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  Bowl of Baal


  by


  Robert Ames Bennet [All Around Magazine, Nov. 1916 - Feb. 1917 Serial]


  


  
    Larry O'Brien ventures into an unknown Arabian desert during WW I, and discovers a forgotten civilization of two competing groups, one of whom worship a monstrous saurian survivor from a long-ago time.

  


  1. The Simoon


  His first name was Leroy. But he was "Larry" to his many friends, for O'Brien was the other part of his signature. The Titian—or carroty-hair that flamed on his dare-devil, happy-go-lucky toppiece and a pair of eyes as blue and twinkling as the Lakes of Kilarney in a summer breeze were the outward and visible signs of the man within. He was from Missouri, and his snug little fortune was so tied up in trust that between remittances of the quarterly dividends he could—and frequently did—sound the depths of an empty pocket-book in his eagerness to pay the expense of being shown.


  He managed to break into Harvard where he spent fragments of two years on a course as irregular as his attendance. Being Larry O'Brien, he chose for a roommate the last man that might have been expected to suit his idea of a chum. Student Professor Searing was a little, stoop-shouldered, young-old, dry, unromantic archeologist who had been born and reared in Arabia and whose specialty was ancient Arabic ruins and inscriptions. To Larry O'Brien he was the inscrutable Orient and the Arabian Nights incarnate.


  When in funds O'Brien troubled Searing by feting him like a prince. Between times they existed on barley porridge and dates. In return, the man from Missouri was shown—partly. He learned to talk fluently in idiomatic Arabic and to puzzle out the meaning of Mimyritic, Sabaean, and still more ancient Arabic letters and hieroglyphics. Incidental to this, he won some medals and a cup at pistol shooting, flunked in about all his college studies, and looped the loop with a monoplane after a short course in aviation school.


  The war upset "Old Sear's" plan to revisit southern Arabia for an archeological expedition to the great ruins reported as lying far out in the desert north of Hadramaut. No white man, nor even an Arab from the coast, could now hope to travel through the territory of the hill tribes north and east of the Aden Protectorate. Searing was forced to indefinitely postpone his expedition.


  About this time the faculty intimated to O'Brien that his unlimited absence from the college was considered desirable. And, since he was required to move, Larry asked himself, why not travel in a direction that would benefit a friend? Searing must have a new supply of old material. He must carry on his research into the history and manners of the sultans who flourished between Yemen and Hadramaut before their great-great-granddaughter Bilkis, Queen of Sheba, went up to Jerusalem to call upon Suleyman Ibn Daoud.


  What would be more simple and diverting than to run down to Arabia and get Searing photographs of a few hundred feet of inscriptions? The hill tribes would stop all caravans. So much the better! Camels are jolty mounts. He had ridden one as an Arab extra in a southern California movie, and the mere recollection of it jarred his spine. A plane sails as swiftly as a bird and is vastly more swift than the famed horses of Nejd. And the tallest of Arab castles are no more than air castles to an aviator above range of a rifle bullet.


  The remonstrances of Searing fell upon ears that did not heed. O'Brien departed—for the good of the college and the advancement of archeology. A few weeks later he landed at Aden with an outfit that included the best non-military plane in the United States.


  O'Brien was promptly tied up in official red tape and allowed to stew for two weeks in the frightful muggy heat of crater-walled Aden. At last, even British suspicion had to capitulate to his Irish-American grin and that twinkle in his blue eyes. Permission was granted him to fly from Aden toward the desert.


  At first the favor was tied to a proviso that a military observer would accompany him. This condition was grudgingly withdrawn after the American pointed out that he must carry food, water, and gasoline enough for several days, should he have to make an extended search for the vaguely located ruins.


  His real reason to fly alone stemmed from the chance remark of a subaltern that the great central desert of Arabia had never been crossed, unless in remotely ancient times. This appealed to his adventurer's spirit and O'Brien secretly planned—if conditions proved favorable—to fly east northeast, across the heart of the vast abode of emptiness, all the way to the British territory on the Persian Gulf.


  Such a venture would have caused the staid British to doubt his sanity—and worse—to immediately cancel his flight. So O'Brien said nothing. But he stripped his equipment of every article not absolutely necessary, and added to the plane's supply of gasoline until he had enough aboard for a flight of over twelve hundred miles.


  By this time his pluck and ever-ready Celtic grin had won him the good wishes of all Aden and an admiring envy among many of the younger officers of the garrison. On his last evening he was royally dined at a mess banquet of the British military, and half an hour after midnight he left the table of his friendly hosts and made ready to ascend. O'Brien took the rear seat and put on a black leather flying helmet. The big, square eyeglasses glinted grotesquely in the bright light that flooded the field.


  "Hoot mon!" sang out a kilted Highlander. "Dinna doff your goggle bonnet when ye fa' in wi' th' sons of Ishmeel. They'll take ye for a jinni riding a roc."


  The rattling roar of the engine mingled with a general laughter that greeted the Scot's whimsy. O'Brien glanced down and saw, although he could not hear, the waving spectators who shouted encouragement.


  In spite of its heavy load, the plane climbed easily. In a space of minutes it had spiraled a thousand feet above Aden and the harbor and the great, cindery crater in which the town lies. Finally O'Brien stopped circling and headed away on an easy rising angle into the northeast and the highlands of Hadramaut.


  His flight could be guided by compass and the North Star, and night offered the advantages of coolness and secrecy. Barring engine failure, daylight would find him safely across the plateaus of the fierce hill tribes and out above the uninhabited desert. The distance was known. He had only to regulate his speed and steer a true course high enough to clear the dim, gaunt mountain ranges that loomed vaguely into the starlight above the blacker night of the plateaus and valleys.


  More than once, when far inland above the loftier highlands, his engine might have been heard by the watchers of the tribal borders. But if any Arabs saw the dark outline of the plane gliding swiftly across the blue-black star-gemmed sky, probably they crouched low or ran for cover in the belief that one of the legendary rocs of their folklore had come to harass Arabia for the first time since the days of Sindbad.


  According to O'Brien's estimate, a little more than three hundred miles lay between the rudder of his plane and Aden when the first glimmer of the false dawn grayed the blue-black night. Within a few moments the ghostly light was clear enough to show him that he was crossing a great, half-dry valley blotched with what seemed to be groves and fields. He dropped altitude and found himself skimming close above a walled town in which he saw several mosques and many tall, flat-roofed houses of sun-dried brick.


  A single glimpse and he was whirring away from the town on across the valley. He had seen enough to locate himself. The size of the place identified it as Shimbam, the chief city of northern Hadramaut. The valley had to be the great Wady Hadramaut which borders on the desert. Beyond the wady lay the vast ocean of sand that stretches all the way across Arabia from Yemen to Oman.


  O'Brien swerved his plane and flew directly toward the North Star until the dense blackness that followed the false dawn was broken by the real dawn.


  Quickly the first pearl glimmer blushed with rose pink and then flared into scarlet and red and gold as the sun came leaping up to the eastern horizon. But swift as was the glorious tropical dawning, the plane had already left Wady Hadramaut far behind and swept over and beyond the border of arid pasture land, out above the desert.


  The glare of the new sun disclosed a terrible desolation of fiery-red sand billows that stretched away without limit to west and east and north. This was the real desert, the region of ever-drifting, shifting sands which the Arabs have so aptly named the Roba el Khali—the Abode of Emptiness.


  O'Brien stared, wide-eyed, at the frightening scene through the big glasses of his helmet, but he was far more attracted than appalled. There was a beauty about the illimitable, lifeless waste that gripped his Celtic imagination. He flew farther and farther from the shore of the vast ocean of sand billows with as little concern as a swallow skimming above a pond.


  The purple dust-haze of the horizon closed its ring behind him. The desert bounded him on all sides as far as the eye could see. O'Brien veered to the west, intending to make a wide loop and to double back on a long run to the east, with the belief that the sun would be high enough so that its rays would no longer blind his eyes.


  For half an hour he flew away from the sun. At last, impatient over his failure to see anything but sand waves through the purple haze on the receding horizon, he commenced a northward sweep. Hardly a minute later he caught a faint, bluish-white glimmer far off to the right, and immediately he swept the plane in that direction.


  The blur of light lost its blue tinge and resolved itself into a group of white dots. The dots enlarged into blocks that, with increasing rapidity, expanded into a great mass of ruins as O'Brien hurdled down out of the sky. A few moments later he was close enough to distinguish marble walls and columns, and he found himself holding his breath at their grandeur. He circled around a palace no less magnificent than the ruins at Palmyra. On the north and east the great edifice was half buried under the high-drifted sands of centuries, but the wall of the south facade was clear almost to its original level.


  O'Brien brought the plane to an easy landing on the sand before the lofty main portico. As he lowered himself out of the cockpit, easing his cramped limbs, he readied his long-barreled automatic pistol. But there were no tracks on the smooth sand, and as far as he could see within and around the ruins there was no trace of wild beast or snake or wandering Bedouin. Not even a lizard scurried to hide itself in the chinks of the marble blocks.


  "For rent," observed O'Brien dryly. "I wonder if its last tenants left any memoranda?"


  Out from his cramped position, O'Brien decided he was hungry and before beginning his investigations he sought to satisfy his hunger with some cold chicken and a thermos of coffee. Just before his take-off from Aden, an envious British officer had forced a box of Manila cigars, the coffee, and the cold bird on the aviator.


  His meal finished and the cigars stowed in a locker, he replaced his leather flying hood with a pith helmet. With a little camera in hand, O'Brien advanced through the grand portico and climbed a broad, sand-silted stairway into a vast hall.


  Near the entrance he stopped abruptly, overcome by a strange feeling of loneliness. The great, half-roofless room in which he stood was even more desolate than the desert outside. Once it had been the crowded court of kings; now it was an empty tomb of Time in the Abode of Emptiness. The dust-shrouded dais at the head of the hall was a throne of Death, conqueror of all. Ages had passed since the sterile sands of the grim destroyer had buried what must have been a great oasis, and with the coming of the desert the haughty rulers of the oasis and their people had perished.


  All life was gone—but not the record of life. Each of the great temples and palaces was a book of the past, full of histories and tales and illustrations. As O'Brien's glance rested upon the nearest wall he forgot his awe and lonesomeness in sudden exultance. Pillars and panels and entablatures alike were graven with inscriptions and images of men and gods, of birds and beasts and demons.


  This was not merely a volume, but an archeological library to take back to Searing by way of the camera lens. O'Brien grinned to himself and began the task of systematically photographing every legible inscription in the great hall.


  As the sun mounted toward mid-sky, the heat became intense, but somehow it was more bearable than the smothery swelter of Aden. O'Brien worked on, taking one careful snapshot after another in rapid succession. The inscriptions were in pre-Sabaen characters, and as he photographed them he diverted himself by catching at the meaning of an occasional word or phrase. At length, one fragmentary inscription so struck him that he paused to puzzle it out.


  " 'To the goddess,' " he read. "No. 'To the priestess—the goddess priestess of the Ad—the Beni Ad—dwelling, Bowl of Baal, Irem.' "


  He tried to wet dry lips. "Short and to the point! 'Goddess-priestess.' When Searing hears of this 'goddess-priestess' and—"


  He fell silent and stood staring at the characters of the inscription that denoted "Beni Ad" and "Irem." Into his mind flashed the Arab legend of the Garden of Irem, planted in the desert by Sheddad, son of Ad. Because the garden rivaled paradise, Allah had punished Sheddad for his presumption by destroying him and all his people with a great simoom.


  That the legend had a basis of fact was evident from this ancient writing on the wall of the desert-girt palace. Here amid these sterile sands had once been a green oasis. In some natural depression known as the Bowl of Baal, perhaps still farther desertward, there had once flourished a still more fertile oasis called Irem.


  With his fancy still playing on the inscription's odd reference to a goddess-priestess and the lost garden of the legend, O'Brien resumed his photographing. There were other great ruins to be explored and photographed, and he worked with redoubled energy.


  By noon, however, the heat and dust and excessive dryness compelled him to break off and start back for water. Close by was a large fissure in the east wall, and he climbed the slope of the sand that had silted down through the opening. His intention was to pace off the distance around the southeast corner of the ruin, but as he came out of the fissure the sultry calm of the desert midday was broken by a fierce draft of air. It was a furnacelike breath such as might have wafted from the sand billows of the northeast if their red crests had been glowing volcanic lava.


  A moment later O'Brien heard a far-away humming. He stared into the northeast and saw a great mass of dusky, brown clouds rolling swiftly up above the horizon. One glance was enough. He turned and ran for the corner of the palace as fast as he could plunge down the soft sand slope. There was need of utmost haste. Before he could double past the corner the hum had swelled to a distant roar, and a last backward glance showed him the furious storm cloud overspreading all the desert and sky behind with its dark menace.


  O'Brien sprinted along close under the south wall of the palace, running as he had never run before. Fear steeled his muscles so that the cloying sand did not slacken his swift flight. He reached the plane and scrambled in just as the sun was blotted out by a dusky red gloom. He crouched down in the cockpit and flung a large Bedouin cloak over his head. In the same instant the simoom struck the palace with a terrific, yelling roar like a gigantic afreet swooping upon its prey.


  Had the plane been out on the open desert it would have been whirled skyward instantly, to be wrenched into fragments and slammed down, overwhelmed by the spume and spray of driving sand. Even under the lee of the lofty palace wall the aircraft rocked and tilted in the gusty flaws that eddied over and around the ruins.


  Far worse was the frightful heat and dust. Already half choked with thirst, O'Brien was stifled by that awful dry heat and the impalpable sand powder that sifted through the thick folds of his goat's wool cloak. The howling blasts of the simoom-demon seemed unable to get at and destroy the plane, but they could wither and smother the man with their fiercely hot, dust-laden breath.


  His nostrils and mouth and throat were dry and coated. His tongue began to swell. The dust was clogging his lungs. He was suffocating. Hard as he gasped he seemed unable to get any air into his lungs. He sank lower and sagged against the rim of the fuselage. Then all went black.


  2. Into the Unknown


  Out of a night of utter blackness, O'Brien first became aware of a tapping on his head. Dimly he heard a muffled scream. The tapping was repeated. It was followed by a twitching of the Bedouin cloak above him. He realized that something was trying to rouse him from his torpor. The howling uproar of the simoom had stilled. The hurricane of sand and dust had passed.


  His groping fingers clutched the cloak and pulled it from his head. He heard a harsh squawk and the beat and flutter of wings. Still half-dazed he stared around. The worst of the dust had sifted down out of the air. As he gasped a deep, reviving breath into his clogged lungs his vision began to clear. Squatted close by on the left wing of the plane was a large falcon. Its hooked beak was agape as if to threaten him.


  Cautiously the American drew his pistol and leveled it at this strange visitor. The bird made no attempt to fly away or to attack. He lowered the pistol. Had the falcon been caught in the simoom, and, like himself, found shelter under the lee of the ruined palace to rouse him from the stupor of suffocation with its screams and peckings? Beyond a doubt it was a trained falcon, such as still are used in hunting by Arab princes.


  Abruptly came the realization that he was parched from thirst. O'Brien laid down the pistol and jerked open one of the lockers to snatch out a canteen. Though more than tepid, the water was deliciously refreshing. He rinsed out his dusty mouth and throat and drank deeply.


  When the canteen had been half-emptied, he paused to pour the remainder into a cup. As he did so, the falcon hopped forward and sprang upon his left forearm. It stretched out its dusty, rumpled neck and dipped a curved beak deep into the cup.


  O'Brien's first impulse was to violently fling off the bird, but as it leaped upon his arm he caught a glimpse of a metal band around one of its shanks. Looking closer he saw that the band was a leaf of thin copper covered with incised characters. Very quietly he drew out his handkerchief. When the falcon straightened up from its drink he spread the handkerchief over its head. The bird made no attempt to escape or to resist the hooding. O'Brien placed it on the wing of the plane and secured the handkerchief about its neck. The bird quietly settled down to rest.


  To unroll the band of soft copper from the bird's shank was a simple matter. O'Brien straightened out the metallic leaf and bent over to examine the inscribed characters. He expected to see writing in modern Arabic. To his amazement the first glance showed him that the characters bore a close resemblance to those of the ancient inscriptions in the ruined palace. There could be no mistake. Although it was altered to a half-cursive form, the writing not only resembled the palace inscriptions—it was the same!


  Even more startling were the words that O'Brien quickly began to puzzle from the freshly scratched characters on the little sheet of copper. Soon he had deciphered every word, for he was readily able to translate most of them, and the context enabled him to divine the meaning of the others. The writing was a message—a message that could have been written three thousand years ago:


  
    Baal, god of day, brother of Ishtar, come swiftly to the Bowl! Save Istara, thy goddess priestess, from the oppression of the dark Tigra, priestess of thy enemy, the evil Dweller in Irem!

  


  Twice O'Brien retranslated this curious prayer-message to be certain of its meaning. The more he considered it the more perplexed he became. The writing was so recent that every slight scratch of the sharp-pointed stylus with which its characters had been inscribed was bright and distinct on the soft copper. Yet since the time of Mohammed there was not a single Arab in all of Arabia who would dare to write a prayer to Baal, the accursed god of his pagan forefathers.


  O'Brien's searching brain wondered if some explorer could have found the ancient prayer and amused himself by copying it upon the copper band. Could this be probable? A copier would have repeated the ancient, angular forms of the early Arabic writing. These characters were half cursive.


  Another point—beyond a doubt, the falcon had come from the heart of the great desert. Even the vultures do not fly across the Abode of Emptiness where no life exists. It was far less probable that a falcon could cross over or fly any distance out above the barren waste. Somehow the storm-ruffled bird had been caught in the simoom far beyond the ruins—out toward the midst of the vast, uncharted, unknown ocean of sand.


  And another point: the prayer message spoke of Irem and the Bowl of Baal, and even more significant, its writer, Istara, named herself as the "goddess priestess." Such a close resemblance to the ancient inscription in the ruined palace could not be mere coincidence. There was also the Arabic legend of the lost Garden of Irem—


  Suddenly O'Brien knew. Irem still existed. Far out in the desert, cut off from the rest of the world for ages, lay the oasis that had given foundation for the legend of Sheddad's paradise.


  The name "Bowl of Baal" suggested how such an oasis could exist in the midst of frightful desolation. On all sides—north, south, east, and west—the Dehan or desert lay well below the level of the encircling coastal mountains. During the rainy season, great coastal valleys carried flood waters down into the dry central desert. Given a low basin or bowl in the heart of the vast waste where submerged waters could ooze out from under the sands, there could be a fertile oasis.


  O'Brien's imagination flamed. He pictured a palm-grown depression far out in the sand ocean—an island in the Sea of History, cut off since pagan times from the rest of the world. And his dust-grimed face glowed with the fiery ardor of a born adventurer. Here was his plane, outfitted for a long flight, and here was the falcon. He would use both.


  It was a simple matter to bind the wings and legs of the docile bird. If the falcon had come from Irem, it should lead him back to its home. Having made certain of his guide, O'Brien began rapidly to check over the plane and its engine.


  An hour found the craft free from sand and dust and the engine running smoothly. As he worked, O'Brien ate a substantial meal so there was nothing to delay his start into the unknown. He fastened the falcon in the seat before him and put on his big-goggled, dark-leather flying helmet to protect his eyes from the dusty air. A moment later the propeller was whirring.


  For several yards the wheels of the undergear dragged heavily in the soft sand, but at last the uptilted wings lifted the plane clear. It rose quickly and was soon above the worst of the dust cloud that still hung over the desert in the path of the simoom.


  The falcon, frightened by the noise of the engine, was quivering and restless. The moment O'Brien uncovered its eyes the bird spread its storm-tattered wings and leaped into the air. Up and around it wheeled in a wide circle. After a second turn the falcon found its bearings. Its curved course changed to a straight line, and away it flashed in arrowy flight toward the heart of the immense desert. O'Brien glowed with satisfaction. The bird had turned away from all known fertile land; it was going out into the unknown. He set his mouth in a resolute smile and flew after his winged guide.


  As swift as was his plane, O'Brien soon found himself falling behind. But his guide remained in sight long enough for him to determine the exact course that it had chosen. With his compass he checked and rechecked the direction of the flight until the black speck that was the far-away falcon disappeared in the purple haze of dust.


  From the air, the almost level surface of the desert gave the appearance of an enormous, shallow basin. Occasionally a black-rimmed volcanic pit full of whitish powder or a solitary ridge of marble upthrust above the desolate waste of sand billows could be seen. Once he thought he saw a group of ancient ruins almost submerged in sand drifts, but as they lay far off to the left he could not be sure.


  By the end of the third hour the sun was close down upon the western horizon. O'Brien considered a descent for the night. If he continued after dark, he might unknowingly sweep past or over miles of green oasis and be lost in the desert beyond. As the setting sun flamed through the purple dust haze with a glory of garish reds, the aviator reluctantly headed the plane downward in a long glide.


  The fiery sunset flared more intensely. Shafts of red light shot through the dust-haze like streams of molten lava. And far ahead an object glimmered in the weird glare at a level higher than that of the sand ocean. O'Brien lifted the head of his plane again and forced it to full speed. There was yet a brief interval of tropical twilight between sunset and the gloom of nightfall.


  Yes, it was true! The glimmer became the reflection of the red sun rays upon a range of white mountains. O'Brien stared fixedly, tense with excitement. What lay before him was not a low ridge or line of hills half buried in the sands, but a true mountain range.


  The glimmer dimmed suddenly and died out. The sun had set. But already the swift-flying plane was near enough for its pilot to discern the ghostly outline of white mountain crests in the fading light. The dusk of nightfall came striding across the immense expanse of desert to overtake him; yet, twilight still lingered on the mountain tops. O'Brien held to his course with cool calculation. Soon the lower spurs of the range lay beneath him in the shadow of night.


  He swept on toward the gray crests. Another minute and he was peering around for a level summit. One appeared to the left. He circled low over it at reduced speed, chose a landing place, wheeled back, and came down without accident on a long glide to a ledge of white marble. He sprang out quickly to make the plane fast to a huge block of stone. As he was taking this precaution, O'Brien cast curious glances down the slopes on each side of the mountain. But the land below was already shrouded in dense blackness.


  Certain that the plane was secure, O'Brien climbed back into the cockpit to eat and rest after the strain of the long flight. Before he had finished the meal the first faint puffs of the night breeze came wafting up the far slope of the mountain. Tingling with delight, he drew in a deep breath. The breeze was not dry and dust-laden like the air of the desert. It was clear and slightly moist—and it was laden with a kind of deliciously sweet and aromatic perfume.


  There was no need of sight to know that the oasis was at hand.


  "The Garden of Irem!" he exclaimed. "The Garden of Irem—in the Bowl of Baal! Odors of Araby the Blest! Can I be dreaming?"


  For over an hour O'Brien sat tense and motionless, every sense on the alert. The night breeze had strengthened to become a steady draft up the mountain from the unseen depression to the northeast, out of which rose the delicious fragrance of perfumes. Suddenly, far down in a distant valley, there boomed a deep, rumbling roar. O'Brien grasped the hilt of his long-barreled automatic. Only a lion could have uttered such a roar. If there were lions in the oasis, there must also be large game.


  Presently the warm and fragrant breath of the oasis was met and dispersed by a cool wind that swept up the other side of the mountain from the rapidly chilling sands of the desert. O'Brien wrapped himself close in his Bedouin cloak and lay down in the seat to keep warm.


  For the first time since the simoom he gave thought to the human side of the strange prayer message that had led him to this forgotten garden of the past. What was she like—this Istara who called herself a "goddess priestess?" And Tigra, the other priestess, against whom Istara had appealed to Baal for aid? Here were two women, both daughters of a people who, beyond all doubt, had been cut off from the outer world for more than two thousand years.


  A long procession of images crossed his mind—the portrait engravures of men and women on the walls of the palace ruins back in the desert. Few were handsome; many were hideous; but O'Brien knew that some Arab women are very beautiful. And somewhat naturally, he visualized the goddess priestess Istara as a stately and enticingly enchanting Oriental beauty. The name Tigra suggested tigress, and he pictured her as ugly and cruel. Their people, the dwellers in the oasis, he imagined to be similar to the hill tribes of the coast, with the exception that they still worshipped Baal and the other gods of ancient Arabia.


  Even such fancies and the wonderful possibilities of what another day might bring to him could not long offset the reaction from the rush and stress of the last twenty-four hours. Midnight found the adventurer sunken in so profound a slumber that he would have fallen easy prey to any of the larger night prowlers that yelled and roared in the valleys below. But no beast stalked up the mountain to look for game on the sterile crest ledges that night.


  3. Grim Greetings


  Shortly before the false dawn the sleeper was aroused by the dank chill of fog. He sat up, shuddering from the wet cold of the mist that enveloped sky and desert and mountains in a black pall. By the light of his flashlight he ate a hearty breakfast and prepared to start. The graying of the dew-mist in the false dawn warned him to cast free his anchoring lines. Again darkness turned the mist into a jet-black shroud.


  At last the impatient adventurer saw the first pearl of the real dawn filtering through the mist to the eastward. The light brightened to a vivid pink and heightened quickly into a flame-scarlet. Yet, eager as Larry O'Brien was to start, he sat waiting, with his hands on the control. Although the flaring rays of the dawn had crimsoned the white marble of the higher crests, the lower ridges and the valley were still hidden under a fleecy blanket of dew-fog.


  As the direct rays of the sun struck the summits, the mist began to break and roll up the slopes. The first puffs of a sharp breeze rocked the plane. O'Brien started the engine. The plane shot along the ledge and plunged over in a swoop like the down drive of a gigantic condor. None too soon the reckless aviator brought up the nose of his plane. He barely cleared the top of the ridge on the far side of the narrow valley, and warned by this close escape, he spiraled high into the sunlit upper air and waited for the mists to clear. As the sun rose higher above the mountains far away on the eastern horizon its fervent rays flooded down into a vast depression, or bowl, between the rim ranges that shut out the desert. Quickly the mists rolled up and dissolved, and the land beneath became visible.


  O'Brien saw a wild tract of broken country, with sterile, craggy ridges and peaks and narrow valleys, some dry and brown, others lined with green. He flew down into one of the verdant valleys. Within a few minutes his dive brought him close above a group of white animals, and, as he swept past, he saw that they were oryx, or white antelope. On down the valley a small stream meandered through the dense jungle of trees and scrub that covered all the low ground.


  At the first turn of the valley the plane shot close along the bend of the limestone cliffs that walled it on the right-hand side. The face of the whitish rock was pitted with dark cave mouths. Hardly had O'Brien noticed these openings when the rounding of a cliff corner brought him close above a group of shaggy human beings. He had a glimpse of brown forms flinging themselves down in terror at sight of the roaring, winged monster that had swooped upon them.


  he one glance was enough to assure him that the entire group were savages, far different from the semi-civilized people he had expected to find in the oasis. He wheeled and flew back at slackened speed for a better look. At a distance of fifty yards, the last of the terrified rock dwellers scrambled into the caves. O'Brien waved his white handkerchief and skimmed close in over the shelf-ledge before the cave. As he approached the opening, the jutting corner of the cliff compelled him to turn out. The plane, in making the short curve, tilted up its left wing. At the same instant a skin-clad savage leaped from the cave and cast a spear with all the strength of his corded arm. The missile flashed in under the upraised wing and struck through the thin sheathing of the cockpit exactly where a wound would have been fatal had the machine been a great bird.


  No less swiftly than he had leaped to the attack, the fierce caveman sprang back into the grotto. O'Brien clutched his pistol in readiness, but the savage had disappeared. To fly back again and fire would be a waste of ammunition and gasoline. Larry's flash of anger dissipated as quickly as it had come. The treachery of the attack might well have been caused by a fear of the unknown. To the cave folk the plane must have seemed a huge bird of prey on the order of the demon roc, and O'Brien had no desire to cultivate the acquaintance of these shaggy rock dwellers. They were bestial savages, not the semi-civilized people for whom he was looking.


  With instant decision, he spiraled upward out of the valley. To the northeast, beyond the lower ridges of limestone and sandstone, lay a cross range of black mountains that appeared to form a natural barrier between the inner and outer oasis. Beyond it lay mystic Irem, the garden whose perfumes had made so fragrant the evening breeze. And in Irem must be Istara, the "goddess priestess," and her people.


  As he flew nearer the black range, O'Brien became more convinced that Irem lay beyond. The mountain was a Cyclopean dike of eruptive rock that towered in unbroken cliffs seemingly impossible of passage to any creature without wings. The crest of the immense black barrier was narrow. As soon as the plane flew near and soared level with the top, O'Brien was treated to a view of the land beyond. First appeared the distant ranges on the far border of the oasis. Their black inner slopes dropped sheer into an enormous crater. O'Brien had not been mistaken. Here was the real oasis—the garden which he sought. While the crests and upper cliffs of the encircling walls were sterile, the lower slopes and the bottom of the huge pit were bright with vivid greens. In the center alone the mass of rich foliage was broken by the ring of a lake that encircled an islet. From the lake radiated the silvery bands of meandering streams.


