bewl -

der ed.

She controlled her sobbing and | ooked up at me,
smling through her tears. "I said, 'ny love'," she
repeated. "M chael Kane, | have |oved you ever
since we first met. Renenber, when the mzip

chased you?" | |aughed and she joined in.

"But that is when | fell in love with you," |
gasped. "And—+ thought you | oved Tel em Fas

Qgdai !'"

"l admired hi mthen," she said, "but | could not
| ove himparticularly after | had seen you. But

what could | do? Tradition had bound ne to him

and | could not break with tradition—

"Nor would | expect you to," | said. "But now=

She put her arnms around nme and | drew her
close. "Now," she breathed, "we are free to nmarry
as soon as the betrothal day can be arranged!"

| bent to kiss her and then realized that | was
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not yet sure how the battle had gone.

"W nust see how our men are dealing with the
Argzoon," | said.

She knew not hi ng of what had happened—er at
least little. Quickly I told her. She sniled again

and slipped her hand in mine. "I will not be parted
fromyou again," she said. | knew | should have
left her in the tower—er better still in the aircraft,

where she woul d be safest—but | could not bear
the thought of something el se separating us. The
aircraft rem nded nme of the tine we had fl own to-
gether over the Argzoon canp and | asked her

why she had left the security of the ship.

"Did you not realize?" she asked as we noved

down the steps, hand in hand. "I wi shed to help
you—er die with you, if that was to be. But when |
got there you had al ready done your work and
gone!"

| squeezed her hand affectionately and with
gratitude. | knew the rest from Horguhl

In the street we discovered that the Argzoon
were |aying down their arms, evidently |osing all
stomach for fighting now that they had | earned
their Queen had fl ed.

Towards us, marching in excited triunph, cane
a detachnment of warriors headed by Mvat Jard
and Carnak, the ex-slave.

W waited to neet themand | felt suddenly
weary as | realized that we had won and that |
need do no nore fighting that day.

Tired as | felt, ny heart was bounding with
gl adness. We had won—and Shi zal a had prom sed
to be mne. I wshed nothing el se!

Then, suddenly, Carnak came rushing forward, a
smle on his lips and his hands outstretched.

"Shizala!" he cried. "Shizala-is it really you?
What are you doi ng here?"

She | ooked puzzl ed, not recognizing the bearded
man. | wondered if it was an old friend and hoped
it mght not be some previous fiance or someone
who woul d shatter ny happi ness!

"Car nak—you know Shi zal a?" | said in surprise
"Know her!" Carnak | aughed heartily. "I should
think I do!"

"Carnak!" It was Shizala's turn to |augh. Is that

your name? Is it?"

"Of course!"
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I watched with sonme jealousy, | don't mind tell-
ing you, as the older man took ny Shizala in his
arns. And then all was revealed in a single word.

"Father!" she cried. "Ch, father, | thought you
wer e dead!"

"So | would have been in a very short tine had

it not been for this young man with the strange-
soundi ng nane—and this fierce savage, his friend.
Carnak cocked a thunb at Movat Jard.

Shizala turned to ne.
"You saved ny father's life?" She hugged mny

arm "Ch, Mchael Kane—+he House of Varna
owes its very existence to you!"

| smiled. "Thank you—f it did not exist | would
be a very sad man."

Carnak patted ny shoul der. "Wat a cham
pi on—+'ve known none like himin all ny days—and
I'"ve known sone good warriors, too."

"You are a fine warrior yourself, sir," | said.

"I'"'mnot so bad, young man—but | was never so

good as you." Then he | ooked regretfully at his
daughter and me. "I can see that you feel -um

sone enotion for one another. But you realize,

Shi zala, that there is nothing you can do about it?"

"What ?" | was al nost beside myself with horror
at this. Wat new factor had arisen to becone a
barrier between nmy |ove and ne?

Car nak shook his head. "There is the matter of
the Bradhi nak Tel em Fas Ogdai. He—

"He is dead," | said. | felt relief. O course, Car-
nak knew not hi ng of what had happened recently.
Quickly I told him

He frowned as he listened. "I knew the | ad was

headst rong—and | knew Hor guhl coul d use those

eyes and that voice of hers to put anyone in her
power —but | never thought that the son of mny

ol dest friend could . " He cleared his throat

"It was, in a sense, ny fault—for he came to see if |
still lived, a prisoner, with the intention of saving
me." Carnak—er the Bradhi of Varnal, as he was—
shook his head. "W shall tell his father that he

di ed on our behalf," he decided. "As, in an indirect
sense, he did."

He | ooked at us and smled. "Then you can an-
nounce your betrothal as soon as we return to Var-
nal, if that is what you wi sh."