  As O'Brien cleared the mountain crest he looked down and saw that a rim of volcanic rock almost as high as the barrier range still lay between him and the wonderful crater. Beneath him, to the right, where rim and range ran together, was the wedge point of a great, fanlike valley that spread wide to north and northwest. Streams from the far end of the valley united in a small river that disappeared into a narrow gorge through the rim of the deep crater garden.


  In the broad river bottom there appeared, as if marked on a topographical map, regular outlines of cultivated fields, curved, silvery threads of irrigation canals, and flat roofs of Oriental dwellings close packed within village walls. Here was proof positive of human beings far different from the cave folk of the outer oasis.


  O'Brien dropped the nose of the plane and started to spiral down into the wedge end of the valley. Before he had descended a thousand feet he saw a large, white object directly beneath him on the river bank. Another turn brought him down so low that he could clearly discern it as the upper portion of an immense, circular building. His spiral descent brought him closer, and he saw that the huge edifice was built in the form of a truncated cone, or thick, tapering tower, not unlike the ancient temples of Assyria and Babylon, except that it was round instead of cornered. The lower third of the building was of black rock, the middle of red sandstone, and the upper third of pure white marble. Spiraling from base to summit ran an incline road upon which people were moving up and down, both singly and in groups. On the east side of the massive, white roof stood a building of purple porphyry with a flat, checkered covering of variously colored stones.


  Suddenly O'Brien heard a blare of brazen trumpets. Watchers had sighted his plane circling in the sky like some gigantic eagle. In response to loud trumpet signals of alarm, men began to swarm up the spiral roadway to the top of the great building. Sunlight glinted from the bright yellow metal of weapons and armor.


  With another turn O'Brien swooped around the upper part of the tower-city, near enough to make out its defenders in detail. There were multitudes of warriors—strange fighters, oddly like the figures stamped in the clay tablets of Assyria and carved on the walls of the most ancient Arabic ruins. They wore grotesque helmets and were armed with bows and barbed spears. Some flourished bronze swords and battle axes. Their black and red robes were girded with fantastic bronze armor.


  On the white upper platform before the purple-topped building, a huge drum began to rumble like distant thunder. Above its deep voice rose the blare of trumpets, the shrill notes of war fifes, and the wild battle cries of defiant warriors. Beyond any shadow of a doubt, these dwellers of the tower-city were brave men, and brave men, as a rule, are not treacherous.


  The roof of the upper building was empty and O'Brien saw that the massive edifice offered enough space for a landing. He circled boldly over the platform and glided smoothly in, alighting on the flat roof of the purple building. Beneath him was a beautiful checkerboard of variously colored stones, and he noticed the head of a stairway at the far end. His first act was to swing the plane around, ready for a take-off at an instant's notice. The din and clamor of the multitude on the platform below and all along the winding course of the roadway half-deafened him. At every moment he expected a shower of arrows to come curving up over the parapet.


  None of the strange warriors could see the plane or its pilot behind the parapet. For this reason, perhaps, none hastened to attack the supposed air monster. O'Brien drew out his white handkerchief and turned about to wave it over the parapet as a peace gesture. From behind him came a sharp hiss and he whirled around. One of the armored warriors stood glaring at him from the head of the stairway. Others crowded into view, lances outthrust and bronze swords and battle axes waving. O'Brien took a step toward this menacing group and waved his handkerchief. They hissed and advanced a short distance with no change in their fiercely defiant attitude.


  O'Brien continued to wave, but the tension of the situation caused him to forget that his flying helmet still covered his face and hair. He could not realize that to the fear-distorted gaze of the warriors he was a monster with a black, hairless head and enormous, glittering eyes. To them the strange visitor in their isolated desert world must have seemed nothing else than an evil jinni, and his winged air-steed a gigantic roc. Below the big, square glasses of his helmet the friendly grin on his white and red lower face had the effect of a sardonic grimace. Not improbably the warriors mistook his peace gestures as an attempt to cast a spell upon them.


  With a wild cry, their leader suddenly rushed straight across the roof, a large battle axe upraised in his right hand. O'Brien continued to wave his peace flag, but quietly he drew his automatic. The warrior came at him with the fierceness of a wolf. Between his square, braided black beard and the front of his horned headpiece his fiery, black eyes glared at the invader out of a pallid Semitic face that was gray with fear, yet none the less ferocious. When the desperate warrior was within twenty paces, O'Brien realized that he must defend himself. He waved his assailant to keep off. The only response was a sharp hiss. A few more leaps would bring him within slashing distance.


  O'Brien thrust out his pistol and fired as the warrior swung up his axe. Struck by the soft-nosed bullet in the center of its flat side, the axe flew back with such force that its handle was jerked out of the grasp of the warrior. At the same instant the sharp report of the shot rang clear above the clamor of the unseen multitude below.


  The charging warrior stopped short and bowed low, as if expecting to be blasted by a second stroke from the magic thunder tube of the jinni. The other warriors also salaamed, though not so humbly. They found voice to cry out imploringly to the evil apparition. Their speech sounded to O'Brien like a peculiar dialect of Arabic. He called back the Arab peace greeting: "Salaam allicum!"


  But the warriors either did not understand him or they were too terrified to trust the demon-visitor. The disarmed man crept backward a few yards, then bounded about and ran to join his comrades. They backed away, still bowing and imploring, until they could leap from sight down the stairway.


  Disappointed, yet not completely discouraged, O'Brien advanced to pick up the fallen battle axe. He found it a well-balanced weapon with a curved handle that gave a good grip. The bronze metal of the blade was so tough and hard that it had been neither cracked nor dented by the bullet. A little surprised at that, he struck the edge upon a sandstone block that divided two squares of translucent gypsum in the checkerboard roof. The blade cut into the stone like a mason's chisel.


  Several yards beyond the spot where the axe had fallen, a low rim of copper rose above the level of the roof. The American advanced to look down into the funnel-shaped opening within the rim. He glanced in—and stood staring. At the bottom of the copper funnel was a great, oval eye of white quartz, with an iris of green tourmalines and a convex pupil made from a single rock crystal over a foot across.


  4. Sorcery


  O'Brien puzzled over the peculiar funnel eyes in the roof until he became aware that the excited multitude on the lower parts of the tower-city were quieting their uproar. He glanced around and noticed a thin haze of smoke rising out of the well of the stairway, and wondered if the desperate warriors were lighting fires to drive him off.


  A deep, droning chant carried up the stairway and O'Brien drew back toward the plane. The chant sounded nearer. Again armed warriors appeared at the head of the stairway. They marched in columns of three, seven deep. Behind them came three women bearing incense urns of burning myrrh. Bright yellow robes, blotched with crimson and black, covered them, and each had a frightful crest made of a puff adder. The hideous heads of the reptiles rose above the brows of the three priestesses with wide-gaping jaws. Behind these bearers of incense came seven more groupings of warriors, followed by a pair of black-robed swordsmen leading a black goat. Last of all appeared a stately young woman whose helmet flashed with gems and whose haughty carriage identified her as the spokesman for the company. Her scarlet robes and curved sword were alike decorated with precious stones. Still chanting, the warriors formed a circle around the women and the goat, while the scarlet-robed woman raised her sword in a salute to the sun. At once the chanters fell silent. The swordsmen led the black goat out of the circle toward O'Brien. The commanding woman stepped after them and touched the goat on the head with her left hand. Though released by the swordsmen, the beast stood as if turned to stone.


  Swinging their smoking incense urns, the three snake-women advanced to a position close behind the animal and began to wail a weird dirge. Their stately leader walked around them in a circle, sword upraised in her right hand. She turned and retraced her steps, the sword now firm in her left hand. Finally she turned again and started around the circle, drawing the point of the sword after her on the roof. Where the bronze tip touched the roof, O'Brien saw—or thought he saw—a line of pale green fire that glowed and flickered in the bright sun-glare. Their purpose dawned on the American. Having failed to drive him off by force, they sought to exorcise him by magic rites.


  Larry O'Brien stared at them curiously. Searing had told him of the fire circle and other hypnotic tricks of the Orient, but this was the first time he had seen such sorcery. He drew out his pocket camera and took a snapshot of the group as the priestess closed her circle of fire. The ring of green flames looked as real as the sunlight, but O'Brien knew that it would not show in the photograph. It was hypnotic illusion.


  There was no doubt, however, that the sorceress and her desciples were in solemn earnest. At the sight of the strange, one-eyed object in the hands of the jinni, the warriors and the snake women hissed menacingly and shrank back a little way as if fearful that he would blast them with his demoniac power. Their stately leader, however, turned within her magic circle of fire and confronted the demon-visitor with her sword upraised defiantly. Threatening as was the woman's attitude, O'Brien was struck with admiration for her beauty. The perfect oval of her face was tinted the rich cream-white of a Spanish lady's. Her full, alluringly arched lips were as scarlet as the bloom of a pomegranate tree, and the curve of her aristocratic nose told of pride and will. In her large and black oval eyes was all the fire, the passion, and the languor of the Orient. The coils of her abundant, jet-black hair glinted under the gem-flashing helmet with the bluish hue of a raven's wing.


  Neither O'Brien's admiration for her magnificent beauty nor his desire for friendship was noticeable to this priestess in her fervor. She saw him as malevolent; a hairless, black-headed jinni with monstrous, square eyes, bringing an unknown evil to her land. O'Brien made ready to take a second snapshot and she stepped back beside the motionless black goat with raised sword. The snake women shrieked as if they were threatened. With a strange invocation, the woman brought the curved blade down upon the neck of the goat in a powerful draw stroke. The animal fell like a stone while its slayer took up a chant. O'Brien waited with camera upraised.


  Still chanting, the sorceress grasped one of the horns of the dead goat. Before O'Brien's unbelieving eyes, the beast lifted its head and stood up; it started toward him, sharp horns outthrust. From its cleft neck rose a crimson mist, and through that mist the warriors and the sorceress loomed gigantic and god-like. Slowly the snake women were transformed into monstrous puff adders; they began to writhe forward, their frightening poison fangs dripping venom.


  To O'Brien's ears sounded a sharp metallic click. Involuntarily, he had snapped the shutter of his camera and the slight sound broke the hypnotic spell that entwined him. Into his dim consciousness somehow flashed the thought that what he seemed to be seeing could not be registered by the camera and therefore could not be real.


  At once the nightmarish illusion faded before his eyes like a vividly colored dream at the moment of awakening. The red mist dissolved and vanished. Gone were the gods and serpent monsters, and even the illusionary fire-circle vanished. There was only the stately sorceress standing beside a dead goat with the snake women and awestruck warriors behind her.


  O'Brien perspired freely. The reaction from his hallucination was so sudden that he burst into an explosive laugh. "The welcome of a sorceress, is it?" he said aloud.


  The laughter and the strange words caused the group to cower backward—all except the majestic woman. She paused for a moment and then called out in a low tone without taking her eyes off of him. Two black-robed swordsmen crept about and sprang down the stairway. The sorceress faced the sun and began to chant an invocation to Baal in clear, bell-like tones.


  At this O'Brien adjusted his camera for a third picture, at the same time inching closer to the plane. The swordsmen may have gone for additional numbers. The American made ready to leap into the cockpit should a horde of spearmen or archers come up. In the meantime he cudgeled his brain to think of some way to convince these superstitious people of his friendliness. It did not occur to him that their hostility could be due to his flying helmet. He was far too intent upon the beautiful sorceress and her followers to remember that he wore the goggle-eyed hood.


  Several minutes passed and the priestess still chanted invocations to Baal. At length the heads of the two black-robed swordsmen reappeared above the level of the roof. They hastened from the stairway, half-dragging a slender young girl between them. She was clad in a simple robe of blue-bordered white linen, and her glossy, dark brown hair fell below her knees in disheveled tresses. About her broad forehead was a band of gold, fronted with a sunburst of great rubies upheld on a crescent of hardly less-resplendent sapphires.


  O'Brien pondered the relationship of this girl with the sorceress, and suddenly he understood. The ruby sun symbolized Baal, god of day; the sapphire crescent was the sign of Ishtar, the moon-goddess. The wearer of this crown could be none other than Istara, whose prayer-message to Baal he had taken from the shank of the falcon. And if she were Istara, then the sorceress was the enemy she feared—Tigra, priestess of "the Dweller in Irem."


  The girl was no less beautiful than the stately sorceress, but appeared more like a frightened young princess than a "goddess priestess." Swiftly her guards dragged her forward past the axe men and the three snake women. The sorceress turned and held out a curved dagger. With an imploring cry, the girl sank on her knees and grasped at the hem of the other woman's scarlet robes. The sorceress uttered a harsh command and again offered the dagger. Trembling with fear, the girl took the curved blade and rose to her feet. Though she could hardly stand, she obeyed the imperious gesture and tottered forward toward the stranger. Step by step she advanced, quivering in fear, and yet driven on by the powerful will of the sorceress.


  O'Brien stared at her in perplexity. Could this sorceress think to drive him away by means of this terrified girl? Did she intend some unknown trick? Certainly he had nothing to fear from the girl herself. Her graceful form was bent in dread, and her lovely face was distorted with fright, white as marble. Not even her lips showed a trace of color.


  As she drew nearer O'Brien saw that her eyes were brown, though their pupils were so greatly distended in fear that they appeared to be black. Wonderingly he watched as she slowly dragged herself closer. There could be nothing to fear from the slender little hand that seemed barely able to hold a dagger. O'Brien cast wary glances at the group waiting silently behind the girl. They made no move to attack him. Instead, their gaze was fixed upon the girl in tense and hushed expectancy.


  She approached within a few feet of the aviator. He put his camera into his pocket and spoke in Arabic: "Salaam allicum!"


  The friendliness of his tone was unmistakable. The fear in the girl's eyes lessened. She seemed to understand his greeting. But when he stepped toward her, all her awe and dread returned. Her trembling limbs gave way. She sank on her knees and gazed imploringly up at the sun, lips moving in quick prayer. O'Brien paused.


  After several moments the girls' prayers seemed to give her new strength. With a supreme effort she dragged herself to her feet and again tottered forward. At last she was within arm's reach of the terrific jinni and his glittering, monstrous eyes. She gasped an incoherent cry and held out the hilt of the dagger. Perplexed, O'Brien took the weapon from her quivering fingers. She tore her gaze away from the horrid fascination of his jinni eyes and looked toward the sun. Her terror gave place to the beatific smile of a martyr.


  "Baal, behold!" she murmured. "Your priestess dies to save her people. Avenge me on this demon—destroyer and save the land from evil!"


  Still smiling, the girl drew open her robe and offered her round, white throat to the dagger in O'Brien's hand. Her face, no longer distorted from fear, was lovely in its pure soft beauty and radiant glow. For a long moment, Larry O'Brien gazed at her without realizing the significance of her act. Then the truth dawned upon him. She had been forced to offer herself as a human sacrifice. She had given him the dagger with her throat bared, waiting for him to strike.


  When O'Brien realized the cruelty with which the girl was being tortured, the blood rushed to his head. Anger overwhelmed all sense of caution. Hardly one person in a thousand could have avoided the swift-flung missile, but the priestess flung herself aside with the lithe quickness of a panther. The dagger flashed past her head and struck off" the hideous puff-adder crest of the nearest snake woman.


  The warriors cried out in fear, yet leaped forward to place themselves between the women and the jinni. Convinced that they were about to attack him, the American sprang around and bounded into the plane. As he dropped into the seat, he pushed the lever that started the engine.


  A succession of explosive reports merged into a rattling roar as the propeller began to whir. The plane rolled forward. O'Brien glanced down and saw that the girl had swooned. She lay unconscious just beyond the path of the wheels, and as he looked the right wing passed above her.


  Daunted by the roar of the engine, which to them must have seemed the war cry of a magic bird, the warriors retreated as the plane advanced. Yet a few of the boldest raised their axes. The plane moved to their right, but their threatening attitude caused O'Brien to swerve and drive straight at them.


  The warriors watched the plane as it gathered speed. Petrified, they saw it rise from the roof as if it were leaping up to pounce upon them. Even the most courageous fell on their faces, overcome with dread. The snake women already were lying prostrate. The proud sorceress alone withstood the terror that had seized her followers. Though she glared at the flying monster in unconcealable fear, she straightened and brandished her sword.


  O'Brien saw that he must meet the challenge, and he drove straight at the desperate Amazon. The plane swept over the prostrate warriors, directly at the challenger. Sharply as it was climbing, the plane would have struck and crushed her had she remained erect.


  But even as the warrior maiden tensed her grip for the intended sword blow, she sensed the nearness of death. She flung herself down and backward, twisting her sinuous body away.


  Tigra fell prone upon the roof where she lay still, all the imperious pride humbled beneath the mighty jinni whose winged steed swirled over her with a violent backward blast of air.


  5. An Exalted Role


  As the plane soared out above the parapet it was greeted by the multitude below with wild yells of derision. The inhabitants of this huge human beehive thought that the jinni was fleeing before the magic of their sorceress. And the outburst only served to rouse the Celtic temper of Larry O'Brien.


  "Laugh, will you?" he ground out between clenched teeth. "Think you have me on the run, do you? All right, wait and see!"


  As he spoke he guided the plane with one hand and buckled himself fast with the other. Louder came the uproar from the tower-city as the plane spiraled skyward. O'Brien thrust out his jaw and behind his big goggles his eyes turned from blue to black. He jerked at the controls and dipped the nose of the monoplane down. Straight toward the earth it plummeted in a frightening dive.


  Silence descended suddenly over the yelling multitude. Instead of fleeing, the evil jinni had circled skyward to drive down at them as a falcon swoops upon a covey of quail. Rigid and hushed, they stood glaring up at the diving monster. Another moment and it would strike into the middle of the warriors on the marble platform. In his anger O'Brien held on to the last fraction of a second. When he flew upside down across the white platform, his inverted head was lower than the parapet of the purple building. He cleared the far side of the city tower and rose in a sharp, vertical curve that brought him head upward again, completing a perfect loop.


  "Nothing to say?" shouted the pilot fiercely as he swung the plane around in a sharp circle close over the roof of the purple building. The snake women had disappeared while the warriors and their sorceress leader had crept back to the head of the stairway. But an unarmed young man in blue-bordered, white robes was running across to where the brown-haired girl still lay in a swoon.


  O'Brien felt certain that he had impressed this hidden people enough to make them think twice about any future hostilities, and he glided down upon the roof. When the plane came to a stop, he saw the unarmed man kneeling beside the girl a few yards in front of the machine.


  O'Brien unbuckled himself and reached down for a canteen of water from one of his lockers. As he stooped, he became aware of the heat and the closeness of his flying helmet. A jerk stripped it from his head. Straightening up to leap out of the cockpit, he ran fingers through his damp red hair.


  A cry of amazement came from the group of watchers at the stairway. Canteen in hand, O'Brien sprang down upon the roof and whipped out his pistol, determined to revive the swooning girl. If the warriors or the sorceress saw fit to intervene, so much the worse for them. They began to advance, but he gave them his shoulder and walked ahead with a bit of a swagger to prove his unconcern. The unarmed man was chafing the wrists of the girl and gazing down at her white face with a look of tenderness and compassion. At O'Brien's approach he raised his head to fix the intruder with a glance that was at the same time calm and keen and full of dignified appeal.


  "Hail, Lord of the Air!" he greeted in pure though oddly accented Arabic. "If you are Baal—or any other being not evil—have mercy upon this maiden, the priestess of Baal and Ishtar! I, Edrisi, Sheik of the Beni Ad, pray for aid."


  "All right, Ed," observed O'Brien, shortening the sheik's name. "We'll try to revive her." In Arabic he added: "Lift the maiden's arms above her head as you draw breath and lower them as you breathe out."


  The young sheik stared until O'Brien demonstrated with his own arms. Edrisi's dark face lighted with quick understanding. He bent over to raise and lower the girl's arms as O'Brien had directed. Within a few moments a faint pink tinged the white lips of the girl. Her eyelids fluttered and lifted. The aviator unscrewed the cap of the canteen and sprinkled a few drops of water on the forehead of the reviving girl. She gazed up at him in wide-eyed awe and wonderment.


  Close upon O'Brien's left rose a sonorous chanted salute:


  "Baal! Baal! Baal! Lord of the Day! God of the outer Bowl! Lord of the Air!"


  The sorceress and her warriors had advanced to within a few paces. The men held out their weapons to O'Brien and salaamed, while their leader intoned a chant of greeting.


  Into the American's lively brain popped the historical account of how the Spanish soldiers of Cortez and Pizarro were mistaken by the Aztecs and Incas for gods. Could he play such a role? "All the world is a stage." He had tried most human roles from beggar to Bohemian prince. Here was a chance to read the exalted lines of a pagan god. But he thought, he would have to bottle his grin. A god must look solemn. Was the game worth the candle?


  A deep-drawn, quivering sigh drew his gaze back to the girl. As he turned to her he caught Edrisi scrutinizing his face with a glance of piercing keenness. But the pale cheeks of Istara fixed his attention. The girl's lovely brown eyes were dark with dread as she watched the alluring face of the sorceress. Before O'Brien's mental vision rose a vivid picture of this little priestess as she stood before him, her slender throat bared for him to strike with the dagger.


  "Bolster up, 'Tara mavourneen!' " he muttered in English. "If the queen of clubs has it over the queen of hearts and overall the jacks in the pack, a king may be too low a card. I'll playjoker and take all the tricks."


  Edrisi was lifting the girl's head and O'Brien offered his hand to help her rise. She looked up into his blue eyes, and timidly placed her small hand in his palm. At this, the sorceress uttered a low hiss of displeasure, and at once the frightened girl drew back her hand.


  O'Brien pulled himself erect and took an aggressive step toward the others, his flame hair glinting in the sunlight and blue eyes darkening with anger. Before his wrath, warriors and sorceress alike bowed down until helmet crests touched the stone of the roof.


  "Baal!" they murmured in hushed salute. "Baal, Lord of the Air!"


  O'Brien turned his shoulder to them, contemptuously, intending to lift the girl to her feet. He found himself too late, for Edrisi had already helped the priestess to rise. She stood beside the sheik, gaze shyly lowered and cream-white cheeks rosy with a deep blush. In the half-covert glance of her companion the American detected more than a hint of resentment and alarm.


  "Looks as if I'd trod on his—sandals," commented the Lord of the Air. "Sorry, Ed, but if I'm ringmaster, I'm going to run this circus in my own sweet way."


  During her swoon, the sun-moon crown had fallen from the head of the girl. O'Brien motioned Edrisi to pick up the brilliant jewel, and the sheik obeyed with willing alacrity, placing the slender gold band in the aviator's hand. With his best endeavor at solemn benevolence, O'Brien placed the crown on the half-bowed head of its owner. The girl bent in graceful salaam and murmured her grateful praise for his goodness:


  "Lord of Day! Merciful Baal! Protector of the helpless! Your ears have been open to the prayers of your priestess Istara!"


  O'Brien drew out of his pocket the band of copper that he had taken from the falcon's leg at the palace ruin in the desert. With a lordly gesture he held the prayer message before the eyes of the covertly resentful sorceress.


  "Behold!" he said. "Far away in the Abode of Emptiness, amid the swirl of the simoom, a falcon flew to me with this prayer from Istara. In answer to her prayer I have come to the Bowl. No longer shall Istara be oppressed. I have spoken."


  "Baal, great Baal has spoken!" submissively murmured the sorceress. "All bow knee to the Lord of the Air! His will is the will of his servant Tigra, Sultana of the Baalites."


  "Thought so," observed O'Brien to himself. "Queen Tigra she is—Tigra, Sultana of the Baalites, and priestess of the Dweller in Irem—who is Baal's enemy. I think I will take the lady's submission with a pinch of salt."


  The sultana was rising from a salaam that had lowered the emerald tips of her crest to the stone at O'Brien's feet. As she straightened, gazing with profound wonderment into his blue eyes, he saw that she was younger than he had first thought. In the Orient girls soon reach full bloom. The sultana had not much more than passed her twentieth year. Face to face with her regal beauty and the charm of her sinuous grace, Larry O'Brien promptly forgot his own warning. The sultana's awe had not altogether suppressed the imperiousness of her look and bearing and the languorous fire of her great, black, almond eyes. Their glance was like new wine, sweet and heady. No less alluring was the smile of her full, scarlet lips.


  With a start, O'Brien realized that if he continued to look he could become fascinated by the intoxicating magic of the sultana's beauty. She had failed to overcome him with her sorcery, but the spell of her allurement was a more subtle and powerful danger. She murmured a soft invitation for the Lord of the Air to go down into his temple. O'Brien glanced aside at Istara and Edrisi whose looks plainly showed that they expected him to consent.


  The canteen in his hand recalled his attention to the plane. He signed the Baalites to wait. Replacing the canteen and locking the wheels, he thought of Tigra's magic fire circle. An idea crossed his mind as to how he might protect the plane with his own brand of magic. He climbed up and, unseen by the respectfully curious Baalites, filled with gasoline the canteen that he had emptied at the palace ruins. With planned deliberation he took a drink from the second canteen, then, unseen, deftly substituted the first as he climbed down. Solemnly he marched around the plane, stopping at each quarter of the heavens to make magic signs and repellent gestures. Again he circled the machine, this time moving rapidly and pouring a stream of gasoline from the canteen. When the ring had been closed, he stepped from it, flung up his hands to the sun, and bent down. The flare of a cigar lighter, opened under his screening fingers, set the gasoline afire. The pale flames flashed around to left and right until the plane was encircled in a band of fire.


  Tigra and her warriors cried out in awed amazement at this double proof of his god-power. They had seen him drink and then pour. Either he had drunk liquid fire or else he was making water burn. They could see no other explanation for his sorcery. To prove that the flames were not an illusion, O'Brien touched his handkerchief to the fire and brought it forward, charred and smoldering.


  The warriors and the stately sultana salaamed in awed wonder before the flame-blackened handkerchief. But O'Brien was surprised at the manner of the gentle Istara and her companion. The girl shrank before his approach as if this new resort to sorcery had linked him with her oppressor, Tigra. Edrisi's look indicated the same suspicion. However, he did not cringe back. On the contrary, he watched the face of the Lord of the Air with a keen, half-skeptical scrutiny that was not a little disconcerting.


  "So you have to be shown, too," observed O'Brien—not in Arabic.


  He held out the handkerchief, and the young sheik bowed with every appearance of reverent awe. At the same time he unobtrusively touched the smoldering edge of the handkerchief to make certain that the glowing red line was real fire. As he drew back his scorched fingertips he looked up at the hard-set red and white face of the Lord of the Air with a hint of perplexity in his piercing gaze. An irresistible impulse forced Larry O'Brien to lower one eyelid in a slow wink.


  The Sheik of the Beni Ad gaped at the sight of this mysterious grimace, and the shrinking Istara drew back still farther. However, the sultana and her warriors saw only the solemn side of "Baal's" profile.


  The seductive voice of the sorceress again sounded, inviting him to descend into his temple. The honeyed allurement of her smile as he turned to her won from him a look of consent. With instant adroitness, the sultana seized advantage of "Baal's" slight indication of favor by placing herself at his right hand, as O'Brien was quick to note. Tigra had thrust herself into the place of honor. In such a situation, any man is put to a disadvantage. O'Brien could not rudely displace the smiling sultana; he could only compromise by signing Istara to walk beside him on the left.


  Led by the armed warriors and followed by the frowning, sharp-eyed sheik, the Lord of the Air crossed the roof to the head of the stairway, with imperious, exultant, alluring Tigra at his right hand and lovely, half-shrinking Istara at his left. Outwardly he managed to keep an appearance of impassive solemnity. Within he was aflame with curiosity over what next he was to see and what next might occur.


  Near the head of the stairway, he glanced back past the queer, copper funnel with its great eye. and saw the black-robed swordsmen carrying to the parapet the body of the sacrificed black goat. As he watched, the men flung the body down to the mob on the marble platform.


  6. The Sun Eye


  Broad steps of purple porphyry, between a casing of polished onyx, afforded a means of descent from the roof sufficiently dignified even for a god. O'Brien gallantly clasped in his right hand the supple, steely fingers of Tigra and in his left the quivering, little hand of Istara.


  "A joker and two queens ought to beat any jack in the pack," O'Brien remarked to himself.


  He forgot his solemnity to smile down at Istara. The drooping girl straightened and beamed back at him as a night-closed blossom opens under the life-giving rays of the sun. Tigra's hand tensed and sought to draw from his clasp. But when he turned and favored the proud sultana with his smile, her resentment melted in a look of enravishing sweetness.


  At the foot of the stairway a massive, bronze door opened into a purple chamber that was lighted through translucent slabs of gypsum in the ceiling. The imperial apartment was furnished with silky rugs as colorful as trays of mixed gems, a divan covered with luxurious cushions, tapestries even more beautiful than the rugs, many articles of jade and crystal, and bronze statues and vases that suggested Egypt and Assyria.


  Other bronze doors led into chambers no less magnificently furnished. In the largest the party was met by three priests whose square-cut black beards were curled like the beards of rulers in the carvings of ancient Assyria. Their tiaras and black robes were covered with intricate, jewel symbols of what O'Brien took to be snake and devil worship. One of the priests carried gold-embroidered robes of white and scarlet. Another bore a belt of carnelians and a collar and breastplate of goldstone. The third held high upon a salver a gold tiara, or triple crown, set with rubies.


  The priests salaamed low to the red-haired god, and then looked to the sultana for instructions. Before she could speak, Edrisi glided forward and murmured in the ear of Istara. The girl drew herself erect and signed to the priests with the quiet imperiousness of a princess. The priests stared in open amazement at her daring, while Tigra frowned with anger. Istara glanced up at O'Brien and gained fresh strength from the approval that she read in his eyes.


  "Stay back you servants of the evil dweller!" she ordered. "I, the priestess of Baal and Ishtar, command. The Lord of the Air shall be served by his own servants. Edrisi, Sheik of the Beni Ad, shall present the sacred robes and jewels to Baal."


  O'Brien's solemn gesture checked the resentful intervention of Tigra. She bowed in haughty humility and signed to the priests as O'Brien glanced at the young sheik.


  "Get a move on, Ed," he said dryly. "You're delaying the game."


  There was no need to interpret the remark. With unmistakable satisfaction, Edrisi started foward to relieve the chagrined priests of their sacred burdens. When the Lord of the Air had been attired in the robes of Baal with belt and collar and breastplate, Istara herself presented the ruby tiara. O'Brien took the crown from the girl, drew his six foot-plus of bone and muscle fully erect, and placed the glittering jewel on his red pompadour.


  "Nobly done, O'Brien, scion of the king of the kings of all Ireland!" he commended himself. "Now for the obsequies. Lead on, Macduff. We will proceed as before, with Ophelia at our port wheel and Lady Macbeth supporting us on the right flank."


  A look and gesture translated this expression of Baal's will into solemnly dignified pantomime. The party advanced once more, this time with Edrisi walking before the Lord of the Air, and the black-robed priests trailing.


  Edrisi led the way along a passage of purple porphyry, through which O'Brien soon caught the murmuring of a crowd. Beyond the second bend in the passage, the sheik halted at a high archway in the side wall and bowed low while the Lord of the Air and his companions passed out. Flanked on either side by his escorting priestess—both beautiful, yet so unlike—Larry O'Brien paraded through the archway amid a deafening blare of brazen trumpets.


  A glimpse showed him that he was on a dais of red sandstone at the head of a long hall. Every foot of floor space below the dais was jammed with men and women whose black hair and olive-hued faces contrasted vividly with their red robes. Above the heads of the crowd, numerous grotesque pillars reared up to support the flat stone roof. A touch from Istara's soft fingers guided O'Brien to the left. Still between her and Tigra, he ascended three steps to a second dais. Near the front of this higher platform was an oblong stone a yard wide and thrice as long. It lay exactly east and west, and along its edges were fastened several hooked chains of bronze.


  O'Brien glanced up, and directly above the black stone he saw the great, crystal-centered eye that he had noticed in the bottom of the copper funnel on the roof. The eye was set in the midst of a blue triangle enclosed within a red, seven-pointed star. Around all was a sun circle with bright rays of gold or gold-bronze.


  A murmur from Istara's lips caused O'Brien to lower his gaze from the emblem of the eye and its surrounding figures. The priestess was bowing him to a dais of white marble that rose from the second dais between the black, altar-like stone and the onyx rear wall of the temple. Upon the white dais were three thrones. The one in the center was a massive, canopied chair of golden bronze, incrusted with sun symbols in red carnelian. On its right was a small, dainty throne of silver and ivory, jeweled with sapphires and moonstones. On the left, so bulky and ponderous that it seemed to be trying to crowd off the other thrones, was a rude, black seat hewn from solid stone. Upon its rough surface was vaguely outlined a hideous dragon or snake form.


  There was no need to be told which was his own seat. Baal, the sun god, should sit on the sun throne. O'Brien ascended the white dais and took possession of the loftiest place of honor. His priestess companions salaamed low to him and seated themselves, Istara in the moon throne, Tigra in the sinister black chair of the dragon. Edrisi came up on the dais as if by right and stood beside Istara.


  As the priestesses took their thrones the blare of trumpets gave place to festive music of pipe and tabor. A number of white-robed girls appeared on the lower dais bearing censers of smoking frankincense. After them came the three black-robed high priests who, rather doubtfully, started to mount the second dais. Istara and Edrisi looked to O'Brien in protest, but at a sign from Tigra the priests hastened out beside the black altar and led the assemblage in chanting a hymn of praise to Baal. Quickly the voices of the thousand worshipers in the hall were reenforced by the voices of the thousands out on the marble platform and down the sloping incline street of the tower-city.


  As the last deafening note of the chorus died away, Istara lifted her hand. At once white-robed girls came up on the highest dais with towels of fine linen, a silver basin, and rose-scented water in a golden pitcher. The basin was filled and held by the kneeling maidens for "Baal" to lave his hands. Wholly without intent to astonish them, he shook a pinch of soap powder from a tube and lathered his face and hands. The magic ablution drew a murmur of wonderment from all except the keen-eyed sheik. And it relieved O'Brien from a coating of dust and oil.


  A long file of girls now appeared and gracefully mounted the second dais, bearing trays laden with many foods. There were figs and pomegranates, odd red oranges, dates mixed with butter, honey in the comb, roast game on spits, salt-cured locusts, unleavened bread, and dozens of mysterious dishes. Istara rose and murmured for "Baal" to make choice of the feast. The American pointed to a roast pheasant. In accordance with Oriental custom, the girl priestess tasted a morsel from the bird's breast to prove that it was not poisoned. She then knelt and offered the dish to O'Brien. Not to be outdone in service, the haughty Tigra hastened to taste and offer another dish upon which the eye of the august guest appeared to rest with favor.


  O'Brien accepted a single offering from each of the priestesses and then bade them be seated and join in the feast. Tigra showed no less delight than gentle Istara at this flattering condescension from Baal. Both returned to their thrones where they continued to take turns in tasting the food and drink chosen by the flame-headed god.


  Of drinks there was almost as great a variety as of foods. O'Brien sampled them as they came—goats' milk, both fermented and sweet, grape wine, honey mead flavored with roses, lemon and pomegranate sherberts, and two kinds of other wines, one mild, the other very heady, which he afterward found to be new and old palm wine. After an hour or more of feasting, a sign from Tigra brought a bevy of dancing girls clad in robes of red and black. Between the sensuous Oriental swayings and posturings of these half-nude dancers, hymns of praise and worship were chanted to the Lord of the Air.


  Two more hours of adulation and dancing found the American profoundly bored and ready to yawn in weariness. The novelty had worn off. He longed to escape from the wildly excited crowd for rest and thought. To sit upon the throne of a god and enact the part was not entirely as pleasurable as he had expected. At last a suppressed yawn got the better of O'Brien's politeness. As quickly as he put up a hand to hide it, the watchful Tigra caught the sign of weariness. She rose from her ponderous, black throne with an imperious gesture that brought a sudden hush to the music and chanting. Her sonorous contralto voice rang through the hall with the clearness of a silver bell.


  "Enough of hymns and dancing! Let fitting sacrifice be offered to Baal, in the name of Tigra, Sultana of the Baalites."


  Istara half rose from her throne, and a startled cry broke from her lips. She bent toward O'Brien in an attitude of horrified protest. Edrisi whispered in the girl's ear, evidently urging her to speak. But before she could gather courage to utter a protest, the three black-robed priests came from the passage out upon the lower dais, bearing shoulder high between them a white goat on a bronze salver.


  At once the soft rustle and breathing and under-murmur of the crowd-packed hall stilled to a dead silence. O'Brien eyed the goat with interest. The sacrificial ceremony might clear up some obscure points in Searing's archeological investigations.


  Istara caught the look of pleased anticipation on the countenance of the Lord of the Air. His smile indicated that the offering of Tigra was acceptable in his sight. In spite of the whispered urgings of Edrisi, the girl faltered and was unable to utter the words that were upon her lips. With a shudder, she sank back in her silver-and-ivory throne and hid her eyes.


  The black-robed priests mounted the second dais and held up the salver with the goat. O'Brien saw that the animal was pure white, without a spot or speck of any other color. As he watched, Tigra uttered a sibilant command. The priests lowered the salver and placed the goat on the black altar stone, under the symbolic eye in the ceiling. When they had bound the victim fast with the bronze chains, the priests stationed themselves at one side of the altar and began to intone a weird chant. A soft scraping of sandals diverted O'Brien's attention. He glanced aside. A number of white-robed girls with great bunches of crimson roses were coming up from the lower dais to stand before Istara. Edrisi had bent over as if to shield and encourage the shrinking little priestess. She was staring past him toward the black altar, her lovely eyes wide with pity and horror. O'Brien turned quickly, expecting to see one of the priests in the act of wielding a sacrificial knife.


  There was no knife to be seen. The three priests were glaring fixedly at a vivid spot of light that had appeared on the inner end of the altar. It was moving slowly along the stone toward the head of the goat. The weird invocation of the priests ceased. Without, on the open marble platform, the huge drum began to throb its deep and ominous rumble.


  Unable to conjecture what all this might mean, O'Brien cast a glance around. He saw that the hushed multitude in the body of the temple was glaring at the altar in fierce expectancy. The faces of the three priests were the faces of fiends. He glanced to his right. The eyes of the rose girls were fixed upon the altar in horrified fascination, but Istara had covered her eyes with her hands.


  Over the head of the cringing young priestess, Edrisi flashed O'Brien a look of doubt and appeal. It had the effect of turning the American's glance to the beautiful sorceress on the black throne at his left. The scarlet lips of the sultana were curved in a cruel smile that half-bared her strong white teeth. Her midnight eyes were fixed upon the white goat in a gaze of unholy joy.


  An agonized bleat sent O'Brien's glance darting back to the altar and the sacrifice. He saw the goat writhing—writhing vainly to draw its head away from that vivid point of light. As the animal twisted about, wisps of smoke rose from the blackening hair on its head where the point of light struck. Then, in a flash, O'Brien divined the fiendish torture of the victim. The convex crystal in the pupil of the great eye above the altar was a lens—a big, burning glass. The sun was now in mid-sky. The lens was focusing its rays on the altar in a point of fire that was as hot as the fiercest heat in the heart of a smelting furnace.


  Not for a single moment could a civilized man sit by to watch such a frightful torture of a living creature. He could not hope to save the life of the victim. The luckless animal was bound fast. To release it would take time. There was only one thing to do. Regardless of the consequences, he jerked out his pistol and sent a bullet crashing through the head of a goat.


  7. Baal Listens


  In the closed hall the pistol shot sounded like the roar of a heavy rifle. There was a shrill outburst of shrieks from hundreds of frightened worshipers—then a dead silence.


  The pitiful bleats of the goat ceased. The lifeless sacrifice lay smoldering on the black altar under the ray of the terrible lens. All was still and hushed. Even the deep, ominous throb of the great drum had stopped. Every man and woman in the temple stood transfixed, staring at the Lord of the Air in awe and bewilderment.


  O'Brien rose to his feet, the pistol half raised, eyes fixed angrily upon the black-robed priests. They fell prostrate, imploring the Lord of the Air not to blast them with his thunderbolts. He pointed to the dead goat with a gesture of repugnance. Tigra crouched forward in her throne and uttered a hissing whisper. The priests scrambled to their knees, to unchain the burning body of the goat and cast it down over the far end of the altar. As the seared carcass disappeared, the sultana knelt at O'Brien's feet.


  "Lord of the Lightning!" she mumured, "forgive Tigra for offering a sacrifice not acceptable in your sight! Be merciful and favor her with the light of thy countenance!"


  As entrancingly sweet as was the appeal, O'Brien hardened himself against this seductive yet ruthless creature. He kept his gaze on the fierce point of white fire that was slowly creeping along the top of the black altar. He could not forget the look of cruel joy with which the darkly beautiful sorceress had gloated upon the agony of the victim.


  "No sacrifice of fire or of blood is pleasing in my sight," he proclaimed in a voice that rolled to the far end of the hall.


  From the multitude of worshipers came a low sound like a sigh of wind among trees. It was an indrawing of breath that told of their utter amazement. The black-robed priests cringed beside the altar. Tigra paused in the act of salaaming, her coal-black eyes aflame with chagrin.


  On his other side, O'Brien heard a dove-like murmur of delight. He looked down and saw the lovely face of Istara upturned to him, radiant with adoration. Edrisi also was gazing joyously at the Lord of the Air, his eyes still keen but no longer doubting. Even the rose girls ventured to beam worshipfully at Baal the Merciful.


  "At least I've gotten the female vote," muttered the redhead. "As for the others—well, I think they'll follow my say."


  He had an impulse to turn his back on Tigra—to leave her kneeling in a humiliation she richly deserved. But Larry O'Brien of the quick temper had no heart to cut any woman—particularly one so ravishingly beautiful. Tigra must be set down a peg, but not thrown down. He signed Istara to the place of honor at his right hand and beckoned Tigra to walk at his left. The gently exultant smile of Istara and the almost imperceptible hesitation of Tigra showed how deep was the effect of this diplomatic stroke. Yet the quick-witted sultana met and covered her loss of position with adroit artfulness. To the assemblage she appeared to take the place on the left hand of the god merely because her throne was at the left of the sun throne. Never had their sultana carried herself with greater assurance and queenliness.


  As the three descended the upper and middle dais, Istara was almost hidden by the magnificent full robes of O'Brien. He himself furnished a resplendent background for the imperious priestess of the "Dweller in Irem." A side glance showed that if the sultana had not altogether parried his stroke, she had at least succeeded in breaking its force. Last impressions are those that are longest remembered. Tigra was on the left—but Tigra was more "in the picture" than any one else.


  During the return through the purple passage, the American paused to look down two stairways whose bronze doors had been opened. The first was a gloomy descent of black stone. The second was cased with semi-precious stones, and its steps of purple porphyry were laid with a long, silken rug or carpet. Edrisi, who was leading the party, glanced back and saw O'Brien's look of curiosity.


  "The stair of the priestess of the Dweller in Irem," he announced, pointing to the black descent. With no outward hint of sarcasm, he turned and gestured grandly toward the jeweled staircase. "Behold the ascent from the chambers of the goddess priestess of Baal and Ishtar—now used by the priestess of the Dweller in Irem."


  Here was subtly presented proof of the wrong and oppression that had caused the gentle Istara to send out her falcon in despairing appeal to Baal. O'Brien faced Tigra with a frown of inquiry. She bowed before his look with proud humility, yet she did not lose her subtle audacity.


  "The Lord of Light knows," she said. "I took what was my due, not as priestess of the Dweller, but as sultana of the Baalites. Power is the proof of rulership and honor. What greater honor to Baal, god of the Baalites, than that Tigra, their sultana, should prove her power?"


  "Tigra has proved her power, and now the Lord of the Air has come at the prayer of Istara," murmured Edrisi, with equal adroitness. "The daughter of the Beni Assur dwells in the chambers that have been sacred to the goddess priestess of the Beni Ad since Sheddad from the garden and Ibn Assur from the north together drove the Noadites out of the land and built the city tower."


  The sultana turned the full enchantment of her kohl-darkened eyes upon O'Brien. "The will of Baal is the will of Tigra," she coquetted, in sweetly enticing submissiveness.


  O'Brien remembered the many luxurious rooms between the passage and the roof stairway. Their arrangement would permit them to be divided into two or more suites.


  "Better is it to lift up than to cast down," he pronounced judgement. "Tigra may keep what she has taken. The goddess priestess shall dwell above in the chambers before us."


  No bomb could have so stunned O'Brien's listeners as this simple announcement. Istara uttered a low cry of dismay and shrank away, while Edrisi placed himself before her with a look of desperate defiance. Tigra's lips lost their vivid scarlet, and her cream-white cheeks turned almost green with envy.


  "What the blue dickens!" muttered O'Brien. He thought quickly and perceived the explanation. All had mistaken his decree to mean that Istara should live with him. He hastened to add a "saving clause:"


  "I shall dwell in the chambers beside the ascent to the roof. Next to me shall dwell Edrisi, who shall be my doorward. The other chambers shall be divided off, one part for the dwelling of Istara, the other for the ease of Tigra while waiting to enter my presence."


  As he spoke, O'Brien watched the faces of the three. He saw them lighten with smiles of relief and gratification. Evidently he had not only squeezed himself out of a tight corner, but had pleased all concerned. At his gesture, Edrisi led on. He followed with the smiling Tigra and Istara, while, several yards behind, trailed the three black-robed priests and a flock of girl attendants.


  Passing through the chambers, O'Brien assigned suites to the rival priestesses and dismissed them from further attendance. Istara salaamed with gentle docility and withdrew among her rose-maiden servitors. Tigra exerted all her blandishments to keep beside the Lord of the Air; but Edrisi, with utmost suavity, shut her out of the suite chosen by the American for his own use.


  When the young sheik turned from barring the door, O'Brien met him with a grin. He was beginning to suspect that the quiet, keen-eyed sheik of the Beni Ad possessed a sense of humor. "Good work, Ed," he commended. "We're safe pro tempo from the female of her species. Now for the royal disrobement. These sparklers and draperies may be haut ton, but they're no less hot on."


  He took off the heavy, ruby-incrusted crown and changed his speech to Arabic:


  "A bath is acceptable to one who has flown over the desert."


  Edrisi's shrewd eyes had widened at sign of the Lord of the Air's undignified grin. But O'Brien had not misjudged him. Where most Baalites would have stood gaping, the young sheik readily adapted himself to the light mood of the supernatural visitor. At the suggestion of a bath, he smiled understandingly and salaamed O'Brien into the second chamber from the roof stairway.


  "Nothing is hidden from the Lord of the Air," he said. "Baal shares the knowledge of the hidden ways, the heritage of the heads of the Beni Ad. But the priestess of the Dweller in Irem is blind to the sacred passages."


  A question sprang to O'Brien's lips. Who or what was this mysterious Dweller in Irem? Before he could speak, Edrisi pressed his hands on key and lever stones in the wall. A ponderous but perfectly balanced panel slab of alabaster swung around on its pivots. O'Brien peered into the narrow opening that exposed the head of a secret stairway. Edrisi urged him to replace his crown and follow through the entrance. As O'Brien descended the stair after his guide, the wall slab swung back into place with a slight jar.


  At the foot of the stairway was a cell without visible exit. Edrisi opened a blind stone door in the wall, and they entered a richly furnished chamber of purple porphyry. At the far end was a bronze door barred on the inside. Edrisi opened the door and clapped his hands. Quickly, half a dozen almost nude male attendants came running in obedience to the summons. At sight of O'Brien in his Baal crown and robes all fell down and groveled at his feet.


  Edrisi noted the American's impatient frown and called out a sharp command that brought the grovelers to their feet. Not one, however, could gather courage to wait upon "Baal" until Edrisi had relieved him of the sacred jewels and robes. After that they fell to work and stripped O'Brien with deft ease, though his attire must have been utterly strange to them.


  In the midst of his disrobement, O'Brien noticed that Edrisi was handling the pistol with an inquisitiveness that had overcome his awe of the thunder tube. As he peered into the muzzle his fingers twiddled at the trigger. Had he chanced to press the safety catch, he must have blown out his Missouri brains.


  When O'Brien had jerked the pistol away from the young sheik, he placed himself both figuratively and literally in the hands of his worshipful servitors. Profound as was their awe of him and their wonderment over his fiery hair, his vivid blue eyes, and milk-white skin, their skill did not fail them. The moment he was ready he was borne out into one of the marble chambers of a bath that rivaled in luxury the baths of Rome at the height of her splendor. He was bathed in hot aromatic water and steamed; he was laved in milk, in wine, and in water perfumed with attar of roses; he was shampooed and massaged, and anointed with oils subtly delicious and stimulating.


  At last, clear-headed and invigorated, he was taken back to the dressing chamber, attired in a tunic and robe of white linen and a pair of red leather slippers. A wave of his hand dismissed the attendants. As Edrisi barred the door, he slipped his pistol into the shawl-like girdle of his robe. They returned to the luxurious upper chamber by the way they had come, Edrisi carrying the Baal jewels and robes and the other garments of the Lord of the Air.


  "Good work, Edrisi! Now we'll appoint you chief of the information bureau," announced O'Brien.


  He settled himself upon the state divan of the chamber and intimated in his best Arabic that he was ready to hear anything that the sheik of the Beni Ad had to say with regard to the situation in general and the affair with Sultana Tigra in particular. Of course, the eye of Baal saw everything under the sky; but the last dwelling of the Lord of the Air had been a very long way from the Bowl, and even big things look small at a distance.


  Edrisi needed no urging. He immediately began to talk with eloquent freedom and force, eager to take advantage of his opportunity, and to so fill the ear of the Lord of the Air with arguments against the subtle Tigra that all her blandishments and magic would be without avail. To play his part, O'Brien had to let pass numerous references and statements that were Greek to him. Yet by twilight, when Edrisi at last ended his flow of charges and facts and invectives, the American had gathered, either directly or by inference, a wide though fragmentary knowledge of the Bowl of Baal and its peoples.


  The Noadites, those beast men who dwelt beyond the black mountain, were the earliest inhabitants of the Bowl. Tradition held that they might be the curse-blighted descendants of the lost people who had built the black temple in Irem and vanished from the garden before the coming of the Adites. Because of their sins, the Adites had in turn been driven out of Irem by the enemy—the devourer. Under Sheddad, they had entered into a covenant with the Beni Assur, who came from the north, out of the Abode of Emptiness—that is, over the desert, probably from Assyria. Together the Beni Ad and the Beni Assur had driven the Noadites beyond the black mountain and had built the tower city of Baal.


  The Beni Assur were given the sword of might—their leader was over all the warriors in battle. But the goddess priestess of the Beni Ad alone had the right to rule in time of peace. She only knew the hidden way by which Irem might be entered, and she only could bring from Irem the blue flower of the healing balm tree for the yearly sacrifice, without which the desert would pour in its sands and fill all the Bowl except Irem.


  The goddess priestess must be a virgin, chosen and trained by the priestess before her in the mysteries of the secret passages and of the way to the black temple of the Dweller in Irem. So it had been down all the ages since the making of the covenant. But at last the dark brood of Abou Assur had turned away from Baal, the god of day. They had made his silvery sister Ishtar one with the darkness that she sought to dispel with her lamp, and had contaminated her pure worship with the foul Noadite cult of the evil snake, the Dweller in Irem.


  Now, Tigra had inherited the sultanate of the Beni Assur. Openly she had declared herself priestess of the Dweller. She was without fear and without mercy and subtle beyond belief. She schemed to be goddess and priestess of Baal as well as sultana. For a year she had sought by force and magic and cruel persecution to wrest from Istara the secret of the way into Irem.


  For any Baalite to kill the goddess priestess would be unthinkable sacrilege. To thrust her from her sacred office would make certain the filling of the Bowl by the desert, unless the usurper could bring from the garden the flower of healing. For these reasons, and these alone, Tigra, the warrior maiden and votary of the black arts, had been compelled to spare her innocent rival Istara from torture and death.


  8. A Subtle Sultana


  O'Brien dismissed the young sheik and went up on the roof to ponder the situation. A handful of dates and a sip of tepid water from the monoplane tank served him for supper. He wished no bevies of dancing girls and overzealous attendants to distract his thoughts. One of the Manila cigars and the solitude of the roof under the glittering stars was better suited for reflection. The deep hum of the mammoth human beehive beneath him was reminder enough of the situation.


  First of all there was the question of the exalted position into which he had been thrust by circumstances and his reckless whim to play the part. Well, he had muddled through so far, and he was learning his lines. He might explode the hoax and take his chances—but how then about Istara? There was the rub. No, he must play first fiddle until he had disposed of Tigra.


  Tigra, the cruel—and beautiful—a perfect Cleopatra! Small wonder that Caesar and Antony and all the rest succumbed to the wiles of the Egyptian—if she was half as fascinating as this gloriously evil woman of fire and passion and languor. If only the charming siren were alone at the head of these anachronistic Baalites. But there was Istara—sweet, lovely, gentle Istara. Given either girl without the other, and it would be a jolly game to play superboss to a people whose mental cousins dwelt in Chaldea and the Land of Sheba ages before the fall of Troy and the destruction of Babylon the mighty.


  Absent-mindedly he tossed the butt of his cigar over the parapet. From the marble platform came up a murmur of wonderment over the piece of unearthly odored incense that had fallen before the portico of the temple of Baal. O'Brien grinned and lighted another cigar, to cogitate over the most puzzling of all the factors in the situation. Who or what was this Snake or Dweller in Irem, called the Enemy of Baal and the Devourer? Two images rose before his mental vision, one of a bloated puff adder, the other of a monstrous python, Down in the immense crater, with its super-tropical verdure, there might well be snakes even larger than the boa constrictors of South America.


  This not improbable explanation of the mysterious Dweller took the edge from O'Brien's wondering curiosity. As his mental tension relaxed he found that he was both tired and sleepy. He started toward the stairway, only to turn back and stretch out in his Bedouin cloak under the wing of the plane. He was alone in this strange land, among an unknown people. No doubt Edrisi could be trusted, but Tigra "held the sword."


  Through a blur of vivid images—a jumble in which appeared the grotesquely armored figures of Baalite warriors, graceful dancing girls, and sinister priests—O'Brien slipped down through the Vale of Dreams into unconsciousness. He slept until roused by the chill of dawn. With a start, he sat up and stared around, astonished to see that all had not been a dream. His hard bed really had been the checkerboard roof of the temple of Baal. From under the wing of his plane he could look out across the parapet in the reddening dawnlight and see the towering black cliffs where the great barren range merged with the rim of the garden crater. A dull, coppery glint shortened the focus of his gaze to an object on the roof. It was the top of the funnel that held the terrible sun eye over the black altar.


  In a trice O'Brien was out from under the plane's wing and on his feet, tingling with the full reality of the situation. He had not been dreaming. He was in the Bowl of Baal at the center of the great Arabian desert. He was on the roof of the purple temple, atop the Baalite city tower, whose like had not been seen since the fall of Nineveh and Babylon. From below him came up the deep hum of the dwellers in the great beehive rousing to the activities of day.


  He lighted a cigar and paced across the roof to the funnel of the sun eye. The crystal lens in the tourmaline iris brought him a lifelike vision of the temple hall—its pillars and people, the three thrones so unlike, the two beautiful priestesses still more unlike, the black altar—and the white goat on the altar. At the thought of the writhing victim, O'Brien clutched the hilt of his pistol. Tigra and her sacrifice—those were the significant features of the picture. As Lord of the Air he had lorded over all, even the haughty sultana maiden who "held the sword." She had bowed knee to him with the others. But there was small chance that her submission was altogether willing. Suppose he should slip from his pedestal, or even totter?


  "Cats of Egypt—the nice smile she gave that luckless beast!" he muttered. "O'Brien, me lad, look to your footing. Walk softly with an iron heel and mailed fist in a silken mitt, if you don't want to be the goat!"


  A moving object appeared above the edge of the stairway. O'Brien's hand was on his pistol before he recognized the black head and shrewd, olive-tinted face of Edrisi. In quick reaction from his alarm, he released his pistol and graciously beckoned the young sheik to approach.


  Edrisi came up out of the stairway and drew near, his eyes fixed in a wide stare upon the lighted cigar between O'Brien's lips. As he rose from his salaam, he again stared in fascinated wonderment at the stick of smoking incense and the aromatic smoke that wafted from the mouth and nostrils of the Lord of the Air. Habit caused O'Brien to offer his new acquaintance a cigar and the lighter.


  "Morning, Ed," he greeted. "Have one on me. They're prime, mild Manilas."


  The young sheik accepted the gift cigar and tucked it carefully into his girdle as he salaamed his gratitude. O'Brien did not urge him to smoke. Practical jokes were out of his line. Edrisi rose and ironically intimated in flowery Arabic that Sultana Tigra was at the entrance of Baal's chambers, clamoring her desire to enter and serve the heavenly visitor.


  O'Brien did not keep the lady waiting. He hastened down the purple steps and donned clothing that included some of his own garments, his shoes and puttees, a light robe of white linen, and the ruby-jeweled triple crown. The result was a compromise that met fairly well the diverse requirements of dignity, comfort, and use. He felt prepared for whatever might turn up.