"It is what we wish," we replied in unison,
smling at one another
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It took only a short tine to round up the rest of
the denoralized Argzoon and it was deci ded that
we t hree—€arnak, Shizala and nysel f—shoul d

| eave the Black City in the charge of Myvat Jard,
thus making the Argzoon's defeat less bitter. W
announced that Movat Jard was tenporary rul er of
the Argzoon until sone vote could be taken after a
treaty had been drawn up.

Real i zing that the Argzoon had been led to this
situation by Horguhl's schem ngs, we were not as
hard on them as we m ght have been.

Soon we were entering the aircraft, bidding fare-
wel |l for the nonment to Movat Jard.

Carnak took the controls of the ship and gui ded
it through the difficult twists and turns of the tun-
nel leading to the open air.

Soon we were passing over the Wastes of Doom
over the stunted forests, the wide river, the w | der-
ness and the Crinson Pl ain.

The journey took many days, but we spent it
maki ng plans for the future, discussing all that had
passed while we had been part ed.

Then soon we were hovering over Varnal

When the city discovered who we were, it went

mad with joy and we were received with great cer-
enony. The betrothal was fixed for the foll ow ng
day and | went to ny old roomthat night in a
state of trenmendous happi ness.

But after all this came the bitterest blow of all

It was as if Fate had decided to make nme go

through all those trials sinply to snatch away ny
reward at the final moment—for, in the night, | felt
a strange, famliar sensation cone over ne.

I felt nmy body seeming to break apart, felt as if,

once again, | was drawn across space and tine at
fantastic speed. Then it was over and | was |ying
down again. | smled, thinking that it had been a

dream | felt a light on nmy eyes and thought it
must be morni ng—the norning of ny betrothal

| opened ny eyes and | ooked into the smiling
face of Doctor Logan—ny chief assistant at the
| abor at ori es!

"Logan!" | gasped. "Were am | -what has hap-
pened?"

"l don't know, professor," he said. "Your body is
a mass of scars—but you've put on extra nuscle
from somewhere. How do you feel ?"

"What has happened!" | repeated |oudly.
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"You nmean this end? Well, it took us about seven
hours, but we finally picked you up again on sone
funny wavel engt h—ae thought we'd [ ost you alto-
gether. Sonet hing went wong with the transmt-
ter. Sonme janmm ng, perhaps—+ don't know. "

I got up and seized himby his |ab coat.

"You've got to send nme back! You've got to send
me back!"

"Hey—your experiences haven't done you any

good, prof," one of the technicians said. "You're
lucky to be alive at all. W' ve been working for
seven hours—you were as good as dead!"

"I still am™" | said, ny shoulders sagging. | let go
of Logan's coat and stood there | ooking at the

equi prent. It had taken ne to a place of high ad-
venture and a | ovely woman—and it had brought

me back to this drab worl d.

I was hustled away to the sick bay and they

woul dn't let ne out for weeks what with the doc-
tors and psychol ogi sts trying to discover what had
‘really' happened to nme. | was judged unfit for
work and they'd never let nme get near the trans-
mtter, of course—though I tried several tines. Fi-
nally they sent ne to Europe—en extended | eave.

And here | am
Epi | ogue

AND t hat, substantially, was the testanent of Pro-
fessor M chael Kane, physicist and swordsman-
scientist on Earth, warrior on Mars.

Believe it, as | believed it, if you will. Do not be-
lieve it if you can.

After hearing Kane's story | asked his perm ssion
to do two things.

He wanted to know what they were.

"Let nme publish this remarkable story of yours,"
| said, "so that the whole world m ght judge your
sanity and truthful ness.”

He shrugged. "I suspect few will make the cor-
rect judgnent.”

"At least those feww |l be right."
"Very wel | —and the other request?"

"That you let ne finance a privately built matter
transmtter. Can it be done?"

"Yes. | am after all, the inventor of the nachine.
It would require a great deal of nopney, however."

| asked how much. He told ne. It would nake a
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large hold in ny inconme—+eally rather nore than
could afford, but | did not tell himthat. | was
ready to back nmy faith in his story with a great
deal of noney.

Now the transnitter is alnost finished. Kane says
he thinks he can tune it to the correct frequency.
We have worked |ike dogs for weeks to conplete

it, and | hope he is right.

This machine is in some ways nore sophisticated
than the first one, inthat it is really a type of
"transceiver' being permanently tuned on this
speci al wave.

Kane's idea is that if he can return to Mars—
however many centuries in the past it lies-he wll

be able to build another nmachine there and thus
travel back and forth at will. That side of it seens,
perhaps, a little too anbitious, but | have de-

vel oped a great respect for his scientific mnd.

WIl it work?

I do not yet know. As this manuscript goes to
press, we still have a week or so in which to test
t he nmachi ne.

Per haps, soon, | will have nore to wite about
the Warriors of Mars?

| hope so.
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