  The first development, as might have been expected, was the arrival of Tigra. The moment Edrisi obeyed O'Brien's command to open the entrance into the suite, the sonorous voice of the sultana rang through the chambers in flattering salutation to the Lord of the Air. O'Brien was at the foot of the roof stairway buckling his left puttee. He chucked his extra garments behind the state divan and managed to compose himself on the cushions barely in time for Tigra's impetuous entry. She had shed her imperious dignity at her determination to be first to make obeisance to Baal, and the eagerness of her advance displayed all the resilient grace of her lithe form. A rosy glow in her cream-white cheeks added no little to the Oriental beauty of her features. Her midnight eyes flashed with proud fire, yet at the same time melted with tender allurement.


  Tigra was no longer in Amazon armor. The breastplate and jeweled bronze helmet had been laid aside. Her satiny robes and simple jewels redoubled the charm of her rich beauty by their suggestion of maidenly softness. O'Brien drew in a deep breath and wisely grasped the chance to look away when the sultana's salaam forced her to break the spell of her fascinating gaze.


  "Mind yourself, Mark Antony O'Brien," the redhead warned himself, turning from the enchantress for a quick glimpse of the entrance. The three priests of the black robes, now draped in crimson and white, stood hesitating outside the brazen door, held back by the repellent gesture of Edrisi. As O'Brien looked, Istara appeared at the entrance, timidly eager. The zealous keeper of the door bowed her in, but again repelled the priests.


  The pure loveliness of Istara's face was as a breath of fresh air in a room laden with intoxicatingly sweet perfumes. O'Brien smiled a greeting and turned back to the enravishing sultana with the serene assurance that he could now resist all her enticement. She caught the tail end of his smile and flushed rosy with gratification. The blush faded when O'Brien waved her to the low side divan at his left hand. He saw the flash in her eyes that betrayed her hate when she looked at the innocent Istara, yet he did not hesitate to honor the goddess priestess with the divan at his right.


  Edrisi now admitted several girl attendants, who bore in a feast even more delicious than the banquet in the temple hall. But O'Brien had no intention of wasting the morning over food and entertainment. A pomegranate, a roast partridge, and a bowl of fermented milk satisfied his appetite. He gave orders for the attendants to withdraw. As they left, Edrisi quietly shut the ponderous door in the faces of the three priests.


  O'Brien directed his companions up onto the roof. The sheik followed close behind, his arms piled high with cushions, but the American had no desire to recline in comfort. He pointed to the two great barriers of black, volcanic rock and asked if there was any way of ascent up their towering cliffs.


  Tigra straightened, her eyes flashing with pride. "Wings alone may bear one to the crest of the Noadite barrier, and I, the sultana, command the passes," she answered. "No Baalite can descend the rim wall into Irem. Only the Noadites can do that at their place of sacrifice. But I have climbed to the top of the rim beside the gorge of the cataracts and looked down into Irem's garden. I alone of all the Baalites have scaled the rim wall this side of the Noadite barrier."


  "Great is the warrior maiden, the priestess of the Dweller in Irem!" purred Edrisi. "Yet the goddess priestess of the Beni Ad and the goddess priestesses before her alone have entered Irem since the days of Sheddad."


  Out of their black depths the almond eyes of the sultana blazed red lightnings upon the taunter. He bowed in mock fear. Her furious glance passed over his stooped head to the plane. Quickly the wrath in her eyes gave way to subtle craft, which as quickly was lost in an expression of naive curiosity and wonderment. In a hushed whisper she asked if it were permissible to look closer at the wind steed of the Lord of the Air.


  Prudence counseled O'Brien to be wary. The plane was his only link between the outer world and this barbarous Land of the Past in the heart of the Abode of Emptiness. Without the plane he would be marooned for life on the oasis island amid the vast sand ocean. He had seen no camels in the Bowl, and even if the Baalites had the best dromedaries in all Arabia, the best of their best could not travel across that abomination of desolation. Beyond doubt the passage had been possible in the remote past, before the desert had overwhelmed such former outlying oases as the site of the palace ruins. But now wings alone could cross the endless sand billows of the Sea of Death.


  But O'Brien's nature was reckless, and he led Tigra and Istara to the monoplane. Without heeding, he crossed the faintly smudged curved line where the gasoline had burned. The two priestesses stopped short at the rim of the magic circle. Their looks recalled to him his incantations. He broke the taboo for them by opening a way into the ring with a few conjuring signs and his cigar lighter.


  Istara could not conceal her timidity upon approaching the winged monster that had borne the Lord of the Air. When he started the engine to show how the propeller whirled, she shrank and quivered in such terror that Edrisi could not be blamed for breaking into the magic circle to reassure her.


  O'Brien stopped the engine and hastened to give his solemn word that the roc would do the goddess priestess no harm. This calmed the frightened girl, but when he thought to show his high favor by offering to take her on a flight, she sank down on her knees and tremblingly implored him to spare her.


  Tigra masked a contemptuous smile and softly edged close to O'Brien. "The charge has been made that I have oppressed the goddess priestess," she murmured. "Let Baal judge. I offer myself to save Istara from this peril of the sky."


  The glorious eyes of the sultana were soft and gentle and without guile so far as O'Brien could see; yet he had a vague presentiment of an ulterior motive behind her seeming generosity. Given time for reflection, he might have found an excuse to postpone the flight. Tigra, however, did not wait. Before he could speak she glided forward and sprang up into the cockpit.


  O'Brien shrugged, handed his ruby crown toEdrisi, and unlocked the wheels of the plane. He had already made certain that everything was in perfect trim. To offset the weight of Tigra, he detached the main water tank from the underside of the plane. Half a minute later he was strapping his passenger fast to the forward seat. As he settled into his own a turn of the levers sent the monoplane rolling across the roof to the tune of the rattling engine. The rattle merged into a drumming roar, and the plane soared up and out over the parapet like an enormous bird.


  The head of the plane shot into space above the marble platform and the incline road of the city tower. Tigra looked down at the shouting thousands who were swarming from their doorways to gape upward. O'Brien saw the sultana clutch the sides of the cockpit, but her fear was only momentary. She released her convulsive grip and flung out her hands in a gesture of wild exultance. She was riding the air—she was swooping through mid-sky like the eagles of the black cliffs. The Lord of the Air was sharing his sky steed with her. He was raising her up above all other Baalites, high up above even Istara.


  9. The Dweller in Irem


  The sultana did not turn around, and if she cried out, her voice was drowned in the roar of the engine. But there was no need of words to interpret her proudly exultant gestures. After all his pains in humbling her below Istara, she had tricked O'Brien into exalting her. No one in the Bowl would doubt her high favor in the eyes of Baal after seeing her in flight with the Lord of the Air.


  However, to turn back would not wipe out the blunder. O'Brien decided that he might as well give his passenger a ride and at the same time get a look at the country. He turned the plane and headed up the Baalite valley on. a rising slant. As the valley widened, the increased altitude of the monoplane extended the eye range of its occupants.


  O'Brien soon saw that the uplands above the verdant stream bottoms were barren where not watered by canals. The area of aridity increased the farther he flew out desertward toward the sources of the branching streams. Here and there were dotted the walled villages of the tillers of the soil and the watchtowers of mounted herdsmen who guarded great flocks of sheep and droves of horses. But no second tower city shouldered its massive bulk above the plain.


  As last, far ahead among a mass of broken limestone hills, O'Brien saw where one of the oasis streams flowed full-sized from a cave. Beyond the hills the red desert stretched away until lost in its purple haze. O'Brien reversed his course and returned at the same altitude. He could have conserved gasoline by shooting down an air slope, but he schemed to shake the assurance of his overconfident passenger by a sudden plunge at the end of their trip.


  No less swiftly than it had gone, the monoplane whirred back over the many miles of the Baalite valley. Soon the land narrowed toward its wedge point between the Noadite barrier and the rim of Irem. O'Brien made out the black and red and white-banded truncated cone of the tower city far below on the emerald bank of the river.


  Tigra did not look down. Her gaze was fixed ahead on the crest cliffs of the rim of Irem. Just as O'Brien was about to begin a tremendous dive, she turned in her seat and pointed toward the black wall. O'Brien looked at the cliffs. The plane was almost on a level with their top. Another two minutes would bring him within sight of that mysterious crater world. Again the subtle sultana had her way. Curiosity impelled O'Brien to keep on and upward.


  The monoplane soared above the brink of the volcanic cliffs and skimmed to the left along their crest. An upward blast of wind rocked it dizzily as it crossed the narrow, twisted gorge in whose gloomy depths the Baalite river foamed down wild cataracts on its passage into Irem. Beyond the gorge there was no wind on the heights, and an expanse of smooth lava offered a safe landing place. O'Brien decided that he would like a fixed view into the vast crater garden.


  The monoplane had settled upon the lava table and come to a stop before Tigra realized what was happening. She had been staring into Irem with so intense a gaze that for a moment she did not heed even the stopping of the engine. Then she became aware that they were no longer moving, and turned to the pilot with a look of puzzled inquiry.


  "Is the winged steed of Baal weary that it should perch on the rim of Irem?" she asked.


  "My air steed can fly across the boundless desert without tiring," rejoined O'Brien.


  The sultana smiled, apparently with utmost innocence.


  "Then the roc is like a falcon or the lordly eagle. It could even wing down into the marvelous Pit of Irem, the forbidden garden."


  Again O'Brien had a vague presentiment that he was being snared. He hesitated. The slightest hint of a suggestion of derision glinted in Tigra's seductive eyes and mingled a drop of gall with the honeyed tones of her reply:


  "May the Lord of the Air pardon his lowly servant! In Irem is the Dweller. Baal will not desire to honor the Enemy with his presence."


  Idiomatic as was O'Brien's Arabic, it was not perfect enough for him to catch the subtle jeer in the words; but the language of the eye is universal. Though he would prefer to have been alone on his first flight into Irem, he would not refuse a dare. The redhead frowned, grinned, and started the engine.


  He would show the Lady Tigra.


  The priestess of the Dweller in Irem turned her face away from him so that he did not see the crafty smile in the corner of her scarlet lips or the inflexible determination in the depths of her fathomless black eyes.


  Once clear of the cliffs on the inner side of the volcanic rim, O'Brien shut off the engine and volplaned down into the crater at a steep angle. Swift as was the dive, the bottom of the garden did not rise as fast as he had expected. By the time the monoplane had descended a thousand feet, he began to fully realize the stupendous expanse of the vast volcanic basin. Mauno Loa, the largest of all other known craters, was not one-twentieth the size of this primeval lava matrix. The supposed volcanoes of the moon alone could compare with its mighty girth.


  The thousand-foot drop had brought the monoplane to the level of the upper edge of verdure on the black wall of the crater sides. Below this was another thousand feet of descent, broken by shelves and slopes that were draped with a mantle of vivid green. Down the steep incline the plane glanced at arrowy speed and plunged into the dense, moist atmosphere of the crater bottom.


  As O'Brien jerked up the head of the machine and shot out over the verdant mass of the luxuriant garden forest, he drew in a delicious breath that was like drinking a cup of Olympian nectar. The air of Irem was surcharged with an inexpressibly exquisite blend of spicy odors and flowery perfumes. Yet the quality of this sea of fragrance was such that it neither overpowered nor sickened with undue sweetness. The American felt only a delightful exhilaration and a sense of great ease and pleasure.


  As the speed of the plane slackened, Tigra faced around and called out a few words. O'Brien, in the act of starting the engine, caught the words "Temple of the Dweller," before the roar of the plane drowned out the voice of the sultana. But her flashing eyes and pointing hand made known her desire. She wished to be taken toward the middle of that vast crater. O'Brien remembered the lake-encircled islet lying at the heart of Irem.


  The plane headed toward the lake, over the undulating swells and low ridges of the bottom lands. Almost everywhere their surface was covered by dense tropical forest, broken only by an occasional luscious glade of flowering herbs and the winding waterways of the streams. But all this intense vegetation was not the solid green that it had seemed from the heights. The verdant surface was dotted and stippled and striped and blotched with colors so brilliant that they compelled O'Brien's curious attention.


  He swooped to skim close over the treetops that were covered with enormous orchids, while others were bright with their own blossoms and thickly set with fruit. The lower vegetation was no less resplendent with gorgeous flowers—blue and purple, red and orange and yellow, in every hue and tint and shade. Some were so gigantic that O'Brien thought they must be clusters of blossoms. Over the flowers myriads of enormous insects darted and hovered like flocks of jeweled birds.


  The monoplane came to a point where the main river flowed broad and placid between jungle-clad banks. O'Brien started to follow the windings of its crooked channel toward the lake. A moment later he became aware that one of the cylinders of the engine was missing fire. It had fouled in the dense, moist air of the crater. This was serious, for the same cause might soon bring about the fouling of the other cylinders.


  No landing place had appeared to the aviator's eyes, and with instant decision he started into a climb that would provide the height needed for better visibility. At the same time the monoplane rounded another turn of the river.


  Midway down the long reach of smooth water, O'Brien's quick eye sighted a ledge of black rock close to the left bank. He shut off the engine and glided down without a moment's hesitancy. Narrow as was the ledge, its surface was smooth and flat. The plane struck it fair and ran along, stopping just short of the downstream end.


  Tigra twisted about in her seat and cried out a protest in a high-pitched voice that betrayed both anger and alarm. O'Brien did not pause to answer or listen. He sprang down to put his shoulder to the head of the plane. The ledge was not wide enough for the plane to be turned about, so he backed it along the smooth surface to the upstream end. A moment later he was at the engine, cleaning the cylinders. All were more or less fouled. He worked at them with feverish energy until they were clean and the engine ready to propell the plane at its utmost speed.


  O'Brien had a grain or two of prudence in his rashness. Among strange surroundings it is well to be prepared to meet all exigencies.


  The remonstrant outcries of Tigra had ceased when she saw him at the engine. Her quick wit perceived that he had made the landing because something was wrong with his winged steed. After the first backward glance she turned to stare downstream, her face dead white and her great eyes wide with a look of dread. O'Brien could not see her fearful expression, and he failed to heed the tenseness of her attitude. When the plane was ready for flight, he settled himself in the pilot's seat with a sigh of relief, and proceeded to look around deliberately.


  A deep, buzzing hum on the nearby left bank of the river caught his attention. The upper edge of the steep slope was covered with purple flowering shrubs over which swarmed thousands of golden bumblebees as large as the palm of his hand. Below these big insects a tree had toppled over into the river, exposing a shell bank under a deep bed of mold. The shells were of a marine species. It seemed obvious that the crater had subsided beneath the sea and risen again with the surrounding land of southern Arabia, since the remotely ancient period when the gigantic volcano had last been active.


  Out of a game trail that led down the bank through a thicket of fern trees stepped a big, white animal. The queer beast was too tall for an ox and too stockily built for a camel; yet its form was vaguely suggestive of both. It looked across the narrow strip of water at the monoplane with a mild, unalarmed gaze, drank from the river, and quietly disappeared up the game trail. O'Brien flushed in astonishment. The animal was of a species completely unknown to the outer world.


  The sight of a body drifting past in the middle of the river diverted his attention. A glance showed him that others were in the stream and more were coming. He stared closer and perceived that they were the bodies of domestic animals and human beings. Some of the humans were clad in tattered Baalite robes. Their condition indicated that they had been cast into the river up in the Baalite valley and had plunged down the wild cataracts of the gorge through the black rim of Irem.


  O'Brien thought that the central lake of the crater must be a loathsome sink of festering corpses. He wondered if the heavenly, perfumed air that he was breathing was in reality full of poisonous gases. As if to discount this suspicion he noticed that the garden seemed free from all kinds of annoying insects. One of the huge bees flicked down upon the plane and stood palpitating within two feet of the aviator's eyes. The body of the insect was the size of a large toad, but it was without a sting.


  The shaded bank of the slow stream was an ideal spot for gnats and mosquitoes. Mosquitoes as large in proportion as the bees would be harder to face than a herd of tigers or—


  A small swell came rippling up the placid surface of the river. Tigra, staring intently, uttered a gasping moan and cringed down in her seat. For the first time O'Brien noticed the terror that held his passenger transfixed. He stared in sudden, wild alarm. The proud sultana had proved herself far too bold to shrink at any ordinary danger.


  Other ripples followed the first in rapid succession, each one larger than the previous. O'Brien loosened the pistol in his belt and sat with his gaze fixed on the water downstream. He did not have a long wait. At the turn a quarter of a mile away, the river suddenly began to heave and churn in violent commotion, much as the water in a narrow trough would boil and splash with the passage of a large fish.


  Swiftly the commotion swept nearer. The swells that ran before it began to wash over the low ridge. O'Brien gaped in amazed perplexity. He could think of no other explanation of the uprushing swirl than the tidal bores that sweep from the sea up some rivers.


  He glanced at the sultana who cowered in the seat before him, and then down at his controls to make certain of a sudden start. When he lifted his glance he saw that the movement in the water was less than two hundred yards away. The swells had become waves that splashed against the cockpit, threatening to sweep the monoplane from the ledge.


  Still O'Brien lingered. He glared dumbfounded at a gigantic mouth that suddenly reared above the seething water to engulf the first of the floating bodies. A horse carcass disappeared in that cavernous black gullet as a grasshopper would slide down the throat of a bull snake.


  A rattling roar made O'Brien dimly aware that he had started the engine. Automatically, his hands jerked the levers in the right manner. He was not conscious of guiding the plane—all his thought was fixed, riveted, frozen with horror upon that frightful Thing in the river, and the plane was driving straight downstream.


  As if in answer to the explosive outburst of the plane's engine, the monstrous black mouth again rose above the foam-white water. Behind the mouth appeared a hideous, reptilian head covered with slimy, gray scales—


  The plane was heading straight for that wide-gaping maw with its rows of enormous hooked fangs. Dully the thought came to O'Brien that he must lift the plane or swerve it aside. Yet he could do nothing. His hands were paralyzed with horror. They held the levers in a rigid, immovable grip.


  Nearer and nearer the plane glided toward the enormous saurian, like a bird fascinated by a serpent. Before the glaring eyes of O'Brien and his no less terrified passenger the frightful head reared swiftly above the surface of the water—ten, fifteen, twenty feet—upborne on a snaky neck, gray and slime-scaled. It rose to the level of the monoplane.


  The mouth gaped wider—much wider than the opened end of a hogshead. The monstrous head curved back on the thick snake neck, poised for a stroke. From the black depths of the black gullet came a sound like the scream of a siren mingled with the hiss of steam from an immense steam boiler. The monster was replying to the roar of the plane's engine, which it must have mistaken for a challenge to combat.


  The grisly head swayed sideways—the plane was now only a few yards away. O'Brien's horror-distended eyes glared at the smoothly rounded side of the scale-covered skull. There was not a spot or pit to make where the eye should have been. The Thing was sightless!


  By some freak of nerve reaction, this last bit of grotesqueness broke the spell that had paralyzed O'Brien's hands. They jerked convulsively at the levers. The plane shot up and off to the right. In the same instant the monster lashed out like a striking snake. O'Brien did not cringe; he was transfixed with terror. The gigantic black mouth was hurtling straight at him. The yellow fangs extended more than a foot in length. They would crush the monoplane like a butterfly—


  For a fraction of a second there was an age of unbearable agony. The two puny humans in the plane watched the monstrous creature that was about to mangle and engulf them. The top of the slimy, gray head appeared, and suddenly mouth and fangs shot below and under the whirring propeller. Limited by the reach of the neck, the fang-fringed rim of the upper jaw had fallen just short of the uptwisting plane.


  There was a tremendous splash. For a hundred feet downstream the water swirled and churned high with the writhing of the saurian's immense body and tail.


  10. Byplay


  When O'Brien came out of his horrified daze, the monoplane was climbing from the crater bottom in a perilously steep and narrow spiral. As he brought it into an easier ascent, he became aware that his face was dripping cold sweat.


  His first steady thought was of Tigra. The haughty priestess sultana cowered in her seat, not yet rallied from the horror of the blind saurian. In a flash O'Brien perceived the truth. The dragon monster could be none other than the mysterious Dweller in Irem—the Devourer—of which Tigra was the priestess.


  He, the Lord of the Air, had taken her down into Irem and had shown her his fabled Enemy. He had flown into the very face of the Snake—That was the idea! He had flaunted the Dweller in the evil monster's own domain. And Tigra, priestess of the Dweller, had been overcome with the horror of her dragon god. She still cringed in utter dread. Best of all, she had not looked back during those frightful seconds while O'Brien, too, had sat rigid and gray with fright. He wiped the sweat from his face and forced a grin. A back seat sometimes had advantages.


  Around and upward climbed the monoplane in a widening spiral. The vivid green crater bottom steadily fell away beneath it. Now it was driving above the level of the highest vegetation. Tigra peered up at the crest of the barren, black cliffs that were sinking to meet the air steed. She straightened a little in her seat.


  Tigra was beginning to fight off the grisly horror that had clutched her heart. It was a display of courage that compelled the aviator's admiration. He knew enough of paleontology to feel certain that the gigantic saurian they had so narrowly escaped must be a survivor of the vastly ancient epoch when reptilian monsters overran the earth. But to the sultana of the Baalites, the Dweller in Irem undoubtedly was a supernatural being—a vast and evil Demon Snake who embodied all the powers of darkness.


  The monoplane was well up the towering black cliffs before the priestess of the Dweller so far overcame her superstitious fear as to be able to peer down over the edge of the plane into the gorgeous garden of her devil god. When, still pale and tense, she twisted about to look at O'Brien, there was nothing assumed or forced about his expression of lordly nonchalance. The imperiousness had disappeared from the midnight eyes of the warrior maiden. Their drooping gaze told O'Brien that she acknowledged him as lord and master.


  The engine held to its roaring purr, and steadily it drove the monoplane up and out of the crater.


  Another wide spiral and the adventurers curved in toward the black cliffs on an easy up-slope that carried them above the brink.


  As the monoplane skimmed close over the crest, O'Brien heaved a sigh of relief. They were clear of Irem and its accursed Dweller. He saw Tigra relax in her seat and knew that she was even more relieved than he was.


  The plane shot out over the wedge end of the Baalite valley, between the rimof Irem and the higher range of the Noadite barrier. O'Brien looked down and saw the white top of the tower city. It looked very homelike to him after their brief call on the Dweller. He shut off the engine and volplaned into the valley around an easy spiral.


  Glad as were the aviators to find themselves approaching their starting point, the folk of the tower city gave evidence that they were no less rejoiced to welcome the return of their sultana and the Lord of the Air. Sentinels had spied the white wings of the monoplane as it curved down over the brink of the volcanic rim. Before it had made half the descent the top and sides of the great building were thick with waving spectators. From their midst rose hymns of praise to Baal and the blare of saluting trumpets.


  The monoplane came down around the tower city in a swoop that carried it below the top platform. The up-shoot so checked its velocity that O'Brien affected a gentle landing on the roof of the temple. The figures of Istara and Edrisi, whom O'Brien had made out from the air, came forward to greet him as the plane alighted and rolled to a stop.


  Edrisi was smiling like an old friend, and Istara had so forgotten her awe as to beam upon the Lord of the Air with candid delight. A murmured appeal from the plane's other passenger called O'Brien's attention from the pair. Tigra was tugging vainly at the patent buckles of the straps that held her in the forward seat. O'Brien loosened the buckles and the warrior maiden, strangely subdued, tried to rise. She had been strapped so securely in the seat that her limbs were cramped, and the aviator had to give her his hand in her descent to the roof.


  The gracious assistance of the Lord of the Air brought a deep blush into the white cheeks of the sultana. Her black eyes glowed with ardent passion and delight as she salaamed in gratitude. But O'Brien failed to see the amorous look that she fixed upon his ruddy face and blue eyes. He was puzzling over the sudden reserve with which Istara and Edrisi were bowing their welcome. The girl seemed afraid to lift her timid gaze, while Edrisi covertly eyed him with black doubt in his piercing glance.


  "Oh, woman, woman!" apostrophized O'Brien. "One is heaven, and two are hell! Sweet 'Tara, if I had taken you on that flight into Irem, you wouldn't be pouting because Tigra had all the fun. One look at that Thing in the river would have kinked more crinkles in your brown tresses than a beauty doctor could make in a month. Come on! We'll go down and talk it over."


  He locked the wheels of the monoplane and jammed the ruby crown that Edrisi had presented him with on his red head. His eyes twinkled. Why should he inflict the Baalites with solemnity? Even Jove must have his jovial mood.


  O'Brien grasped the arm of Istara and whirled her across the roof with him in a gay dance. Edrisi and Tigra followed the gyrating pair to the stairway, no less bewildered than Istara herself at the divine madness that had seized upon the Lord of the Air. O'Brien did not attempt the impossible by explaining his natural rebound from the horror of the Dweller in Irem. He tucked the arm of the frightened priestess under his own, beckoned genially to the troubled pair behind him, and skipped down the purple stairs.


  Mad as he seemed to his partner, there was a method in his madness—in effect if not by intent. Tigra was not even at his left hand—she was left to trail behind. O'Brien did not stop in the chambers set apart for his own use, but opened the barred door and pranced out through the midst of a waiting crowd of priests and female attendants, Istara beside him. Between the ranks of the amazed Baalites he made his way to the purple passage.


  In some mysterious manner, word of his sudden approach flew before him. When he came through the passage out into the hall of the temple, a great crowd of worshipers were surging forward to greet the Lord of the Air. The sight of Istara on his arm and of Tigra in the rear with Edrisi made clear to the dullest that the sultana's flight had not been intended to exalt her above their gentle goddess priestess.


  O'Brien swung his panting companion up into her moon throne and turned to proclaim his will that all Baalites should join in a feast of music and dancing, of food and flowers. Tigra betrayed no trace of resentment over the favor that had been shown Istara. She remained silent, standing at the foot of the white dais until the multitude of worshipers had shouted their praise of the O'Brien on the sun throne and then came up on the dais to drape her black dragon seat with robes of scarlet and white.


  Every Baalite in the hall was quick to catch the symbolism of the covering of the snake throne with the colors of Baal. In the profound hush that followed the rite, Tigra came down before the black altar and began to tell of her wondrous ride into Irem and the awesome manner in which the Lord of the Air had challenged and derided the power of the Dweller.


  As priestess of the Dweller, she was humbling herself and her dragon god before all eyes—and she was keeping herself in all eyes. Even after she had seated herself and bearers of food and flowers and musical instruments came pouring into the hall, far more of the multitude watched the cool, still face of their goddess priestess. O'Brien's attention was called to this by the significant glances of Edrisi, but there was too much activity to bother over such trifles.


  The merry feast lasted until midnight, with nothing to mar the delight of the viands and roses, under the sun eye. Even Tigra feasted and rejoiced. She received her reward when O'Brien finally arose to end the feast. He gave her his left arm with the same gallant familiarity that he took Istara on his right.


  At the end of the purple passage he left each priestess maiden in her own suite and went on with Edrisi to the privacy of his chambers. A second Baalite bath and a siesta rounded out the eventful day.


  At twilight he roused from his nap and looked about for Edrisi. The young sheik was not in sight, nor did he come at the American's call. There were a number of antique sauceboat lamps in the chamber, and O'Brien lighted the floating wicks. Their feeble flickering and the oversweet incense of their perfumed oil rather depressed him, and he decided to go up under the open, starlit sky.


  Near the head of the stairway, O'Brien caught a whiff of another kind of incense—the last thing he would have expected to smell in the Bowl of Baal. He stepped up on the roof. There, the fading twilight showed the young sheik of the Beni Ad crouched nearby, very pale and despondent.


  Edrisi spoke in a hollow voice: "The incense of Baal is overpowering to mere mortals. I have burned the gift of the Lord of the Air and am sick unto death."


  O'Brien did not grin. He remembered his own first smoke. Feebly Edrisi held up the smoldering butt of the cigar given to him that morning. The American tossed the stump over the parapet and patted the head of the sufferer.


  "Take heart," he encouraged. "You will not die."


  "Would that I might die speedily!" groaned Edrisi. "The fruit of the tree of knowledge is not always sweet."


  O'Brien fetched a cup of water from the plane and mixed an effervescent drink that restored the young sheik to the love of life and a fair degree of comfort. He gave thanks to the Lord of the Air, but without heartiness. O'Brien sensed that the sheik suspicioned that Baal had first poisoned and then cured him as a proof of his power.


  "Can't blame him—but he'll sleep it all off," observed the American, and he stretched out under the monoplane for his second night among the Baalites.


  11. The Dance of Ishtar


  At dawn of his third day in the Bowl, O'Brien woke to the realization that he had had his fill of the strenuous life—for a while. When he went down the stairway he found Edrisi fully recovered and seemingly friendly, although disposed to be rather stiff and ceremonious. Larry O'Brien's American soul revolted. Impulsively, he decided that it was time to end the farce of his godship.


  Edrisi brought the magnificent ruby crown and the robes of Baal. O'Brien refused them and ordered the admission of Istara and Tigra, together with a few attendants for a simple breakfast. The sheik took care to exalt the goddess priestess by summoning her first. She entered timidly, her lovely face pale and her gentle eyes troubled. O'Brien startled her by cutting short her salaam and beckoning her to sit on the divan at his right.


  When Tigra was admitted, she advanced to salaam before the Lord of the Air with genuine submissiveness. Yet O'Brien saw her cast a sidelong glance at Istara that told him she was still the sorceress sultana who had smiled to see the white goat writhing under the ray of the sun eye. For the moment though, she seemed tamed, but her soft murmur was the purring of a lioness. This only served to stimulate his daring. O'Brien would no longer hide behind the throne of a god.


  While Istara was frightened at the honor of sitting on the divan at the side of the Lord of the Air, the sultana glowed with pride. Eagerly she obeyed his gesture to take the place at his left. Her rich beauty had never appeared more intoxicatingly alluring. To escape the amorous sorcery of her languorous eyes, O'Brien fixed his attention upon Istara. There was no sensuous enticement in the beauty of the little priestess. She sat with her eyes demurely downcast, as timid and modest as any girl the American had ever known.


  He hastened to end the morning meal and dismiss the attendants, and as the door was closed, he sprang from the divan. Half unconsciously he drew out and lighted a cigar. Tigra's almond eyes widened. Istara uttered a faint cry at the sight of smoke pouring from his lips. They believed he was giving an exhibition of his magic. O'Brien would begin their disillusionment at once.


  "Save your wonder," he began. "I am not drinking fire. Edrisi will tell you that the act is not breathing the smoke of an incense urn. Give heed to what I say. Though I came to the Bowl through the air, I am not Baal. I am a man like other men."


  At this astounding statement, Edrisi and Istara gazed at the Lord of the Air in dumb bewilderment. Tigra's eyes widened and then narrowed. She glided from the divan to salaam at O'Brien's feet.


  "Baal is pleased to jest with his servants!" she exclaimed. "He would require proof of their loyalty. He has said that he is like other men. Do other men have hair like red flame and eyes as the sky in mid-morning? Do other men come flying out of the heavens upborne by the wings of a roaring roc? Do other men carry lightning and thunder in a little tube and make sport of my most powerful magic? Baal is pleased to test the faith of his servants. The sultana of the Baalites offers homage and worship."


  "I have spoken the truth," rejoined O'Brien. "I am a man, even as you and Istara are women. I have more knowledge and power than any Baalite. My magic is greater than your magic. Yet I am not Baal nor any other god. Cut me and I shall bleed as other men bleed."


  Tigra smiled subtly.


  "The Lord of the Air is pleased to mock his servants," she murmured.


  O'Brien reached forward and drew the curved dagger from the shawl girdle of the salaaming sultana. He bared his left forearm and touched it with the razor-keen edge of the bronze blade. A red line appeared upon the white skin. Istara gasped and clutched her slender hands together. Edrisi craned forward, his head bowed in a half salaam, but his black eyes aflame with curious inquiry.


  At O'Brien's gesture Tigra reached out and touched the red line on his arm with the tip of her finger. She was forced to believe that he could be wounded like other men—at least by himself. A god does not bleed. Her eyes narrowed in a look of a crafty snare about to be sprung.


  "Baal would test my faith," she insisted. "Have I not flown with him into Irem, the Abode of the Dead?—have I not seen him challenge the might of the Dweller? He has come to us through the air from the dwelling of the gods beyond the boundless desert, and he has derided the power of the evil god of the Noadites."


  "The Dweller in Irem is a being of flesh and blood, even as a puff adder is of flesh and blood—and as I am a man among men," stated O'Brien.


  "Lord of the Air!" cried the sultana, bending low. "Now are my eyes opened. I see the truth. No man born of woman might descend into Irem and face the Devourer and come forth alive. Baal has come to earth in the body of a man. He has chosen to favor his people by his presence in human form, that they may not be consumed by the fiery light of his countenance."


  "I am not Baal," denied O'Brien flatly. "I am only a man."


  "You are Lord of the Air! Have not all Baalites seen? Have I not myself flashed through the air with you in the hollow back of your magic roc—even down into forbidden Irem? Lord of the Air"—the beautiful almond eyes widened and glowed upon O'Brien with sudden intense ardor—"Lord of the Air and my lord! Say that you will continue to dwell in the land! Say that, if you are pleased to look with favor upon mortal women, you will first take to wife your handmaid Tigra!"


  O'Brien was dumfounded. In the depths of the sultana's fathomless black eyes he saw the fiery swirl of all her volcanic passions—pride and hate and love. She had flung herself at his head with an impetuosity that disclosed her unrestrained nature. To deny her request would infuriate her beyond measure; yet he was not prepared to enter into a marriage with a lady—no matter how beautiful—who blended all the seductive allurement of a Cleopatra with the imperious will of a Semiramis. He could only evade the issue.


  "I have not yet willed to take any woman to wife," he answered. "I have spoken."


  The set phrase put an end to further discussion. Tigra bowed in submissive silence. O'Brien metaphorically heaved a sigh of relief. He had dodged a point-blank proposal from a woman accustomed to having her way, and he had told the truth about himself.


  He shrugged his shoulders and invited the three up upon the roof. A patent tank enabled him to develop the last negatives in the little camera without a dark room. When he showed the translucent sun pictures, Edrisi stared inquisitively and Istara drew back in awed wonder. Tigra bowed low. Here was still another proof of the air lord's supernatural power. On the little squares of glazed parchment that he showed were tiny likenesses of herself and her warriors, of Edrisi and Istara, of the magic air steed and the magic fire circle that had flared around it. Most marvelous of all were black and white alone, without any colors, and what should have been dark was white, and all white things were dark. Even the flames of the fire circle were black.


  As the sun mounted overhead, O'Brien put an end to the audience that all might go down and pass the heat of midday in the siesta customarily enjoyed by the Baalites. He himself drowsed through most of the afternoon. But an hour before evening he shook off his sleepiness and went up on the roof in the hope of finding a breeze.


  Edrisi had not responded to his call. As he climbed the purple stairway, O'Brien grinned over the possibility that the young sheik might have mustered courage to try the burning of another "incense stick." But Edrisi had found one taste of that fruit of the tree to be quite sufficient. O'Brien found him beside the monoplane, touching its wings and rudder and peering at the cockpit with the wariness of a hunter coupled with the curiosity of a born scientist.


  At sight of the American, Edrisi sprang away guiltily, rallied, and came forward with dignified respectfulness.


  O'Brien frowned. "Has Edrisi received permission to touch my air steed?" he queried.


  "Lord of the Air, grant pardon to the offender!" murmured the sheik. "No harm was meant. That which has not been forbidden is free even to the lowest."


  "My air craft is forbidden to all," rejoined O'Brien. "Go!"


  He was angry, and he spoke with more harshness than he realized. Edrisi salaamed, but there was no cringe in his salute. O'Brien caught the flash of wounded pride and resentment in the clear black eyes as the man turned away.


  "Wait," he said. "Edrisi is pardoned. The coolness of evening is near. I would honor the priestess of Baal and Ishtar. Bring her to me by the secret passages, that Tigra may not know."


  Again Edrisi salaamed, this time so profoundly that his bare head touched the stone. When he turned to go, he was still bowed low. Both his face and eyes were hidden, and O'Brien felt that he had appeased the mortified sheik by the intent to honor Istara.


  A brief examination showed him that no harm had been done to the monoplane. He strolled over to the parapet. At once he was recognized and greeted by hundreds of high-caste Baalites on the top platform. From their cries of praise and adulation he soon made out that the adroit Tigra had explained his denial of godhead in a manner to suit her own interpretation and wishes. For the sake of his people, the Lord of the Air had taken upon himself certain human limitations. He wished to be served and obeyed as a human king and not worshiped as Baal.


  O'Brien waved an acknowledgment to the salutations and drew back to consider the change in the situation. Clearly Tigra had been too crafty for him. Yet it could have been worse. She had let him down from his divine pedestal to one much less dizzily exalted. Her object—or one of her objects—was obvious. The Lord of the Air had been hailed and worshiped as Baal even by her. If he became known as an impostor, she would be open to scorn as the first of his dupes, and a doubt of all priestcraft might enter the hearts of the under castes.


  "O'Brien, me lad, walk softly and look before you leap," he warned himself. "Methinks the lady is a gay schemer."


  He turned and saw the subject of his remark intently regarding him from the head of the stairway. As he looked, he had a fleeting impression that the head of Edrisi was disappearing below the level of the roof, but his gaze was so fixed and centered upon the graceful form of the sultana that he could not be sure the sheik had been with her.


  Tigra advanced to meet him, swaying her lissome body with the step of a dancing girl. O'Brien frowned and stopped short. He had sent for Istara that he might show her favor and incidentally enjoy the loveliness of the sweet-eyed girl. Tigra, in her own way, was even more beautiful and charming—that was the trouble. She was too charming. A tete-a-tete here on the roof would be interesting, but it might also be dangerous.


  O'Brien made a casual attempt to edge toward the stairway but was checked by a sideward glide of the ardently smiling sultana. Salaaming, she murmured an intoned salutation that became more rhythmic until it passed into a song pitched in a peculiar minor key. From the first she spoke a ritual of such figurative terms that O'Brien made out only fragments of an invocation to Ishtar, goddess of the moon.


  During the intoned salutation her body had begun to sway in time with the rhythm. At the change to outright song she started to dance. Swaying and bowing and flexing with a seductive grace, she glided slowly around the American. Subtly, imperceptibly, Tigra began to weave a spell about him, a spell of beauty and grace and enticement. Her jet-black hair with its blue sheen, her amorous, black eyes and the rich loveliness of her face, her lithe, rounded form, her exquisitely graceful, sinuous bendings and turnings of limbs and head and body—all combined to fascinate and enravish him.


  He was already half-intoxicated with her allurement when, at the end of her first circling movement, she took off her emerald coronet and held it out to him with proud humility. The act suggested no more than a wish on her part for freer movement. He took the glittering jewel in his hand, and she went on with her dance without any break in the rhythm of her song. The removal of the crown had loosened the mass of her raven tresses, so that as she danced they fell down about her in a veil that reached below her knees.


  Tigra came gliding around to the starting point a second time, and held out her sheathed dagger. O'Brien took it as he had taken the coronet. He was far too fascinated to reflect what this acceptance might mean. And again Tigra danced about him, more ravishing than before.


  As she neared the end of the third encircling, the wary thought penetrated O'Brien's intoxicated mind that she was seeking to hypnotize him. He looked to see her haughty will flare out in sudden violent effort to subdue and dominate him. Instead, she thrust her girdle into his hands and dropped on her knees before him in humble abasement.


  Over her bowed head his bewildered eyes saw but did not heed the three black-robed priests who had come from the stairway and were intently watching him and the kneeling sultana. His gaze lowered to the beautiful suppliant at his feet. She held up her hands as if imploring him to lift her out of her humility. O'Brien shifted the crown and dagger and girdle into his left hand. He bent to raise the weary dancer.


  From behind him came the voice of Istara, quivering with grief and alarm:


  "Lord of the Air," she cried. "Would you raise up your wife to be your sultana? Would you exalt the priestess of the Dweller to your own godhood?"


  12. Lower Wife


  O'Brien stood transfixed. From the seductive lips of the sultana came a hiss of fury. Her narrowing eyes flashed black lightnings. O'Brien wrenched himself about to confront the speaker and to demand the meaning of those words. He saw only one of the checkerboard stones of the roof sinking back level with those around it. Quickly he dropped the girdle, knife and crown and leaped to clutch the stone. It was already in place. The joints were so close that he could not have thrust a knife blade between them. There was no way to pry up the stone.


  He straightened and faced the haughtily erect sultana, his blue eyes darkening with anger. She met him with a subtle smile that checked and chilled him. He thrust out his hand toward the three priests in a repellent gesture.


  "Who gave leave for these black robes to come here?" he demanded.


  Tigra salaamed and smiled with amorous sweetness.


  "The Lord of the Air has said that he is a man. Witnesses are required when a man takes a wife."


  "A wife . . ." muttered O'Brien.


  With a movement of pantherlike swiftness, Tigra picked up the fallen crown and dagger and girdle. She held them out to the American, an exultant smile on her scarlet lips and a glow of ardent passion in her midnight eyes.


  "Behold the symbols, lord of my heart," she murmured. "I have danced before my lord the Dance of Ishtar, and my lord has accepted of me my crown and dagger and girdle. In his hands I have placed my power and my defense and my maidenhood, according to the custom and the law of Ishtar. My lord accepted the offering. Therefore, he has taken me as wife and we are wedded. The priests of the black altar bear witness!"


  For a time O'Brien was speechless. With subtle craft the sultana had duped him into marriage. Without knowing its meaning, he had performed with her the wedding ceremony of her people. The exultation in her eyes was proof that she had told the truth, and the looks of the three priests confirmed her statements. After all, was it such a dire calamity? She was as beautiful as—as she was crafty and cruel!


  O'Brien remembered her gloating over the white goat, and it brought him up with a sharp turn. He thought quickly. Istara had implored him not to raise the kneeling sultana to her feet, and at the warning Tigra had been unable to repress her fury. He had not lifted her. What difference did it make?


  To ask the question of the sultana or the priests might give them an advantage. He frowned and looked about him. The sun had gone down behind the black range of the Noadite barrier. The evening star appeared faint and wan in the darkening sky.


  "The silver boat of Ishtar is not in the sky," he said. "At the full of the moon I will make answer regarding this matter. Go now! I have spoken."


  To his surprise, Tigra salaamed and glided away without a single word or look of remonstrance or appeal. The three priests hastened before her down the stairway.


  As soon as he was alone, O'Brien crossed to the monoplane and began to overhaul it with utmost care. Black night closed down over the Baalite valley, but the American worked on by the light of his electric torch. He was bolting the water tank to the bottom of the cockpit when he heard a soft murmur out in the direction of the center of the roof. He shut off the light and peered through the starlight. In a few moments he perceived the dim outline of a slender, white form.


  "Istara!" he called.


  The girl glided nearer, her hands clasped in supplication.


  "Lord of the Air," she panted, "do not betray me! Tigra is a lioness whose whelps have been slain. Shield me from her wrath! Let her not again lower me into the pit of blackness!"


  "Have no fear," O'Brien told her. "I will protect you with all of my power. The truth has been told. I am a man—powerful, yet still a man. I can do more if I know more. You warned me not to raise up Tigra. Why did you not warn me against wedding her?"


  "Who am I that I should question the will of the Lord of the Air?" the girl replied. "I thought that he wished to take unto himself a lower wife. But the fear of evil compelled me to cry out against the exalting of the priestess of the Dweller."


  "I did not lift her up. What difference does it make?"


  Istara drew in a tremulous sigh.


  "Then my lord did not know? Tigra has given up to you all her power and rights. Whoever now takes a command from her will be shamed. You may torture and slay her, and none may protest. But if you had raised her up to be your sultana, then your power and glory would have been her power and glory, your property would have been her property, your servants her servants. She would have been supreme by right over all Baalites."


  O'Brien whistled softly. "No wonder she was wrathy! But you saved me from the worst, Istara, and I have gained time to plan. I told Tigra she must wait until the full of the moon."


  "Until the festival of Ishtar, which follows the Festival of Baal," murmured the priestess. "Tigra will not lower me into the pit until after the flower sacrifice, for very soon I must go into Irem to bring the blossom from the tree of healing."


  "You go into Irem—alone!" muttered O'Brien. "You do not fear the Dweller?"


  Istara shuddered. "The black temple is the Abode of Evil. Last year I went with the aged priestess who is no longer alive. This year I must go alone. But no harm can come to the priestess who walks in the path of the law."


  Confidently as the girl spoke, the darkness did not hide how she shrank and trembled. O'Brien clasped her hand, patted it reassuringly.


  "When you go I will go with you," he said. "No—do not say it is forbidden. I have already entered Irem and I can fly there again whenever I choose. We shall go together. I will take you on my air steed, or you shall take me through the secret passage."


  "Who may deny the will of the Lord of the Air?" acquiesced Istara. "It is against the law made from the beginning. But my lord has already flown into the forbidden garden. I will lead him through the hidden ways."


  The answer satisfied O'Brien. He had recovered sufficiently from the shock and horror of the blind saurian to be more than ever curious over the mysteries of Irem. But he wished to locate a safe landing place before again flying into the crater. If the goddess priestesses had entered Irem alone, for ages, through their secret route, the passage must be safe from all danger.


  Again O'Brien assured her. "No harm shall come to you if my power can prevent it. You say that for a time Tigra will not seek to revenge herself on you?"


  "Not until after the flower sacrifice has saved the land from the inflowing of the desert for another year."


  "You will take me without fail when you go into Irem?"


  "How can my lord doubt?"


  "The tongue of Istara knows only how to speak truth," said O'Brien. "Go, now! On the way into Irem we can plan how to balk the schemer. This is too open a place."


  The girl drew her trembling hand from his clasp and bent to kiss the edge of his white robe. In another moment she was slipping down through an opening in the roof. As she disappeared, the raised square of sandstone lowered into place. O'Brien sprang around and dashed at top speed to the head of the stairway. At the upper Step he checked his rush to peer and listen. He could see nothing in the black well, but he thought he heard the soft scraping of a sandal. Remembering his electric torch, he flashed its light down the steps. The stairway was empty. He went down to close the bronze door and fasten the bar bolt on the stairway side.


  "Edrisi," he observed, "pardon me for pulling the latchstring if you were not eavesdropping. The affair has shady trimmings. Why did you allow Tigra to come up when you were sent for Istara? Wish I had asked the girl about it," he mused.


  The thought of treachery on the part of the young sheik was very disquieting. Even with the stair door barred, the temple roof was not safe. Edrisi knew all of the secret passages except the way into Irem.


  O'Brien went up and took the driver's seat in the monoplane. If a few assassins should seek to creep up on him, he could flash his torch and shoot them down. If a large force poured out on the roof to overwhelm him, he could fly off in the darkness.


  For a long time he sat tense, every faculty on the alert. Gradually the hum of the tower city beneath him stilled to the hush of darkness and slumber. Midnight came and passed. Nothing happened. The tension of O'Brien's watchfulness began to defeat its own purpose. He became so weary that sleep stole upon him unawares.


  He awoke to find himself lying over on the wing of the monoplane, twisted and cramped. The city was humming with the return of day. In the dawn-light that flooded over the rim of Irem and suffused with a blush even the grim crest cliffs of the Noadite barrier, the menace of night and treachery lost its power to disquiet. O'Brien sprang from the plane and hastened down to his chambers.


  Edrisi was asleep on a rug before the farthest door. He showed no sign of guilt or uneasiness when O'Brien roused him. To the curt query why he had allowed Tigra to enter when he had been sent for Istara, he replied with simple directness:


  "The sultana was at the door, Lord of the Air. No man may bar the way of Tigra when her hand is upon the hilt of her dagger. I sought to accompany her, but she sent me back. Later, I found the door of the stairway fast."


  "The milk is spilt," said O'Brien, and he shrugged. "What is done cannot be undone. But if harm comes to Istara, it is on your head! You turned loose the lioness, and Istara thrust a thorn into her pride that will rankle and fester."


  The impassive reserve of the young sheik shattered before the outburst of his hidden remorse. He cast himself at the feet of the American.


  "Strike me dead, Lord of the Air!" he cried. "Sooner than give way to the sultana, I should have defied and fought her and laid down my life! Even so, the worst has not befallen. You did not exalt her to your own power!"


  "If you wish to help save Istara," rejoined O'Brien, "get up and see if she is unharmed. If all is well, bring her in with Tigra."


  Edrisi salaamed and hastened to open the door. In the anteroom Istara was waiting with a bevy of her white-robed attendants. Behind them Tigra crouched on a rug in the middle of the chamber, alone and bowed as if with humility. O'Brien surmised that the wisest course would be to act as if nothing had happened. He directed both Istara and Tigra to come in and sit on the divan at each side of him, as they had done on the preceding morning. No mention was made of the marriage ceremony.


  At O'Brien's request, Edrisi proceeded to give a clear account of the arts and industries of the Baalites. Most of the city-dwelling artisans and the tillers of the soil belonged to the Beni Ad, while the herdsmen and shepherds were all members of the Beni Assur. The mining of metals and precious stones was carried on by Noadite slaves under Baalite taskmasters.


  At a favorable opening Tigra softly inquired whether the Lord of the Air enjoyed hunting. His look of assent caused Edrisi to send for the sultana's huntsmen. They brought in many trophies of the chase—ostrich plumes, the skins of lions and panthers, and the horns of oryx, gazelles, and black hair of Noadites, which they seemed to regard as the most prized among their trophies.


  During the morning meal and afterward, Tigra sat with her eyes downcast, and she spoke only when addressed. To all appearances her haughty spirit was subdued if not tamed. O'Brien more than doubted this. He feared that her humility was only the crouching of the lioness for a leap. Yet the calm of her languorous eyes covered any scheming or weaving of plots. She betrayed no hatred of Istara and made no attempt to signal or speak to Edrisi.


  Evening found the four on the roof. O'Brien turned from the others to test the plane's engine.When the rattling roar had stilled, the rich contralto voice of Tigra murmured appealingly in O'Brien's ear:


  "My lord, I am become as a bondsmaid in the eyes of my people. The favor of my lord is all that is left unto me. With the coming of another sun will he not again bear me up above all Baalites in his magic air steed? In Irem are many more wonders than my lord has seen."


  O'Brien pondered before answering. After that narrow escape from the hideous blind saurian of the garden, even so bold a woman as this sorceress sultana must have a motive far stronger than curiosity to lure her back into the treacherous paradise of Sheddad.


  "I will take you on another flight before many days," he replied.


  The promise was as indefinite as it was positive. The angry glint of baffled cunning betrayed by Tigra proved the wisdom of his caution. He turned away from her, smiling carelessly as if he had not seen.


  13. Alone with Istara


  The approach of nightfall provided O'Brien with an excuse to go down for an evening feast. Scores of sauceboat lamps lighted the chambers, and the American stayed close to Istara. He gave the sultana no opportunity to address him apart from the others.


  At the end of the feast, O'Brien indicated his wish to be alone. Istara hastened to retire with her attendants, but Tigra was more deliberate. In making her salaam, she lingered to eye her lord with a sidelong and enticing glance. O'Brien leaped to his feet and led her to the outer door of the suite. He left Edrisi barring the door and hastened up to the roof, fastening the stairway door as he passed through.


  By the light of his torch he peered at a bit of parchment that Istara had slipped into his girdle as she rose from the divan. On it was marked only a large double cross in a group of small crosses. He noticed that the small crosses represented one of the constellations. He looked up into the blue-black sky and saw a planet near the constellation. Within an hour the planet would reach the position in the constellation shown by the big cross. O'Brien examined his pistol and sat down to wait.


  As sandstone squares of the roof swung up close beside him. O'Brien found himself peering into the white face of Istara.


  "If the Lord of the Air so wills, I shall now lead him into Irem," murmured the girl.


  For answer, the American swung himself forward to the opening. Istara beckoned and disappeared. He lowered himself until his feet touched solid stone. The slab above swung down into place. At his side he heard a sharp stroke. The outflare of his cigar lighter showed him the close walls of a tiny cell and Istara kneeling over a lamp, striking sparks from a flint with a little bronze hammer. He touched his lighter to the wick of the lamp. As it took fire, Istara lifted the lamp and began to descend a steep and narrow stairway.


  At the foot of the stairs was a large cell. Istara handed the lamp to O'Brien and pushed against three keystones in the end wall. A stone slab swung open, and O'Brien followed the girl through the entrance. As she paused to close the pivoted stone with an easy push, he peered around in the flickering lamplight. They were at the head of a well or shaft down which twisted a spiral staircase.


  Across from them a big, copper tube, green with age, curved out and down into the well.


  The priestess took the lamp and started nimbly down the stairway. O'Brien followed her around the descending curve of the steep steps. Another copper tube bent out from the side, extending its way alongside the first; then another and another at regular intervals, each larger than the one above. A remark from Istara explained that these were the tubes, one from tower city, to be borne away by the river.


  "Good piece of sanitary engineering," thought O'Brien, but he was more impressed with the ancient system of secret-pivoted door slabs that only the initiated could open and only dynamite could break down. Somewhere about the second or third story of the city tower Istara ended the wearisome descent of the stairs by opening a stone door and leading the way out into the head of a cased incline.


  The length of this easily sloping way soon convinced the American that it ran outside of the city. It ended in a tunnel chiseled through solid red sandstone. Istara said that they were now under the river, and presently the tunnel curved upward to end at a blank wall. A door and cell and another door brought the two out into the dark rear of a large cave. At the far end a watcher was sitting near a fire.


  Istara called out in a soft, clear voice. The watcher flung himself down beside the fire. From beyond him five beautiful white mares of purest Arab breed trotted back into the cave to meet the priestess. All were saddled, ready for a journey. Before O'Brien could speak, she had vaulted lightly to the back of the first mare, seating herself cross saddle. Her baggy Oriental trousers were in effect a divided skirt. O'Brien mounted the second mare and rode after the girl, past the prostrate watchman, and out of the cave. The three remaining mares followed but were turned back at a gentle command from the priestess.


  For nearly an hour the sure-footed beasts cantered along the base of the black cliffs that rimmed in Irem. At last a jutting point of the mountainside loomed high above the riders. Istara rode straight forward into the black mouth of a cave. Within, she lighted a torch of aromatic resinous wood with her flint and bronze hammer. With this to light the way, she turned into a side grotto and opened a swing stone so artfully fitted into the rock wall that no one could have guessed it covered an entrance.


  The girl closed the door behind them and rode on in the lead through a twisted passage to a mammoth cavern in the heart of the lava mountain. Down the sloping floor of the cavern ran a trail worn smooth by the bronze-shod hoofs of horses. The mares took the trail at a brisk canter that soon quickened into a gallop.


  Steadily forward and downward the mares raced through the vast black vault in the flaring light of the torch. At last the sides closed in and the lofty dome lowered. The riders passed at a walk through a cleft so small that they were almost scraped out of their saddles. But beyond came a series of caves through which the mares could gallop.


  The way had ceased to lead downward and ran along almost on a level. At one point O'Brien caught a glimpse of phosphorescent light down through the far end of a side grotto. He would have reined in his mare to see what this was, but Istara cried out in alarm and raced on ahead with the torch.


  Beyond this place the winding caverns narrowed and slanted upward. At last Istara turned sharply into the square-cut entrance of a tunnel hewn by man. As O'Brien rode up, he saw that the cavern pitched abruptly down to the left into what seemed to be a bed of phosphorescent flame. Something moved in the midst of the pool of greenish light—a ghastly nightmare shape. The mare bore her dazed rider into the tunnel.


  The sight of the torch glowing above the graceful head of Istara cleared O'Brien's head. He had looked into what seemed to be the infernal region, but Istara was human, and their good mares were flesh and blood. His convulsive grip on his pistol relaxed.


  Soon it became apparent that the tunnel was no longer chiseled through solid rock, but was built of hewn blocks and slabs. Istara looked back to point at the massive masonry and smiled. A few moments later the tunnel narrowed and sagged down to a lower level. It became dank and slimy. The hoofs of the mares splashed in a thin ooze, but Istara led on, an eager confidence in her smile.


  A few hundred yards brought another change. The tunnel curved upward. Istara guided her mare around a turn to the right and flung down her torch. O'Brien found himself riding out of the end of the tunnel into a leaf-canopied tree cavern, pillared with gigantic trunks and lighted with myriads of fairy lamps that flitted about among the gorgeous flowers. The delicious fragrance of the perfume-laden air told him that they were somewhere in Irem.


  Istara slipped to the ground and turned her mare free. When O'Brien dismounted she bowed him to a natural divan of pink-blossomed, matted bushes. He looked closely at one of the fairy lights aglow on a cluster of blossoms, and saw that it was a great firefly. Istara glided from view among the flowery shrubs. When she returned, she brought figs and bunches of grapelike fruit that melted in the mouth like spiced honey. Whether it was because of the qualities of this strange fruit or the soothing balminess of the air, O'Brien had not yet eaten his fill when he sank into restful slumber.


  He awoke to find that daylight was filtering down through the canopy of fig trees to make a clear, green twilight. Nearby he saw Istara lying on a bed of flowers, her beautiful face placid in a childlike trustfulness. Heedless of the wonders about him, he stood gazing at the girl.


  Her brown eyes opened and looked up quietly into his smiling face. Under his admiring glance a deep blush suffused her smooth cheeks. She rose to cover her confusion with a graceful salaam.


  "Day has come," she murmured. "If the Lord of the Air so wills, we shall now go to the Balm Tree."


  "Wait," said O'Brien. "Istara, you are unlike all the other maidens of your people. What if I should choose you from among them?"


  The girl looked down. "Has not the Lord of the Air already chosen Tigra?"


  "No," he denied. "I was duped by her trickery."


  "Yet she is now the wife of the Lord of the Air," replied Istara in a tone of finality that disconcerted the American. "There is also the immemorial law which says that the priestess of Baal and Ishtar is no longer priestess when she weds."


  "What of that?" demanded O'Brien with renewed ardor. "I offer to make you my sultana."


  The priestess clasped her hands and sank down on her knees in trembling appeal:


  "My lord, spare me! Do not require me to break the law! If there is no longer a priestess to make sacrifice of the flower, then will the sands of the desert flow in and fill all the Bowl except Irem."


  "You may first choose another priestess," said O'Brien.


  The girl shuddered.


  "Tigra has made a vow. She will destroy any virgin I name unless I choose her. That is why she lowered me into the pit of blackness. She sought to force me to name her as my successor, and to teach her the mysteries. Now I cannot name her, for she is wed, and destruction will overwhelm the land if my lord takes me as his bride."


  O'Brien could have laughed at this as absurd superstition, but he realized that to the girl it was vital truth. She believed with an absolute faith that the safety of the land rested upon her slender shoulders. She was the goddess priestess who must make the annual flower sacrifice to save all Baalites from perishing. O'Brien saw that he would have to wait. To urge his love upon her now would be sheer cruelty.


  "After the sacrifice a way may be found to choose your successor," he said. "Until then you need not answer my request that you become my sultana."


  The girl bent in a graceful salaam. He stooped and lifted her with tender roughness. At his gesture she started off in the lead, staying under the gigantic fig trees. All above them hung orchids like tongues of fire. They passed through banks of lacy ferns which bloomed enormous white lilies, larger than the jungle blooms of Sumatra, which are more than three feet across.


  A twisting path brought the pair out on the brink of a cliff. Below them, shimmering in the open light of day, was the lake that O'Brien had seen from the heights. They were on the islet in the lake at the heart of the immense crater garden. Istara led back under the canopy of the fig trees.


  After a time they came to another cliff edge. This was not a part of the lake shore, but the wall of an inlet that ran from the lake toward the center of the islet. At its inner end a massive black pyramid squatted among the lofty trees. A steady current flowed toward the cyclopean pyramid. In the water below, O'Brien saw the corroded remnant of a ponderous metal weir that had been burst upstream. The conjecture came to him that the weir had, in remote ages, served as a barrier to confine the blind saurian—or his forebears—within the inlet. The outward twist of the broken bars seemed to indicate that the monster had smashed through, to ravage and devastate Irem.


  With a shudder, Istara skirted along the cliff edge and turned up a glade, knee-deep in scarlet flowers. At the head of the glade loomed a towerlike tree stump, covered from ground to peak with small branches. Each branch bore at its tip a bud, a golden, pearlike fruit, or a blue, star-shaped flower a span across. From the rough bark of the trunk exuded a gum or balm even more fragrant than the spicy perfume of the flowers.


  Under this peculiar tree O'Brien saw the two white mares feeding on the ripe fruit that had dropped to the ground. Istara smiled and plucked one of the golden pears for the American. When he tasted it he was disagreeably surprised to find it acrid and extremely pungent. But he saw the girl eagerly eating the fruit, and he followed her example. Soon he began to feel a pleasant stimulation, more exhilarating than the effects of wine, but clarifying rather than intoxicating. In the narrow cave passage he had scraped the back of his hand on a rough stone. Istara spread a little balm from the tree trunk on the raw bruise.


  Off to the left the truncated top of the black pyramid showed above a grove of small trees beyond the end of a side glade. O'Brien proposed that they take a nearer look at the huge pile, but Istara shrank back and cried out in horror:


  "The Abode of Evil—the Temple of the Dweller! Do not go near the forbidden place, my lord, else swift destruction will come upon us! And if I perish, death will overtake all my people!"


  The terror of the priestess and the considerations expressed for her people persuaded O'Brien to yield to her wish. He could see that the top of the black pyramid offered space for landing the monoplane. At any time he could fly from the tower city up over the rim of Irem and down into the crater, to explore the mysteries of this superstition-guarded islet.


  At his sign of acquiescence, Istara salaamed her gratitude and smilingly plucked one of the blue flowers of the tree. With remarkable ease, O'Brien caught her up in his arms and lifted her upon her mare. The fruit-stimulated beast raced away out of the glade and under the giant fig trees. O'Brien sprang upon his own mare and galloped in a gay pursuit.


  When he overtook the girl, at the entrance of the tunnel, he saw that she was pale with alarmed modesty. He hastened to reassure her, and sprang off to light one of the resinous torches that he saw lying within the entrance. As proof of his good faith, he kept the torch and rode down the tunnel to lead the way back.


  14. The Black Stairway


  The return journey through the tunnel and all the miles of volcanic caves and caverns was slower and more tedious than had been the coming into Irem. As torchbearer, O'Brien had no chance to peer into the forbidden inferno of phosphorescent pools, and, beyond them, the upward incline of the cave floors prevented even the thoroughbred mares from galloping as fast as they had made the descent.


  At last, to O'Brien's heartfelt relief, they reached the head of the first mammoth cavern. Istara took the lead into the twisted passage that had brought them from the secret door. At the end, she rode alongside a lever stone and made ready to pull it down. Somewhat unwillingly, O'Brien complied with her request that he extinguish the torch. They were left in blackest darkness. After a pause, Istara pressed the lever. The balanced stone that blocked the entrance slowly rolled aside.


  Through the opening O'Brien was able to look out into the side grotto, which was dimly lighted from the entrance cave. It seemed to him that he saw a black shape gliding away toward the mouth of the grotto. A low cry from Istara confirmed his suspicion.


  He snatched out his pistol and fired at the shadowy form.


  The flash of the shot blinded him for a moment, and the roar set the mares to plunging. As soon as he could force his mount past Istara's, he advanced into the grotto, his pistol ready. The stealthy apparition had vanished. O'Brien struck his cigar lighter and looked at the dust-silted floor of the grotto. Between the hoffmarks was the print of a woman's high-arched foot. Istara rode forward to peer, wide-eyed, at the narrow print.


  "Tigra!" she gasped. "Tigra has spied upon us! She may have learned the secret of the door!"


  "And if she has?" muttered O'Brien.


  "If she has learned the secret of the way, she can bring the flower!" whispered the girl in hushed terror. "I am still the priestess—no Baalite may destroy me without suffering the unutterable curse. But if Tigra can bring the flower, I may spend all the rest of my life in the pit of blackness!"


  "Quick!" cried O'Brien. "We'll see if she is in sight."


  They rode out through the cave to peer along the slopes that lay dry and sterile under the glare of the forenoon sun. No living creature was to be seen on the barren uplands. But off to the side were sandstone ridges, behind which any number of spies might hide or steal away unseen.


  "If it was Tigra, she has made off," remarked O'Brien. "But what if she has learned the secret? Now she can make the sacrifice and save the land. Therefore you are free. You can become my sultana! Have no fear of Tigra. I will bear you away beyond her power, over the desert!"


  The girl paled and bent over, with the blue flower clasped to her bosom.


  "I fear, Lord of the Air! I should die if you bore me away on your roaring, winged demon!"


  O'Brien bent toward the trembling girl. "Look at me," he urged. "Am I so terrible? I love you—and love casts out fear."


  But Istara would not look at him. She bent over in her saddle and kept her gaze fixed upon the blue flower. A sudden recollection checked O'Brien as he was about to renew his urgings. In Istara's eyes he was married. True enough, Tigra had tricked him into it, and even in the Bowl a proof of the fraud might annul the bond. But until the proof was made, Tigra was his wife in the eyes of all Baalites.


  Besides, who was to pronounce the divorce unless he sat as judge in his own case? Before he did that he must inquire into his prerogatives as Lord of the Air. He could decree an annulment, but would Tigra accept the judgment—and would Istara regard it as right? He had gathered that polygamy, though rare, was legal among the Baalites. But the very thought of a harem was repugnant to him. Also, Tigra most assuredly would destroy or be destroyed rather than submit to playing the part of under wife. No woman could be sultana over her.


  Istara had started to canter down the slope toward the distant green of the valley bottom. As O'Brien galloped along beside her, he racked his brain for some way out of the web of superstition and craft in which he was entangled. The situation was decidedly complicated. The more he saw of this pure-eyed little priestess, the more he felt convinced that he loved her. He could even see himself landing with her at Aden and introducing her to the wives of the British officers.


  Of course he loved her—he must! If only he could keep his eyes and thoughts on her, there would be less chance of his losing his head over Tigra. How else could mere man hope to escape the enravishing beauty and charm of such a sorceress sultana?


  A distant sound of trumpets roused O'Brien from his pondering. The swift-footed Arab mares had already carried him and Istara well down the sterile slopes. The curving base of the black cliffs brought them around into view of the lower Baalite valley and the tower city. Soon O'Brien was able to make out a great multitude of brightly clad people waiting on the near bank of the river. Istara did not rein in or turn aside. Evidently it was the custom for the priestess to go secretly to Irem at night, but to return openly in the daylight.


  From the edge of the upper millet fields down to the palm and pomegranate groves on the river banks, throngs of rejoicing Baalites waved their robes and cried greetings and cast roses before the Lord of the Air and his smiling companion. When Istara held up the blue flower, even O'Brien was forgotten by the joy-maddened multitude.


  At the river, warriors were waiting with a rose-strewn raft of palm logs. Istara and her companion rode aboard and sat quietly in their saddles, while the warriors poled the raft across the stream. The multitude followed on lesser rafts and in boats. Another multitude greeted the landing of the bearers of the blue flower. All the Baalites, men and women and children, were out to see the flower of sacrifice brought from Irem.


  The warriors and women of the highest castes fell in behind the riders as they crossed to the foot of the city tower and started up the incline road under the triple gates that defended its lower slope. Noon was close at hand when at last the head of the triumphant procession wound around the last curve of the ascent and came up on the great marble platform, to the blare of trumpets and the thunder of the huge drum.


  Through the portal of the purple temple and up the full length of the hall of twisted columns, Istara and O'Brien rode side by side on their white mares. As they neared the black altar, O'Brien saw his smiling companion turn pale and shrink with fear. On the white dais behind the altar, the black throne of the Dweller had been stripped of its white and red drapes, and Tigra was sitting on the sinister dragon seat, clad in a black robe.


  Yet duty gave Istara strength to go forward without faltering. She dismounted upon the edge of the dais beside the altar, and O'Brien followed her murmured request to take his seat on the sun throne. As he mounted the upper dais, he gazed straight into the cream-white face of Tigra, to be met with a gentle smile that betrayed no trace of guilt.


  The Baalites were surging into the temple with wild rejoicing. Istara raised the blue flower overhead. Instantly the multitude stilled their clamor. As the vivid white focus point of light from the sun eye reached the center of the altar, the goddess priestess thrust the sacrifice under it. There was a flash of fire and the blue flower vanished in a puff of aromatic smoke.


  As if overpowered by the streaming turmoil of joy that greeted this saving of the land, Istara drew back and turned to leave the hall by way of the purple passage. O'Brien descended the upper and middle dais, to follow her. He entered the passage barely in time to see the three black-robed high priests dragging Istara around the first turn. His rush brought him up with them at the head of the black stairway.


  The rearmost abductor turned to block him.


  O'Brien drove a blow at his curled black beard that found the point of his jaw and dropped him senseless. A kick sent another rolling down the black stairway. The third released Istara and fell on his face, imploring mercy. O'Brien put his arm around the half-fainting girl and bent to listen to the priest's incoherent babble. From behind him a slender, white hand reached out and drove a dagger to the hilt between the shoulders of the prostrate priest.


  O'Brien jerked out his pistol as he whirled about. From her knees, Tigra gazed up at him with the look of a faithful servitor.


  "My lord was angered at the black dog," she murmured. "My lord is avenged by the hand of his loving wife."


  If the beautiful creature was acting, her art was consummate. The suspicion crossed O'Brien's mind that she had killed the priest to keep him from betraying her part in the attempted abduction. Yet her gaze did not waver under his scrutiny. The glorious black eyes glowed with passionate love and devotion.


  He answered her as coolly as he could force himself to speak: "The evildoer is punished for his crime. Had harm come to the priestess of Baal and Ishtar, I would have flown away as I came, out of the Bowl."


  "My lord, do not say it!" cried the kneeling sultana. "If you go, my heart will wither in my bosom!"


  The anguish of the appeal was unmistakably genuine. O'Brien softened. His suppliant saw the frown relax and sought to make doubly certain of his favor. She pointed to the priest whom he had stunned.


  "This other one stirs, lord of my heart. Shall I strike him, also?"


  With a shudder, O'Brien drew Istara away from the body of the dead priest and motioned Tigra to follow. He did not stop until they had gone through all the chambers to the outer door of his own suite. It swung open before them, revealing Edrisi.


  "I saw the return of the Lord of the Air, and came here to welcome him," he explained.


  "My lord has returned to us," murmured Tigra. "He journeyed into Irem with the goddess priestess—and he has returned with her."


  The shade of an inflection gave to the harmless words a subtle insinuation that brought a scarlet flood to the pale cheeks of Istara. She moaned and sank down, as if stricken to the heart. O'Brien stared frowningly at the guileless face of Tigra. He could make nothing of her look of wondering concern. He turned to Edrisi and saw the keen eyes of the young sheik fixed upon him in a look of deadly hatred.


  "In the land from which I come," stated the American, "there is a wise saying: 'Evil to him who evil thinks.'"


  Edrisi fell upon his knees and bowed his forehead to the floor. "I have sinned, Lord of the Air! Punish me!"


  Instantly Istara forgot her shame and outraged modesty to implore O'Brien to spare the offender.


  "He is sheik of the Beni Ad. My honor is precious in his sight," she explained.


  "I name his punishment to look into your pure eyes and be shamed," pronounced O'Brien.


  The young Baalite groaned as he forced himself to meet the clear, level gaze of the brown eyes. The beads of sweat that started out on his swarthy forehead showed that the gentle reproach of the girl's look was harder for him to bear than any bodily torture. O'Brien smiled in satisfaction. The girl had been cleared from the stain of the false insinuation. He turned and was astonished to see that Tigra was even more pleased than he.


  "My lord," she purred, "I have planned to honor you with a hunt. If you so will it, the priestess of Baal may ride with us."


  The suggestion of condescension stung O'Brien to quick decision: "I will that she shall ride with us."


  The sultana drooped her black eyes and bowed submissively.


  Late that evening, when all withdrew from the Feast of Baal, Edrisi barred the door and came to bow before the yawning Lord of the Air.


  "Tigra was sultana," he observed, "but she now is only a woman. There is a saying, 'A woman's arrows fly backward, and strike from behind.' "


  "My ears are open," said O'Brien.


  Edrisi bowed lower. "If the Lord of the Air so wills, I shall choose and lead a band of picked men from the Beni Ad to ride with Istara during the hunt."


  O'Brien smiled, nodded, yawned, and stretched out to sleep on his divan. He knew that Edrisi could now be trusted—at least for a time.


  15. The Ambush


  At dawn, Edrisi, clad in Baalite armor and helmet, wakened O'Brien and spread before him several skin hunting costumes of fox, wild cat, panther, wolf, hyena, and wild dog. Each one was fringed with the bristly black hair of Noadites. O'Brien waved them aside. His shoes and leather puttees were as well suited for riding as the legging buskins offered, and his pith helmet would be far better in the torrid sun than the triple crown or the ruby-rimmed fur hunting cap. The one Baalite garment he wore was a short, scarlet cloak, embroidered with gold and carnelians.


  In the anteroom, Tigra was waiting with a score of swarthy, fierce-eyed huntsmen. They knelt in offering O'Brien an assortment of axes, swords, lances, and bows. He refused to take any of the weapons. His long-range pistol and a beltful of ammunition were enough for him.


  Edrisi brought in Istara, guarded by a score of warriors who wore blue-bordered white tunics under their bronze armor. None were as swarthy as the huntsmen, and several had brown eyes. They were picked warriors of the pure Beni Ad stock. When Tigra saw them, her eyes narrowed, but she turned to Istara with a smile of suave greeting.


  The priestesses were dressed alike in legging buskins, baggy trousers of wash leather, and head scarf to bind the hair. But Istara's tunic was of snowy, blue-bordered linen, set with moonstones, while Tigra had hit upon O'Brien's choice of scarlet and gold with carnelians.


  Out on the marble platform grooms were waiting with many splendid stallions of purest Arab breed. O'Brien promptly chose the most mettlesome of them all, a big, golden chestnut that required two grooms to control. He vaulted into the high-pommeled, high-cantled saddle and curbed the plunging of the chestnut with a masterly grip on the bronze bit. Tigra leaped upon a black stallion hardly less fiery, and mastered him with a hand as strong and a seat as firm as the American's. Edrisi helped Istara mount one of the white mares.


  To the gay music of hunting horns, O'Brien cantered the chestnut stallion across the platform, between Tigra's black stallion and Istara's mare. The bands of huntsmen and warriors clattered after them to the head of the incline road and down the long spirals of its descent.


  The leaders of the party were hardly more interesting to the Baalites who lined the road than were the dwellers and dwellings of the tower city to O'Brien. The front of the marble upper third of the huge edifice was inset with porticoes and ornamented with columns and carvings of gods and demons. The red sandstone mid-section had simpler porticoes and fewer columns. The black lower third lacked any porticoes, and the inscriptions on the few square pillars were in Assyrian and pre-Sabaean hieroglyphics.


  All the way down the incline road the Lord of the Air was saluted with fanfares of trumpets and shouts of praise from the Baalites. Half deafened by the din, he was glad when the fortified gates were passed and the clinking bronze shoes of the horses struck soft on the grassy earth. Here the party was joined by mounted huntsmen with hooded falcons perched on their gauntlets and by runners who held in leash pairs of large, black, wolfish dogs.


  The chief huntsman led off at a canter along a curving road that ran up the river bank through orchards of quince and pomegranates, almonds and dark-foliaged mangoes. Beyond was a wide field of crimson roses, sweeping past the part in a blur of color and perfume. The pace had been quickened to a full gallop.


  With outstretched necks and flaring nostrils, the black and chestnut stallions and the white mare of Istara dashed along the unpaved way after the stallion of the chief huntsman. Behind them thudded the pounding hoofs of the escort's mounts. Tigra rode with the steadiness of a man. Istara swayed gracefully in her saddle, but, from their wild ride into Irem, O'Brien knew that her seat was as secure as his own.


  A fork of the road led the party off to the left, up through orchards of oranges, lemons, and figs. Beyond were vineyards. The way now turned directly toward the immense black wall of the Noadite barrier range. The up-grade of the trail steadily increased. The party came to higher slopes, difficult for the Baalites to water with their canals. The vineyards gave place to grain and flax fields.


  Still higher up grew slopes with frankincense trees and giant cacti, ghata trees, and many varieties of aromatic herbs. The herbs gave pasturage to large flocks of sheep and goats, which were guarded by wild, fierce-eyed riders.


  Within an hour the steepness of the trail brought the horses down to an amble. As the party approached the foot of the black mountain range, a band of Baalite warriors clattered into view down out of a wild gorge, driving a number of pack horses. In passing them, O'Brien observed that the water-skins and food panniers of the pack animals were empty.


  The sterile and desolate gorge proved to be not a water-worn canyon, but a cleft riven through the black range by an earthquake, probably in the remote age when the garden crater was still an active volcano. A narrow, twisting trail had been cleared or hewn out along the broken bottom of the defile. Up the side clefts O'Brien saw gangs of naked, half-starved Noadites laboring in the open cuts of mines under the lashes of fully-armed Baalite taskmasters.


  At the highest point of the wild pass the hunters came to a fortress that filled the width of the defile. O'Brien learned that this stronghold was one of the only two gates through which the savage Noadites could possibly break into the Baalite valley unless they traveled a long way around through the desert.


  For half a mile beyond the fortress the gorge was lined with heaps of human bones and the shriveled, brown bodies of cave men mummified by the dry heat. A fresh batch of arrow-pierced corpses told of the last attempts of the savages to surprise the garrison. For ages the "brown wolves of Noad" had made sporadic attacks on the passes in revenge for the slave raids of the Baalites, and twice within history they had broken through and devastated the Baalite valley until driven back at frightful cost.


  This bit of history and the gruesome sight of the Noadite dead was by no means a pleasant introduction to the land of the fierce beast men. But the commander of the garrison had reported that the dwellers of the adjoining region were now scattered and quiet. Even Istara showed no hesitation over venturing into the land of the enemy.


  The gorge opened out into a valley between barren limestone hills. The lower slopes were covered with scant pasturage of aromatic herbs, while, in the bottom, dense growths of trees and shrubs lined the banks of a small stream. While the main party stopped to refresh themselves at the crystal-clear, limestone basin from which the brook flowed, the falconers and dog tenders spread out in search of game.


  Very soon a signal was waved that ibex had been sighted up a side valley. But as the party mounted their horses to ride in chase of the wild goats, an outburst of yells down the main valley told that the black wolf dogs had brought larger game to bay. Tigra's languorous eyes flamed with sudden, fierce eagerness.


  "Panthers—or a lion!" she cried. "Let the falcon chase wait. Here is kingly sport!"


  Larry signed assent, hardly less eager than the warrior sultana to enjoy the more dangerous hunting. Side by side they raced their stallions down to where the wolf dogs were leaping and yelping around a dense thicket of thorn scrub. In their sudden dash, the two leaders had outgalloped the rest of the party. While waiting for the others to arrive, Tigra covertly exchanged a series of quick signs with one of the dog tenders, whose brutish face indicated that he was of Noadite blood.


  With the coming of the main party, half the warriors and most of the huntsmen were sent around the thicket with the footmen and dogs. Edrisi drew apart with the other half of the warriors to guard Istara. The seven remaining huntsmen took position with Tigra and O'Brien near the border of the thorn scrub. As the beaters crashed into the other side of the thicket, yelling and blowing horns to flush the beast or beasts hidden in the dense growth, Tigra flung a derisive jeer at Edrisi that brought a dark flush into his face and stung him into dashing forward to take part in the game.


  A moment later one of the huntsmen glimpsed a stealthy form in the thicket and drove an arrow at it. A terrific, snarling roar told that the shaft had found its mark. Tigra and the huntsmen whirled their mounts and dashed toward the open slope. O'Brien's stallion leaped after them, barely in time to escape the charge of the immense, black-maned lion that burst from the thicket in pursuit.


  O'Brien crouched forward in the saddle and dug his heels into the flanks of the chestnut. He felt certain that the tremendous bounds of the giant cat would outmatch the speed of the stallion. His pistol was ready so that he could twist about and fire a stream of bullets when the roaring pursuer should leap upon him.


  But the others were scattering as they fled, and Edrisi, still furious from Tigra's jeer, turned in his saddle to cast a dart at the lion just as he was about to bound upon the golden chestnut. Stung in the side by the light missile, the beast whirled to attack his bold assailant. Edrisi started to race his horse around in a wide circle, and the others at once spaced out in a bending line as if to close around the charging lion. After his first rush the giant cat was no match in speed for the swift Arab horses. He stopped to whirl about and glare at the presumptuous hunters who dared to pursue him.


  The riders immediately guided their racing mounts around him in a circle, each riding at an equal distance from the one before. O'Brien saw the game and fell in behind Tigra. The lion crouched low, puzzled by these tactics, unable to decide which of his enemies to charge.


  At a call from Tigra, the riders stopped in couples, one of each pair holding the horse of his companion. The others sprang off with their long lances ready. Edrisi was one of the first to dismount. Tigra held out her lance to O'Brien and took the reins of his horse. He saw that she was honoring him with the perilous privilege of facing the lion afoot. Her look told him that she would gladly take his place if he preferred. But he could not falter without branding himself a coward in the eyes of all present. He took the lance and sprang out of his saddle.


  At once the four other lancers advanced a few steps and salaamed toward the Lord of the Air. The lion stood up and roared, but it did not charge. Seen from the ground, the giant cat appeared to have doubled in size and ferocity. O'Brien looked inquiringly at his fellow attackers. All of them salaamed to him again. On the far side, beyond the lion, Edrisi saw that the American did not understand the game. He illustrated by stepping forward and suddenly slanting his lance before him, his knee braced on the butt.


  O'Brien understood. He was expected to advance alone to meet the charge of that five hundred pounds of fiercely alive sinew and claws and teeth and ferocity. Cold sweat started out on his face; his knees seemed about to give way. Then sudden hot anger at himself and Tigra and the lion lashed him into reckless daring. He pointed the heavy lance and went forward almost at a run.


  The lion whirled to face the attacker, snarling horribly and menacing with wide-gaped jaws and gleaming white fangs. When O'Brien came within twenty paces, the beast uttered a terrific roar and crouched. The American stopped short to meet the attack, and the lion came bounding at him with frightful swiftness.


  Hardly was the lance butt braced upon the ground when the giant cat sprang within twelve feet of the challenger and leaped high to pounce upon him. Up and forward he hurled, his great black mane bristling wide, outthrust from the huge paws; every fang gleaming with cruel whiteness in the widespread jaws.


  Instinctively O'Brien aimed the long, leaf-shaped point of his lance at the exact center of the lion's chest. There was a terrific shock. He was hurled back off his feet and wrenched over sideways. Yet, with desperate strength, he held to his grip on the thick lance shaft, and the tough wood neither shattered nor broke. The next he knew Edrisi and the other lancers were rushing forward to pierce the lion. There was no need. The hideous snarls had ceased—the great beast lay dead.


  Half dazed, O'Brien sprang up to stare in wondering astonishment at the lance point upthrust between the shoulder blades of the giant cat. In the same moment he heard a wild outcry and angry roars that told him the lion had not been alone in the thicket.


  Edrisi's circling had brought the hunters back toward Istara's guards, and the warriors had advanced before the priestess. But, in seeking to protect her from the first lion, they had left her exposed to an attack from the other side.


  When O'Brien looked back, he saw a second male lion and a lioness bounding straight at the weaponless girl. She whirled her mare in an attempt to escape as the Baalites yelled and rushed to her rescue. Only one warrior, however, was near enough to force his horse between Istara and the charging beasts. He swung up his battle-ax as the lion leaped high. Though the slashing stroke of the ax met the beast in mid-air, the fanged fury came down upon the luckless warrior and hurled both rider and horse to the ground.


  The lioness bounded past, to leap at the fleeing white mare, unchecked by the whirring arrows of the rescuers. Another spring carried the beast within easy distance of her prey. The lioness leaped high. Between the racing horses of the Baalites, O'Brien sent a stream of bullets from his pistol. One struck the head of the beast as she bounded upward. The lioness twisted convulsively, and came thudding down on her back beside the mare.


  The brief moment that the lioness lay stunned gave the mare time to stride away and the rescuers time to approach a little nearer. The furious beast scrambled to her feet, only to fall dead, pierced by a shower of arrows and lances that came flying from side and rear.


  As O'Brien ran to mount his stallion, he caught a glimpse of Tigra gazing at the frightened priestess, her almond eyes narrowed to slits and her teeth clenched so tight upon her lip that blood was showing. The frightful thought came to him that she was chagrined over the escape of Istara. But when she turned and smiled at him, wide-eyed and guileless, he could not harbor the black suspicion.


  "My lord has struck as a man to defend himself and as a god to save the goddess priestess!" she praised.


  16. Bearding the Noadites


  The huntsmen and warriors had rushed on to slay the wounded lion which was rending the horse of the stricken warrior. When the body of the beast was dragged aside, the brave guardsman was found dead, half under his dying horse. Tears of compassion shone in Istara's soft eyes as she gave command for three of the warriors to bear the dead man back into Baalite territory. His body should not be desecrated and devoured by the Noadites.


  Edrisi voiced the wish of all the warriors by imploring the goddess priestess to return out of the land of the beast folk. There was no need of Tigra's sweetly derisive smile to make Istara refuse. With gentle reproof, she told the young sheik that she had come on the hunt as a mark of honor to the Lord of the Air.


  Tigra's eyes flashed with exultant fire. "The goddess priestess speaks as a goddess!" she exclaimed. "We have shown the Lord of the Air the sport of kings. Shall any among us turn back because a man has died the death of a man? Rather let us ride on—let us dare show our lord the place of sacrifice of the cave dwellers!"


  The amazed stares of the huntsmen and warriors told O'Brien that the proposal was almost unbelievably audacious. They looked to him for approval or dissent. Tigra was now his lower wife. She was Sultana of the Baalites only in name. She had no right to command.


  Before O'Brien could reply, Edrisi muttered a hasty warning:


  "The Lord of the Air has come to the Bowl as a man. He may not know that the place of sacrifice of the Noadites is where the brown wolves dwell thickest."


  "Is my lord a coward that he should cringe at the thought of meeting the cave folk in their lairs?" purred Tigra. "What more joyous for a god man than to play with lions and tweak the beards of the brown eaters of men?"


  The sweetly spoken question blocked O'Brien from his intended remark that he would prefer to hunt less savage game than Noadites and lions. But, as he reloaded the pistol, his gaze turned to Istara.


  "There is no need that the priestess should come," he said.


  The girl flushed under the veiled look of Tigra. For all her gentleness, the little priestess had the spirit of royal blood and high breeding.


  "I go if the Lord of the Air does not forbid it," she replied.


  Edrisi's appealing glance was unseen. O'Brien had turned to examine the escort. Counting the falconers and the dog tenders, all of whom were well armed, the party numbered over sixty picked fighters. Except for the wiry-limbed runners who had the dogs to tug them along, every man was mounted on a swift racer. O'Brien knew that the Noadites had no horses, or even dogs. There seemed to be no reason why the party could not outfight or outrun any band of the cave dwellers that might attack them. And Istara undoubtedly wished to turn Tigra's subtle taunts by going along with the party.


  "I do not forbid it," the American decided.


  The sheik was given no time to appeal or protest. Tigra cried out that the Lord of the Air was ready to start, and immediately the party swung away down the valley, leaving three warriors to bear their dead comrade and the skins of the lions back through the pass.


  A few fore riders raced half a mile in the lead with the purpose of discovering any Noadites in ambush. O'Brien followed at the head of the main party, between Tigra and Istara. From the swiftness of the pace set by the fore riders he surmised that speed was considered necessary to avoid danger of attack from the savage cave-dwellers. But all the way down the valley no sign of any lurking Noadite was seen in the thickets along the brook or among the limestone rocks on the hill crests.


  Half an hour of galloping brought the venturers out into a broader valley where the brook fell into a large stream. Here the party halted to look at a flat stone on which were grouped differently colored pebbles such as young children might have used in a game. The keen manner in which the Baalites studied the arrangement of the pebbles told O'Brien that they were Noadite signs. Tigra was quickest in the reading of the signs, and all agreed with her interpretation that the way was clear.


  "There is no gathering at the place of sacrifice," she added. "We can dash through and back. But in the land of the enemy, wisdom counsels against returning by the way one goes. We will double back to the left and deceive the man-eaters by leaving word here that we will take the turn to the right."


  At O'Brien's nod of approval, all bowed agreement to the plan. Tigra smiled subtly and made signs to the half-breed dog tender. The man grinned with brutish cunning and lingered to rearrange the pebbles on the stone while the rest of the party rode on.


  For an hour the riders galloped down the valley, along the open side slopes that rose above the jungle bottom. The land teemed with game both large and small—quail and bustards, white antelope, and wild boars in the thickets; gazelles and ostriches and ibex on the higher ground. But of the many Noadites who were known to dwell in the valley not one was to be seen. Like their ferocious fellows, the wolves and hyenas, all were hidden in the caves and jungles.


  At a sharp turn to the eastward, one of the fore riders stopped on a knoll and waved back from under its summit. When the main party came up, they reined in to a walk, and the leaders cautiously mounted the knoll. Over the top O'Brien looked down the narrowing valley into a V-shaped cleft cut by the river through a black barrier ridge. The gap gave a wide view of the distant mountain wall on the far side of the crater garden. The black ridge close ahead was the rim of Irem at its lowest point in all the wide sweep around the crater.


  A wisp of white vapor, half a mile away, at the far end of the gap, focused the American's gaze. He made out a group of figures that were scrambling about over the rocks with the agility of baboons. The Baalite warriors and huntsmen made ready their bows and spears and leaned forward in their saddles, ready for a dash. The runners hardly could hold their fiercely straining wolf dogs.


  Istara was pale, yet her soft brown eyes shone with an eagerness as intense as that which flashed in Tigra's black eyes. She murmured to O'Brien that the party awaited his signal to charge. He gave the word, and immediately all of the party leaped forward to sprint up over the knoll and down along the side slope of the narrowed valley. As they did, the shaggy brown figures on the rocks began to climb higher up the sides of the cleft. By their brandished spears and clubs O'Brien saw that they were not apes or baboons as he had supposed.


  The charge into the gap soon slackened in swiftness, for the side slope above the bottom jungle became so rough and steep that even O'Brien's fiery stallion was forced down to a canter. The party was still beyond arrow range when the Noadites on the near side of the valley gained the brink of a cliff high above the river. Without waiting for orders, all the huntsmen angled up the slope to a point within bowshot of the cliff crest. Edrisi and the warriors of Istara's escort rode on after their leaders toward the white mist in the end of the cleft.


  A hundred yards short of the goal the way was barred by a cross dike of ledges. The warriors wheeled their horses about, ready for the retreat. Even Edrisi did not dismount. His gaze, like that of his men, was searching the black heights on each side, and the jungle up the gap, in evident anxiety lest the party should be trapped by a sudden gathering of the Noadite horde.


  But Istara sprang down, no less readily than O'Brien to follow Tigra's rush over the cross barrier. Swiftly the three mounted the screening ledges alongside the narrow cleft, through which the river swirled like a mill race. From below came the roar of deep falls. O'Brien caught Istara's hand and steadied her up the crest ledge to which Tigra had bounded.


  Upon them burst the same grand view of the immense green basin of Irem and its titanic encircling wall of black precipies that O'Brien had first seen from his monoplane. The only difference was that now he was looking into the vast crater from the angle of the Noadite river. Close below him, on the right, the racing stream shot out over the brink of its bed ledge. He swung down upon a jutting rock and peered over.


  Through the wavering, up-floating mist he saw the river leaping and roaring beneath him down a precipitous, verdure-clad gorge in a series of magnificent falls. He leaned out, and the small hand of Istara grasped his cloak to make certain he did not fall. On the other side Tigra peered over with him to point significantly down the zigzag crevices and shelf ledges by which an ape—or a Noadite—might descend into the crater.


  With her scarlet lips almost touching his ear, the sultana cried, above the reverberant roar of the falls:


  "Here is the place of sacrifice, where the cave folk gather to worship. Their victims are borne down the cliffs, to be offered alive to the Dweller in Irem."


  O'Brien drew back, his heart contracting in the clammy grip of cold dread. Before his mental vision had risen the horrid image of the saurian in the river. He imagined himself being lowered down the gorge by the ferocious beast men, to be made a living sacrifice to that hideous and loathsome monster. Even the torture of the sun eye on the black altar was a less frightful fate, for it would at least be clean.


  He caught Tigra's inquiring glance and masked his horror with a forced smile and a carelessly uttered statement:


  "I have looked."


  "We have looked and seen!" cried Istara.


  Tigra's eyes narrowed.


  "Only once before have Baalites looked into this place—and lived. It is well that we go swiftly."


  Neither Istara nor O'Brien had any wish to linger. As they scrambled after Tigra back over the ledges, they saw the Noadites on the opposite cliffs signaling up the valley with their skin cloaks. On the near side a shaggy cave dweller bounded out upon a cliff edge high above the three climbers. He held a great stone poised in his corded arms. A volley of arrows flashed upward from the bows of the huntsmen. The Noadite cast his stone—and plunged after it, pierced by a dozen arrows.


  With a quick side leap, O'Brien and Istara flung themselves out of the way of the down-hurtling stone. A corner of rock protected them from the fragments that flew all about with explosive violence when the stone struck and shattered. Tigra was already on the crest ledge, and the two bounded after her and down the broken rocks to the anxiously awaiting warriors.


  There was no need for Edrisi's wild gesture toward the signaling Noadites across the cleft. The three leaders sprang into their saddles and led the way back up the gap as fast as the sure-footed horses could cover the rough slope. The huntsmen slanted down the cleft side to join the hurried retreat. Yet before the party were half back to the knoll from which they had looked down the gap, O'Brien saw puffs of smoke rising from several hilltops. Tigra pointed at them and urged her black stallion to greater exertions.


  The knoll was close ahead, when suddenly a howling mob of Noadites swarmed up out of the jungle and over the crest of the knoll. Tigra saw at a glance that their numbers were far too great for the Baalites to meet in battle. She cried out and swerved her stallion into a side ravine. O'Brien and Istara rode after her, followed hotly by the mounted warriors and huntsmen. The runners unleashed their savage dogs at the Noadites, and then bounded up the rocks into the ravine with an agility that soon brought them ahead of the riders.


  Before his chestnut stallion scrambled around the first turn of the ravine, O'Brien saw the black wolf dogs meet the onrushing mob of Noadites. One or two were struck by the flint-tipped spears of the savages, but each leaped upon and pulled down his man before the life was beaten out of him by the ponderous stone axes. Unchecked by this attack, the remaining cave men charged on, howling with blood lust.


  Fast as the whirring arrows of the Baalites struck down their leaders, the savages rushed on in furious eagerness to head off and overwhelm the fugitives. Only by the most desperate riding were the rearmost Baalites able to scramble up over the rocks into the ravine before the pursuers came within spear throw. Even then they must have been overtaken had not the steep cleft soon eased off into a level trough between diverging ridges.


  17. Hate and Love


  Though the baffled pursuers stopped at the head of the ascent, the Baalites raced away from them at full gallop. Nor was the hot pace slackened for several miles. The fleet-footed runners had lost their handicap of the start and were beginning to lag behind the riders, when at last Tigra pointed out that the smoke signals behind had ceased and that no others were rising from the hills ahead. Her suggestion that the party could now safely draw rein met with favor from O'Brien, and the swift flight was slackened to a walk.


  The trough valley flattened out upon a high plateau that ended in a broken mass of sandstone hills. When the party trailed slowly over the sterile, gravelly plain to the far end, O'Brien was glad to see a band of green that told of water, a mile or so ahead, down through a gap in the hills. He was thirsty, and his splendid stallion was already curveting with eagerness for another race.


  To his disappointment, Tigra proposed that the party course around to the right and fly the falcons at a flock of ostriches that were skirting the hills. He cast about for an excuse.


  "Istara's mare is limping," he remarked.


  Tigra frowned and spoke with open bitterness: "The limping of a mare spoils the sport of my lord!"


  "Yet there is no need," gently replied Istara. "If the Lord of the Air so wills, I shall ride down into the valley while he hunts."


  "The Noadites?" objected O'Brien.


  "There is no place in all this land more free from the man-eaters than these red hills," declared Tigra. "Even Edrisi knows this to be truth."


  Edrisi flushed hotly at the ironical inference that his knowledge of the enemy's country was limited. But he met O'Brien's inquiring glance with a bow of assent.


  Tigra added, without a pause:


  "The heavy-armored warriors might ride on with the priestess. The footmen shall strike between, to search the lower hills for the lion's den that is said to be among them. We can overtake the warriors before the sun is a span beyond mid-sky. But we need not turn aside, if my lord has had his fill of play with the sultan of beasts."


  The veiled taunt stung O'Brien to the quick. He stared down through the gap into the green valley. The distance was not great, and there were so signs of the Noadites. Edrisi offered no objection to the division of the party. O'Brien decided that Istara would be safe in the care of the young sheik and his picked warriors of the Beni Ad until rejoined by the rest of the party.


  Tigra smiled softly at him as he wheeled his stallion to ride off with her and the mounted huntsmen toward the distant flock of ostriches. The footmen headed for the hills between them and Istara's party. For a few minutes O'Brien forgot all else in his keen enjoyment of the ancient royal sport of falconry.


  As the ostriches started to flee before the approaching riders, a single falcon was flown at them. The trained bird shot forward over the flock and darted down to attack the great male leader. With beak and claw and beating wings the falcon confused and retarded the ostrich until the pursuers came up within bowshot.


  When the magnificent plumes were offered to O'Brien, he presented them to Tigra and called off the chase. A vague presentiment had crept upon him that all might not be well with Istara. He recalled how the lioness and second lion had charged from the thicket when no one was between to guard the little priestess. Whether or not this had been a matter of pure chance, the remembrance did not lessen his uneasiness. He was partly reassured by the readiness with which Tigra assented to his wish. She said that they could cut across through the hills to the supposed location of the lion's den, which was near the green valley.


  The ground was all open along the bare, sandy valleys of the red hills, and the easy canter of the horses continued unbroken up and down the gentle slopes of the winding way. Within a few minutes one of the footmen appeared on a crag to guide the riders with his signals. When they came around to him through a cleft they found all the footmen waiting at a bone-strewn den. The gnawed bones and fragments of hair and hide were all bleached and brittle. The den had been abandoned for weeks, if not months.


  A crushed human skull to which still clung wisps of coarse, black hair fixed O'Brien's glance.


  "Um—glad these lions have moved house," he observed to himself. "Three in one day are sufficient."


  Tigra voiced the concern of the huntsmen: "We deplore that my lord should be disappointed."


  O'Brien favored the band with a look of gracious condescension.


  "You have already given me royal sport. We will now rejoin the goddess priestess."


  "My lord has spoken," said Tigra, smiling her sweetest. "His will is the will of all his servants. But if I may be permitted to tell of another den—"


  The shrill blast of a hunting horn cut short the sultana's proposal. Other blasts re-echoed over the ridges to the southwest. The huntsmen clutched their weapons. The horns were shrilling the Baalite call for succor. Tigra turned to O'Brien, her black eyes ablaze.


  "Noadites!" she cried. "Istara—they are attacking the goddess priestess!"


  She pointed up a side ravine and struck her black stallion. Away leaped the fiery beast, and after him leaped O'Brien's chestnut. The huntsmen followed at the same hot pace, yelling and blowing their horns.


  The ravine sloped up through a low pass and down into a narrow valley that led off at right angles. Across the valley rose a steep sandstone ridge. Tigra put her racing stallion to the sharp slope at a gallop. Still more swiftly, O'Brien's chestnut clattered up the ledges, plunging first alongside and then past the black. The horns' shrill appeal for aid had ceased; ahead O'Brien could hear only a hideous, beastlike howling.


  Up in lead of the black, the chestnut rushed over the round of the ridge—and swerved aside along the crest ledges barely in time to avoid dashing down the precipice on the other side. But O'Brien did not heed how near they had escaped destruction. He had no thought for himself or his snorting stallion. His eyes were glaring down into the green valley beneath. He was not aware when Tigra and the clamorous huntsmen came clattering up beside him.


  On an open slope, fifty yards down the valley and as far below the brink of the precipice, Istara sat her white mare in the midst of her guards, and all around seethed a ferocious swirl of blood-mad Noadites. There were no missiles flying. The cave dwellers had already cast their few spears, and the Baalites were all at close quarters with the enemy, slashing into the howling jam of their assailants with swords and battle-axes.


  Like mad wolves the Noadites were pressing forward to get at the ring of horsemen. Each bore a stone ax, and each struggled and tore at his fellows in frenzied eagerness to come within striking distance of the quarry. Never had O'Brien dreamed that such fighting could be. Already a wall of corpses was rising about the horses. Yet, rapidly as the cave men fell under the skillful strokes of the warriors, those behind closed in with appalling fury.


  Nor could the brazen armor and the consummate skill of the Baalites save them from paying the price of battle. Among the rain of blows from the clumsy stone axes, here and there one was unmet by shield or parrying blade. A single blow on the head from a ten-pound jagged-edged flint was enough to bring down horse or man. Even as O'Brien glared down from the cliff the ring of warriors was melting away with frightful rapidity.


  He whipped out his pistol. Tigra and the huntsmen were already bending their bows. As the pistol began to flash and roar, the bows began to twang. Bullets and arrows streamed down into the midst of the Noadites, and hardly one missile failed of its mark. Yet the howling fiends gave no heed even to the thunderbolts that were hurling upon them from out of a clear sky. They were no longer men—they were blood-crazed maniacs.


  O'Brien emptied and loaded and again emptied his pistol before the nimble archers about him had shot all the arrows in their quivers. But in those few moments the ring of warriors had melted away from a score to less than a dozen. O'Brien wrenched his stallion around and galloped along the ridge in search of a descent. After him raced Tigra and the huntsmen.


  A break in the ridge forced him to turn down into the back valley. Half through the bottom of the break was a lesser cliff, impassable to horse or man. No other gap appeared until more than a mile farther on. Then, at last, a real defile opened through the ridge.


  O'Brien dashed down the cleft, reckless of falls. He had given up all hope of saving Istara, but there was the possibility of snatching her body out of the desecrating clutches of the cannibals.


  Once through into the green valley, he raced up along the slopes toward the scene of the fight as fast as his stallion could bear him. Tigra and the huntsmen followed at the same frantic pace. A turn soon brought O'Brien in sight of the first break. He swept on up the valley past the cleft. Another turn, and he dashed around into view of the site of the terrific little battle. Before him was only a heap of dead men and horses—and in the midst of all, the white mare lay, with shattered skull.


  The hoofs of his stallion were trampling the bodies of the slain Noadites when O'Brien reined in and flung himself out of the saddle. He leaped into the center of the gory mass of bodies to the side of the white mare. Istara was gone.


  Tigra dashed up and circled about, her eyes fixed in a fierce glare upon the bodies of the warriors and Noadites. One of the uprushing huntsmen cried out and pointed to the high cliffs across the valley. The band of shaggy, apelike cave men were swarming over the red crest ledges—and in their midst was a white figure.


  "The sacrifice!" cried Tigra in a terrible voice. "One alone was taken alive! They have not lingered to plunder and devour the slain! They are taking the priestess as an offering to the Dweller in Irem!"


  "We will follow!" answered O'Brien, his blue eyes black with fury.


  "No Baalite on horse or afoot can hope to follow the crag roads of the cave folk," said Tigra. "Not even my lord may scale their cliff trails. The goddess priestess is lost. They will do her no harm. To be acceptable to the Devourer, a victim must be without spot or blemish. There will be no torture—"


  "We will go back to the place of sacrifice! We can outrace the beasts!" cried O'Brien.


  "Only a god may venture into the midst of the gathered horde and live to tell the tale, my lord."


  O'Brien smiled with cold derision.


  "We were not at Istara's side to defend her. I am a man. I will die beside her if need be. Skulkers and cowards may sneak home to live their shame."


  The beautiful almond eyes of Tigra dilated. She bent over as if the American had struck her to the heart.


  "My lord!" she moaned, "what have I done that you should so taunt me? Am I not your wife? One right is mine—one that may not be denied me. Even my lord cannot forbid me to die with him."


  A murmur of approval came from the band of wild-eyed huntsmen. O'Brien stared about at them. Their dark faces were gray with deathly fear, yet the look of each told that he was ready to go to certain destruction in company with the Lord of the Air and his mate. O'Brien turned to step back over the mutilated corpses toward his stallion.


  From under his feet came a stifled groan:


  "Aid! I-smother!"


  In an instant O'Brien was tugging at the pile of tangled bodies. A dozen huntsmen came leaping to help him. Under the heap of slain warriors and Noadites, Edrisi was found lying between two dead horses. He had been stunned by the glancing blow of a stone ax, and pinned down by the bodies of those who fell after him. The covering corpses had saved him from death or capture.


  The rescued sheik stood gasping between two of the huntsmen while O'Brien jerked out the dreadful news of Istara's capture. Edrisi did not seem to hear. He was staring with a piercing gaze into the white face and wide eyes of Tigra.


  "A woman's—arrows!" he panted. "They strike—from behind!"


  "We go back to the place of sacrifice!" cried O'Brien. "We die with Istara!"


  Edrisi suddenly faced about from Tigra, his eyes flashing. He shouted with fierce urgency:


  "Lord of the Air, why perish amidst the horde? Only a few of the sacrificers descend to the depths with the victim. You have already flown into Irem and defied the Dweller. Ride back and mount your air steed! There is no other hope for Istara!"


  Tigra uttered a scream of fury and flashed out her dagger, to goad her black stallion with its point. He plunged around and sprinted away, down the valley, at breakneck speed.


  "After her; after her!" yelled Edrisi. "She would go before and block the pass!"


  Two bounds brought O'Brien alongside his chestnut and into the saddle. The splendid beast had no need of any goad to send him leaping away in pursuit of his black rival. After them rushed the bewildered huntsmen, with Edrisi in their midst. As he ran, the young sheik cast off his bronze helmet and unbuckled his body armor.


  From the first the two leaders drew out ahead of the others. None of the huntsmen had the frantic incentive for haste that forced Tigra and O'Brien to urge their mounts to utmost speed. For a time the black stallion gained even on the chestnut. Tigra was continuing to use her dagger. Then the course of her flight led up out of the valley across a plateau. On the rise the chestnut regained his lost ground and more.


  But when at last he came up within a few lengths of the black, O'Brien held him behind. Tigra knew the way to the pass.


  Over the plateau and down a winding, dry valley raced pursued and pursuer, with Edrisi and the huntsmen trailing far in the rear. The dry valley opened out into a green valley, up which Tigra turned toward the black range of the Noadiate barrier. O'Brien saw a flock of vultures feasting upon four carcasses, and he knew that he was passing the place of the encounter with the lions.


  His stallion was racing over the open slope with the smoothness of clockwork. He eased off" on the curb. The stallion responded by creeping up steadily upon the furiously galloping black. Inch by inch the distance lessened between the two racers. Try as she would, Tigra could not force her black to hold his own against the chestnut.


  As the racers thundered past the pool from which the stream brimmed out of its limestone spring, the chestnut came up alongside his rival. Tigra turned and gazed at the American, her great, black eyes distended with anguish and despair. For a moment that seemed a moment of eternity, he looked into the depths of those fathomless wells of passion, down into the soul of the warrior maiden. He looked and saw the terrible, heartrending truth.


  She loved him with all the strength of her powerful spirit—with all the fire and devotion, the cruelty and tenderness, the passion and sweetness of her imperious, impetuous nature. She so loved him that she had lured her gentle rival into the land of the Noadites. No Baalite—not even she—dared commit the sacrilege of slaying the goddess priestess. But it was no sacrilege for the Priestess of Baal and Ishtar to be destroyed by lions or Noadites or—by the Dweller in Irem.


  O'Brien saw that she loved him with the absolute, fundamental, primeval passion that will stop at nothing however high or low to win the mate. She was the mate woman—unmoral, remorseless, alluringly beautiful, and, in her way, as pure as the soft-eyed Istara.


  O'Brien tore his gaze away from the black despair and anguish of her look, quivering with horror of her treachery, yet conscious of a strange impersonal, profound pity for the Priestess of the Dweller.


  18. To the Rescue


  Very slowly and no less surely the chestnut stallion forged ahead of the black. O'Brien did not look around. He could not again face that look in Tigra's love-anguished eyes. The thought came to his reeling brain that she might goad her overridden stallion into a mad sprint that would bring them near enough for her to pierce or hamstring his chestnut. Though all her arrows were spent, she still had her sword and lance. But if the same thought came to the despairing warrior maiden, she did not act upon it. Had she lamed the chestnut stallion, her beloved might have been dashed to the ground and injured.


  Her only safe course was to follow him into the pass and cry out for the gate of the fortress to be shut before him. They were already racing up into the Noadite end of the pass. In a short time they would be within hailing distance.


  But O'Brien guessed the plan of the desperate sultana. He leaned over and called upon the straining stallion for the very utmost of his speed. On the rough trail in the up-sloping gorge bottom, the black stallion fell behind with increasing rapidity. When O'Brien clattered around the last turn and into view of the barrier fortress, Tigra was no longer in sight.


  The watchful guardians of the pass swung the gate wide as O'Brien raced up. He galloped under the massive entrance and drew in his panting stallion barely in time to save him from cashing against the wall at the sharp turn within.


  He flung himself from the saddle and ran through to the far side of the fort, crying out word of the disaster:


  "The priestess is taken by the Noadites! I ride to the rescue! They will sacrifice the goddess priestess to the Dweller! Give me a horse the swiftest of your horses!"


  Even before the captain of the garrison could shout command, grooms came running with saddled mounts. O'Brien's glance passed by the curveting stallions to a rangy, ewe-necked bay mare. He was a good judge of horseflesh. What he now wanted was speed and endurance rather than show.


  As he vaulted upon the mare, he heard Tigra scream in fierce command that the Lord of the Air should not be given a fresh mount. She was running afoot through the fortress, as he had run. Before the astonished grooms and warriors could recover from their bewilderment, the mare shot forward and away down the gorge.


  Again O'Brien heard the wildly screamed commands of Tigra. They were followed by a loud clatter of bronze-shod hoofs. A backward glance showed him the sultana and half a dozen warriors dashing in hot pursuit. He jerked out his pistol, but he heard Tigra cry out for the warriors not to use their bows. He eased the pistol back into its place.


  From the first he had wisely given the mare her head. She was accustomed to the gorge and knew the rough trail. She leaped down the broken descent with a goatlike nimbleness that could not be equalled by the heavier mounts of the pursuers. O'Brien slackened the pace to that of the stallions. He wished her to come through the pass without any strain or sprain.


  The pursuers were not far behind when the mare scrambled down out of the foot of the gorge. O'Brien continued to hold a tight curb until a quarter mile in the open slope had given the mare her wind. Then he began to let her out until she was in full stride. After that there was no question who should win the race to the tower city.


  Down the slopes swept the long-striding mare at a speed that even the chestnut stallion could not have equalled. The pursuers began to fall to the rear, and some of them struck off across country. But O'Brien held to the trail. Soon he was racing through the upland pastures; he crossed the first ditch into the millet and flax fields. Below came the vineyards and then the orchards down to the valley floor.


  With no sign of faltering, the bay mare raced against time along the widening trail. She came to the main road along the river bank, and a side glance revealed to O'Brien those of the pursuers who had cut across country. They were far over on the upper edge of the rose fields, hopelessly outdistanced. He would have reined in the mare to an easier pace had not the remembrance of Istara in the clutches of the beast men filled him with renewed dread.


  The mare sped on through the lower orchards. The huge black and red and white bulk of the tower city loomed closer and closer. Out of the last grove dashed the mare, almost spent from her terrific race, yet willing to hold the stride until she fell dead in her tracks.


  The gate at the foot of the incline road was now only a short distance ahead. Desperate as was O'Brien's haste, he had no wish to kill the gallant mare. He drew rein and leaped forward over her head. Beside the gate were standing a band of herdsmen with their horses. The Beni Assur salaamed low to the Lord of the Air. Before they had straightened, O'Brien was upon one of the horses, galloping up the way of ascent.


  The wild ride of the Lord of the Air had been seen by the Baalites above. Their cries cleared the road for him as he raced up the long spiral of the ascent. But soon the speed of his fresh mount lessened. The climb seemed interminable.


  When at last he reached the marble platform, he leaped from the wheezing horse and burst through the astonished throng of high-caste priests and warriors that had assembled to greet him. O'Brien sprang into the temple—he dashed to the rear of the hall and back through the passage and chambers, to bound up the roof stairway. No less swiftly he freed the wheels of the monoplane and leaped in to start the engine.


  The plane rolled forward—it swept across the roof and glided out over the parapet. O'Brien put on full power and spiraled steeply for the crest of the black rim of Irem. The tower city and its verdant valley fell away beneath him. Round and round in ascending circles he flew, until the plane climbed up level with the brink of the volcanic cliffs.


  Over the crest of the summit he skimmed, shooting out above the vivid green paradise of the crater. A slight turn of the monoplane's nose, and he drove straight as an arrow across the curve of the crater wall toward the Noadite place of sacrifice. In an air line it was only fifteen miles away. He made it in ten minutes.


  Like a gigantic white condor, the monoplane slanted down and wheeled into the gap of the gorge head, where the white mist of the falls floated up, ghostlike, against the black rock. All the ledges at the front of the gap were brown with densely massed swarms of cave folk. They were peering over into the gorge.


  The roar of the falls so deafened the savages that they failed to hear the rattling explosions of the monoplane engine until O'Brien was close overhead. Even then many continued to stare into the chasm as if fascinated. Others leaped up and menaced the gigantic mechanical bird with the same maniacal fury that had been shown by the assailants of Istara's escort.


  O'Brien did not linger to attack the maddened fiends. Istara was not in their midst. As he swept above, he had caught a glimpse of apelike figures far down the steep descent. He wheeled clear of the gap and dived headlong into the abyss. At a thousand feet below the rim he leveled the plane's course and flashed around into the gorge lower than the mist that rose from the third fall of the river.


  A group of Noadites were clinging to the side ledges of the chasm wall. One glance at their down-peering heads sent O'Brien curving out again for another dive.


  He dropped down to the crater bottom where the lowermost fall plunged snow white into a long, deep pool at the foot of the gorge. A hundred feet or more above the pool, up a steep ascent, eight or ten Noadites were grouped upon a natural terrace of black rock. They were facing down the river and making weird gestures as if to invoke their god. O'Brien shuddered with horror. The god of the beast men was the Dweller in Irem—the Devourer—that hideous, blind saurian survivor of a past geological epoch.


  There could be no doubt that the Noadites on the terrace were the leaders of the foul horde. They had been chosen to carry down the captive to be a living sacrifice. Heedless of their frantic yells and brandished spears, O'Brien glanced past them on a downward curve to the pool. Istara was not in sight.


  The awful dread seized him that the human fiends had flung their victim into the river, to float down to the waiting jaws of the Devourer. But then he perceived a bit of blue on the rocks near the head of the pool. He swept the plane close to the steep, fire-cleared bank.


  Istara was crouched in a narrow crevice between the rocks, only three or four yards above the pool. The Noadites had tied a line to one of her slender ankles and secured the other end to a rock in such manner that the girl's foot was held outside the crevice. O'Brien was quick to see the fiendish purpose of this device. The victim was to be mocked with the half hope of escape until the blind monster should mangle her foot in his immense fangs and pluck her from the crevice.


  A piercing shriek of hope told O'Brien that the girl had seen him. She sprang out and raised her bound hands to him beseechingly. He was compelled to whirl away to avoid dashing against the slope. There was no landing place near her nor anywhere in the bottom of the gorge. Where the rocks had not been fire-cleared by the Noadites, all the shores of the pool were overgrown with dense jungle. As he wheeled, O'Brien looked down the river.


  There was as yet no sign of the Devourer. Had there been, O'Brien must have dropped the plane into the pool and swam ashore to free Istara, taking the desperate chance of fighting both saurian and savages. The delay in the coming of the monster offered him a chance to save the plane, and in an instant his plan was formed.


  Up he circled, every faculty on the alert. He wheeled past the Noadites so swiftly that their spears whirred wide of the mark. Approaching and passing them, he had time for three shots. Two of the fiends plunged down the rocks. Around he wheeled again, with the speed and fierceness of a hawk. The Noadites had cast all their spears.


  Once again, O'Brien skimmed close, firing rapidly. Four more of the yelling fiends fell to the hail of bullets. He made a wider circle and saw that the survivors of the group were scrambling up the ledges of the gorge in desperate haste. Even their maniacal fury had been daunted.


  O'Brien turned in to land on the terrace, a desperate undertaking. Though the inner wing tip almost touched the cliff wall that rose back of the terrace, the outer wheels ran along in one place within a foot of the terrace brink before the plane came to a jarring stop.


  O'Brien leaped out of the cockpit, thrust a clip of steel-jacketed cartridges into his pistol, and fired a shot at the panic-stricken climbers to hasten their flight. Certain that neither they nor any other Noadiate would descend to the terrace for a while, he swung over the edge and went leaping down the slope below. It was no time to linger or pick his way.


  The pool was rippling with a swell from down the river.


  19. Man Against Monster


  Wild with dread, O'Brien bounded and scrambled and flung himself down the ledges of the steep slope. The fast-increasing size of the river swells told him that the monster was coming upstream with frightful swiftness. As he neared the foot of the descent, the trees shut off all view of the river a short distance below the pool. But the surges that swept up to the pool and rolled across to wash on the rocks below Istara were proof that the Devourer was rounding the bend.


  O'Brien was yet several yards above the girl when the hideous, blind head of the saurian came into sight. It was reared ten or fifteen feet above the water, which sprayed up in white foam where the snaky neck cut the surface. The immense serpentine body was churning the river out of the narrow channel and driving the head forward at tremendous speed by its titanic writhings.


  By turning about and leaping back up the ledges, O'Brien might have had time to climb above the saurian's great reach. The overpowering loathsomeness and horror of the blind monster must have sent him fleeing in utter fear—only below him Istara was gazing up and crying out her joy that he was coming to save her. The surf was spuming upon the rocks; the spray dashed over her feet. Yet she did not see the approaching Devourer. Her eyes were fixed unwaveringly upon her rescuer.


  He cried out for her to creep back into the crevice, and she hastened to obey. The saurian was already shooting out into the lower end of the pool.


  Dagger in hand, O'Brien leaped down from the last ledge above Istara, and slashed the rawhide line that tethered her by the ankle. A high swell broke upon the rocks, deluging him and the girl. The head of the monster darted forward. Not an instant too soon, O'Brien flung himself into the narrow opening of the crevice, thrusting Istara before him as far as he could wedge her between the close walls of rock.


  The space was shallow. Hard as O'Brien pushed, three feet was the utmost that he could squeeze himself in from the face of the ledge. As he twisted his head about, to glare over his shoulder, the horny snout of the monster thudded across the opening of the crevice in a blow that would have shattered anything less resistant than hard stone. For a brief moment O'Brien had a view of the coarse leather-bone. The shuddering, sweating little human glared transfixed between the huge, yellow fangs into the black pit of the stupendous mouth and the black tunnel of the gullet. Out of the gullet poured the fetid breath of the saurian—a musky stench that sickened O'Brien. He felt the body of Istara sag as far as the supporting sides of the crevice would permit. She had swooned.


  Evidently the blind monster had much experience with the crevice. This time the sacrificial victim failed to drop from the shelter in a faint or to leap out into the cavernous mouth, driven by mad terror. After a short wait, the saurian twisted its scaly head and began to scrape its front fangs along the rock at the edge of the opening. It was feeling for the tethered foot of the live, human tidbit to which it was accustomed.


  Probably for the first time in the hoary experience of the Devourer, no foot protruded from the crevice for the immense, hooked fangs to seize. Yet the gigantic reptile smelled or in some other manner sensed the presence of its prey in the crevice. Failing to find the line-tethered foot, it twisted its head sideways and sought to bite into the opening with its lower jaw.


  The tip of one of the huge fangs grazed so close across O'Brien's back that it caught a fold of his scarlet hunting cloak. Had not the point of the enormous tooth been so blunted that the gold-embroidered cloth slipped free, O'Brien must have been jerked out of the crevice. A spasm of terror set his teeth to chattering and his knees to knocking together. Still closer he squeezed against the insensate form of Istara.


  Once, twice, three times the Devourer repeated its effort to hook the prey from the crevice with the fangs of its inthrust jaw, and twice again O'Brien was grazed. He was saved only by the very immensity of the saurian's jaw, which prevented a deeper thrust into the opening.


  Baffled in its ravenous attempts to reach its shrinking, suddering prey, the enraged Devourer shrieked out its tremendous, hissing siren screech. In the narrow crevice, within arm's reach of the gaping mouth, O'Brien was half stunned by the shock of that frightful blast. Had not his jaw been slack and his mouth agape with terror, the concussion of the screech must have burst his eardrums.


  Sheer insane fright would have compelled most men to fall out into the waiting jaws of the monster. O'Brien did not fall, though his brain reeled from the force of that awful cry, and the foulness of the reptile's breath rendered him both sick and dizzy. One of the basic instincts of his Celtic nature was a combative reaction against fright. Excessive as was his terror, the failure of the Devourer to seize him gave this trait time to assert itself.


  A sudden flare of desperate fury sent the blood surging up into his pallid face and giddy brain. Every nerve and muscle in his body tingled and tensed with the stimulus of his angry will. In a single swift movement he wrenched himself toward the face of the opening and twisted around and down against the horny point of the Devourer's lower jaw. The upper jaw gaped above him.


  Before the monster could move, a stream of steel-pointed bullets was driving up at the ridged black roof of the cavernous mouth. Yet, fast as O'Brien jerked at the pistol trigger, only three bullets had struck the bony expanse when the monstrous head flecked aside with convulsive quickness. The fourth bullet glanced on one of the back fangs of the upper jaw.


  What followed was so awesome that O'Brien shrank back into the crevice, the heat of his fury chilled to cold dread. Around lashed the head of the saurian—it struck the nearest trees at the side of the pool and snapped off their tops as if they were bunches of twigs. Then high up and backward jerked the gray-scaled head and neck—to whip down on the opposite side of the pool. The horny snout of the closed jaws shattered the jungle growth as if it had been a boulder falling from the cliffs.


  Instantly the head flecked up and around, to strike its huge fangs deep into its spasmodically writhing body. Above the splash of churning water on the shore of the pool and the roar of the waterfall rose the sound of crunching scales and bones.


  Back lashed the massive head, to strike other terrific blows around the sides and head of the pool with astounding force and rapidity. It was like a mighty battering-ram driven by electricity. Time and again it thudded against the rocks until all the horny front of the jaw and snout was battered into a shapeless mass.


  The truth penetrated the fog of O'Brien's dazed and benumbed mind. One or more of his bullets had pierced up through the bony roof of the saurian's mouth into the flat snake brain. The monster was in its reptilian death throes. As with a decapitated turtle, its nerve ganglia and sub-brains were continuing to react after the head brain control had been destroyed. The convulsions of the monster were exactly like the convulsions of a snake that has been shot through the head, only this death struggle was on a titanic scale.


  The spasmodic writhings of the enormous serpentine body were splurging the foam-white water high out of the pool. Wave after wave surged up and flooded the crevice until O'Brien was half drowned. None too soon a last, backward twist of the insensate monster's neck started the fore body to following.


  Whether by accident, or because of habit acquired by the muscle-guiding nerve ganglia through hundreds of years, the long body continued to turn about in the pool until the outlashing head shot into the narrow river channel. The convulsive strokes of the shapeless head had lost their terrific force. They now beat the water only for a few feet on either side.


  The twisting body of the monster writhed about into the river channel. Like the head, it was rapidly becoming less violent in its spasmodic movements. Yet, once in the stream, its dying struggles combined with the current of the river to carry it down the channel. Like a hideous nightmare it trailed around the first bend, leaving O'Brien white and gaping.


  For several moments he continued to glare out at the frothy pool, at the shattered trees, and at the swells that came surging up the river, driven by the tail of the dying monster.


  A low murmuring at last penetrated to O'Brien's consciousness. He began to come out of his daze. The Devourer was gone. He had killed the monster, the gigantic reptile, with tiny bits of steel-jacketed lead! The Devourer was gone. He had escaped alive from the blind saurian, the terror of Irem. Someone was calling—a voice behind him was moaning.


  Istara—it was Istara! She was not dead. The Devourer was gone. They were both safe. He had saved her. But the fiends who had brought her down into the chasm—what if they should again descend to the terrace?


  At the thought, O'Brien leaped from the crevice and stared upward. He saw apelike, brown figures clustered high on the wall of the gorge. But there was no sign of anyone on the terrace beside the monoplane.


  The moaning of Istara ceased. O'Brien sprang to draw the girl out of the crevice. Her face was turned away from the opening, and she was so faint that she could not aid his efforts to free her from the narrow space in which she was wedged. Hastily, yet with tender carefulness, he lifted and pulled to free her body without tearing her bruised flesh on the rough stone.


  When at last he drew the unconscious girl from the crevice, he carried her to a point where the water of the lowermost fall foamed down into the head of the pool. Here he stood under a gush of spray until both he and Istara were washed clean from the slime-fouled water that the Devourer had splashed upon them.


  The refreshing clearness and coolness of the spray gradually revived the girl. She came out of the torpor of fear into which the presence of the Devourer had thrown her. Though she had been bruised, O'Brien was rejoiced to find that she had suffered no serious injury. The Noadites had treated their captive with utmost care and respect, for the sacrificial victim was sacred in their eyes.


  As soon as she came to consciousness, the girl looked up into O'Brien's concerned face, her lovely eyes aglow with gratitude. Before he knew it, O'Brien had her close in his arms, kissing her with a tender ardor. Overcome by his caresses, she hid her scarlet face on his shoulder, and he patted her disheveled head, murmuring soft words that were drowned in the thunder of the waterfall.


  Istara sought to shrink from him with a modesty that all the frightfulness of the Devourer's attack had not deadened and all her profound gratitude could not offset. O'Brien held her fast and cried in her ear the words of his love and that she must become his sultana. She cried back a protest against the roar of the falls in which he heard only the words "Tigra" and "wife."


  For answer he vowed that he would put away the sorceress priestess of the Dweller and take Istara for his sultana, even though he had to fight all the Baalites to win her. Still the girl sought to avoid his attentions and to escape from his clasp. He forced up her chin and tried to look into her lovely eyes. Their silken lashes veiled her soft glance.


  "How is this, beloved?" he cried. "I have torn you out of the very jaws of the Devourer, yet you seek to free yourself from me when I offer love and honorable marriage. Have no fear for the flower sacrifice. I will give you time to train a goddess priestess in your place."


  The girl drew in a deep sigh and yielded herself to his embrace.


  "Lord of the Air," she repied, "you have saved me from the most hideous of death! Who am I to deny whatever you will of me?"


  "You shall become my sultana!" O'Brien pledged.


  He kissed the tender lips that she no longer sought to turn away, and swung about to support her up the steep ascent to the terrace.


  20. Craft and Intrigue


  As the climbers came scrambling to the edge of the terrace, O'Brien chanced to glance skyward. Far above, on the brink of the highest precipice, he saw tiny figures outlined against the blue. They were grouped about boulders, prying with poles to cast the ponderous blocks of stone down into the gorge.


  With utmost swiftness O'Brien swung Istara into the front seat of the plane and vaulted aboard after her, jerking at the controls as he did so. A spluttering outburst of the engine set the propeller to whirring.


  The monoplane lurched forward over the rough surface of the terrace—it shot off at the end, and plunged steeply toward the pool. Istara uttered a startled shriek. But the dive served only to give the plane controllable speed. O'Brien brought up its head and skimmed away down the river. A backward glance showed him the black ledges of the shadowed gorge wall flashing with sparks under the glancing impact of the falling boulders.


  He slanted up above the treetops and began to spiral in wide circles. There was no hurry now. He was the victor—the conqueror. He had snatched away the lovely sacrificial victim of the beast folk; he had destroyed the monster of Irem. Now he was bearing his beloved back to the city tower. There remained only Tigra to contend with, and after what he had accomplished, surely he could overcome her!


  Istara crouched low in her seat, afraid to peer out. O'Brien shouted reassuringly. But the higher they mounted above the bottom of the crater, the more the girl trembled and cowered. For her sake O'Brien heaved a sigh of relief when at last the monoplane climbed to the level of the rim wall crest. He shot over the summit and volplaned into the Baalite valley.


  The swift flight soon took them down to where O'Brien could distinguish the excited multitudes that swarmed on the incline road and platform of the tower city. All the Baalites had turned out, wild with excitement, to witness the return of the Lord of the Air. When they saw the goddess priestess in the seat before him, they yelled and screamed in joy as he circled low around the huge edifice.


  He swept up again. As dense as were the throngs below, there was only one person on the roof of the temple to greet the Lord of the Air. Tigra came running with a flagon of palm wine as the plane made its landing. She put the flagon to her scarlet lips, and then offered it to the American.


  "My lord is weary," she murmured, with tender concern.


  "Where is Edrisi?" he demanded.


  "The Sheik of the Beni Ad rests below," sheanswered. "He ran too far and too fast, and is outdone."


  O'Brien felt himself suddenly as weak as water in the reaction from all his tremendous exertions and the tension of the frightful strain he had endured. He took the flagon and drank deep. The strong palm wine might give him strength to descend to his quarters.


  "I have slain the Dweller in Irem," he made laconic announcement.


  Tigra's eyes dilated. She swayed and sank prostrate before him.


  "The Dewller!" she cried. "He has slain the Dweller!—Baal! Lord of the Air! Lord of Life and Death! I have sinned! Strike me! Place your heel upon my neck!"


  "Get up!" ordered O'Brien. "If you repent what you have done, help me support the goddess priestess down the stairway. She has swooned."


  The suppliant sprang to her feet and reached up to grasp Istara as O'Brien lifted the swooning girl out of the car. Revived by the palm wine, he swung down, but Tigra had no need of his assistance. She held the slender form of the little priestess in her arms without effort.


  As O'Brien followed her down the purple stairway, he began to feel a delicious languor. The chamber at the foot of the stairs appeared to be filled with a mist of rainbow-hued perfumes. After a time he felt himself sinking upon the divan. Then all the world dissolved into a radiant cloud of ice and fire.


  For countless ages—as it seemed to him—O'Brien dwelt in a dim borderland of semi-consciousness. Out of this he emerged by slow degrees. The suns resolved themselves into the emeralds on the crown of Tigra.


  She was kneeling beside the divan, to offer him a lemon sherbet and a freshly roasted pheasant. The smell of the sizzling-hot meat roused him to full consciousness. He drank the sherbet and fell to devouring the pheasant without ceremony. Never had he known what it was to feel so famished.


  "My lord is hungry," murmured Tigra. "Twice the sun has set and risen since he fell asleep."


  "Twice the sun! Slept two days?"


  He stared around and saw that he and Tigra were alone in the chamber.


  "Where is Edrisi—and Istara?" he queried.


  "The Sheik of the Beni Ad no longer desires to serve my lord."


  "Why?" asked O'Brien.


  Tigra smiled significantly.


  "My lord is not blind. Edrisi loves the goddess priestess even as she loves him."


  "That's a lie!"


  Again Tigra smiled, this time with the tender indulgence of one who humors a child.


  "Who may deny the word of my lord?"


  The lack of direct opposition left O'Brien nothing to thrust against. He paused to consider, and the mental check gave time for a doubt to creep into his heart.


  "Your proof?" he demanded.


  "I knew before the coming of my lord," replied Tigra.


  She drew from her bosom a creased and worn parchment scroll. It was headed the twelfth year of Priestess Hajna, second year of Sultana Tigra, first quarter of the Moon of Sacrifice, and it was addressed to Ibn Ad, which was Edrisi's name as sheik of the Beni Ad. The writing told of the grief and resignation of a pure-hearted girl who had been chosen as novice to the goddess priestess and must give up her love. There was no signature—and none was needed. The self-sacrificing spirit of the words identified the writer. O'Brien looked coldly into Tigra's inscrutable eyes.


  "This was written before my coming," he said.


  "A year," replied his loving tormentor. "Here is a more recent writing."


  The pomegranate ink on the clean slip of parchment that she handed over was as fresh as if just dried. O'Brien read the delicately formed characters with feigned calmness:


  
    "0 Beloved One! The flower inclines to the wind of love, but the sun compels her to bow before the majesty of his divine countenance. The Lord of the Air has brought me alive out of the maw of the Devourer. He has slain the Dweller with his thunderbolts and lifted the pall of dread from Irem. No longer need any Baalite fear the evil god of the cave folk. My life was lost, and the Lord of the Air saved it. Can I refuse his desire? His will is that I shall become his sultana."

  


  O'Brien frowned into the white face and narrowed, black eyes of Tigra.


  "Istara is not a child," he said. "She would not have written when she could have spoken with the man and no one have overheard."


  "She was told that Edrisi lay wounded at the stronghold in the Noadite pass," softly explained Tigra. "I myself rode after her messenger. It is not well to intrust such matters to others."


  "Nor always to believe what is written," rejoined O'Brien. "I will speak with the sheik and with Istara. Bring them before me."


  The sultana salaamed with all the meekness of a lower wife. She lingered a moment to fill his sherbet flagon, her hand passing over it as she set it upon a taboret beside the divan. A second salaam and she glided out. O'Brien took the flagon and drank the refreshingly acid sherbet.


  He looked about for his pistol, and found it, with his cartridge belt, under one of the pillows. As he made sure that the magazine was fully loaded, he began to feel again the delicious languor that had come upon him when he descended the purple stairway after the rescue of Istara. He surmised that Tigra had given him a narcotic.


  But he was already too far gone even to will to resist the influence of the drug. Before his eyes was forming the mist of brilliantly colored perfumes—that strangely delightful confusion of the senses of sight and smell. He sank back on the divan. Again the world dissolved into the shining cloud of fire and ice.


  This time all eternity seemed to pass before he emerged from the far-away borderland of consciousness. O'Brien found himself in the midst of a Baalite bath. By the end of the long course of steaming and massaging and perfumed lavings, his brain was as clear as crystal and his body was tingling with life to the fingertips. But he remained silent and passive until the attendants had robed him and a group of waiting priests had carried him up the jeweled stairway. In the purple passage they placed the Baal crown and other jewels upon him, and bore him through to the hall of the temple.


  In the arched entrance he sprang from the litter and frowned at his obsequious attendants. They shrank and cowered before his displeasure. Over their bowed heads he saw the body of the hall packed with worshippers. He turned to the upper dais. The sun throne and the black seat of the dragon god were empty. On the moon throne sat Tigra, resplendent in a robe of silver tissue, frosted with sapphires. Her blue-black hair was incrusted with the sun-and-moon coronet of the goddess priestess.


  With slow deliberation O'Brien mounted the second and third dais and stopped before the inscrutably smiling usurper. She did not rise or salaam. This lack of deference added strength to the clammy dread that had clutched his heart.


  "Where is Istara?" he muttered.


  "She does not desire to act as priestess during the rites of Ishtar," evaded the sultana, with tranquil smoothness.


  "Ishtar? The moon will not be at full for many days," rejoined O'Brien.


  "The Lord of the Air has been pleased to sleep a long time," purred Tigra. "Tonight is the Festival of Ishtar. My lord has slept. Even when Istara and Edrisi were brought before him, as he commanded, he was asleep. But I, his wife, have dwelt with the Lord of the Air, and have cared for him. I alone know that he has slept all these days."


  In a flash O'Brien's crystal-clear mind perceived the subtle craft of the beautiful schemer. She had kept him drugged and had cared for him alone. All the Baalites—even Istara—must have believed that she was his wife in fact as well as in name. Her failure to rise and salaam to him must confirm the belief that she had found favor in his sight. She had regained at least part of the dominance over the Baalites that she had lost by her wedding to him as lower wife.


  O'Brien turned and descended the upper and middle dais through the midst of the astonished priests and attendants. A hush of dismay fell upon all the assemblage. But the sultana's wit and boldness were able to cope even with this open mark of his displeasure. As he paused in the passage, he heard her sonorous voice crying out that Baal could not abase his dignity to sit on his sun throne during the rites of Ishtar, his sister, yet he had honored and blessed the festival by showing the light of his countenance in the temple.


  The clamor of joy and praise that greeted this explanation convinced O'Brien that he could not hope to match the subtle craft of the sultana. Her artfulness was no less wonderful than her rich beauty and sensuous charm. He caught himself admiring her as one admires a half-tamed tigress. What if the velvety paws did conceal talons ever ready to strike and rend? What if the caressing purr was the voice of the most cruel and remorseless of creatures? To sit on a throne as the sultan mate of such a sultana would be a game fearfully fascinating.


  But there was Istara!


  He hastened through the passage and chambers. His pistol and cartridge belt were still under the pillow. With a sign of relief he buckled them about him and went to the upper stairway. To bar the door took only a moment, and gave him a sense of security.


  On the roof, his first act was to examine the monoplane. It had been shifted around, and the locker compartments had been overhauled. There were even indications of an attempt at flight. The daring and audacity of the sorceress maiden almost passed belief. Fortunately the slight injury that had been done was easily repaired.


  The moment he had the plane ready for flight, O'Brien hastened to the stone that covered the secret passage down into the tower city. The hope had come to him that Istara had hidden from her enemy in one of the cells known only to her and Edrisi. He would find her and bear her away with him out of the Bowl of Baal, beyond reach even of the power and craft of Tigra.


  But try as he would, he could not hit upon the secret of the keystones by which the entrance stones could be opened.


  21. The Feast of Ishtar


  The sun was well down toward the Noadite barrier. O'Brien gave up his attempt to move the balanced flagstone. He returned to overhaul the monoplane from end to end with extreme care.


  If Istara was in hiding, she must be able to keep watch upon Tigra and himself through the secret doorways. As soon as she found that he was alone he might expect her to venture out to him. He must have the monoplane ready to carry her all the way to Aden. She and Tigra could no longer dwell in the same land, now that his lower wife knew his desire to make the goddess priestess his sultana.


  By sunset he had the monoplane in perfect trim. Cylinders and propeller, wings, cockpit, and rudders—he had gone over all; testing and tightening, oiling and repairing. Though he knew the exact quantity of food and water in the plane, O'Brien examined the water tanks and food lockers and the gasoline tanks to make doubly certain of all his supplies.


  Evidently Tigra had fed him well during his drugged, semiconscious sleep. He was not hungry. Yet, to be prepared against what might come, he sat down to eat a frugal meal out of his stores. The tepid water from the plane was flat and insipid after the sherbets and wines of the Baalites, but he could at least feel confident that it was not drugged.


  As the short tropical twilight faded into dusk, he ended his meal and drew out a cigar. But the lighter did not flare in his half-raised hand. From all the tower city beneath him was rising a flood of weirdly melodious sound. Over the crest of the black crater wall peered the yellow rim of the moon. The Baalites were greeting the sister of Baal. With the festive notes of pipe and tabor mingled the soft rumble of the huge drum on the platform and chants of praise pitched in minor key. The Feast of Ishtar was begun.


  O'Brien put away his unlighted cigar and went to look down over the parapet. The great, truncated-cone edifice was packed on the moonward side with worshiping Baalites. The marble platform was covered with close-set circles and crescents made up of priests and warriors, musicians and girls, all of the highest caste. They were dressed in banded robes of black and white, symbolizing the changes of the moon. Each wore a white gilt crescent in honor of the goddess of love and night.


  The music and chanting continued without change while the great round golden disk slowly glided up from behind the volcanic crest. O'Brien saw that at least in one respect Tigra had not deceived him. He had slept for several days. The moon was at full.


  The lower rim of the bright disk cleared the crest. Instantly the music and chanting of the Baalites burst into a wild crescendo. There was a grinding of sandals on the marble platform, and all the high-caste worshipers turned about to face the front of the temple. For a moment O'Brien thought they had wheeled to salute him. Then he saw that all were staring at the purple portico of the temple, below him.


  The bronze doors of the entrance clanged wide open. Black-robed priests marched out, bearing a silver-embossed litter on which had been placed the silver-and-ivory throne of Ishtar. On the throne sat Tigra, crowned and attired as O'Brien had seen her in the temple hall. Her robe of silver mesh and sapphires and the sun-moon coronet glinted and sparkled and shimmered in the flood of moon rays.


  Three times the usurper priestess was borne on her throne around the marble platform. The priest bearers wove in and out between the rings and crescents of moon worshipers and at times skirted along the edge, so that the multitude below might catch glimpses of her glory. After the third round, the bearers turned in to the center of the platform and set the litter with the throne on the front of the red standstone block that held the great bronze drum.


  The moon had now glided up into the eastern sky well above the volcanic rim of Irem, and had changed from gold to burnished silver. Tigra raised a crescent-bladed ax. At the signal, the loud songs and music hushed to a weird piping and murmuring like the lesser night cries of a jungle.


  From the temple, four of the black-robed priests bore out a great salver on which was an almost nude young man. He lay with his face upturned to the flood of moonlight. The short tunic girded about his loins was white, bordered with blue—the colors of the high-caste Beni Ad. O'Brien leaned far over the parapet to get a better view. He saw that the young man was Edrisi. Startled, he drew back, drawing out his pistol.


  Yet so far there had been nothing sinister about the peculiar rites. Edrisi was not bound, and he showed no sign of any injury. He lay outstretched at ease, seemingly deep in serene slumber. The priests were bearing him around before Tigra. She laid aside the crescent ax and, lifting a garland of roses and lilies, bent over the sleeper and waved a hand gracefully above his head. O'Brien replaced his pistol and smiled. He reminded himself that Ishtar was the goddess of love, not of fear or death.


  Edrisi had begun to stir. He slowly rose up on his elbow. Tigra placed the garland of flowers on his head. The black priests lowered the salver upon the marble platform in front of the smiling priestess sultana. Edrisi rose to his feet. He stood with his face half upturned, and his gaze fixed upon the moon.


  So far, nothing had occurred to call for the American's interference. For all he knew, Edrisi's part in the love rites of Ishtar was next in honor to the part usurped by Tigra. Instead of any hostile demonstration against the sheik of the Beni Ad, the worshipers were drawing apart with low salaams, opening a wide lane before him. He was gazing at the moon as if lost in ecstatic adoration, and all others were staring at him as the central figure of the rites. Tigra had bent forward on her throne, with her midnight eyes fixed upon the moon gazer as if fascinated by his fascination.


  With startling suddenness, the young sheik flung out his arms and darted forward as if rushing to embrace the silvery disk in the sky.


  He was more than halfway to the edge of the platform before the truth flashed upon O'Brien. The open lane toward the moon led to the sheer drop-off beside the head of the road of descent. The down slope of the incline spiraled all the way around the city tower before it came under this place. There was no parapet. One who fell over the edge would hurl down many yards to the stone-paved roadbed beneath.


  Edrisi's eyes were still fixed upon the moon. He was in a hypnotic trance—and he was rushing straight toward the brink of the man-made cliff. O'Brien shouted. He might as well have whispered. Every Baalite was lost to all else about him in the terrible joy of seeing the spouse of Ishtar rush to embrace the love goddess—and meet his death. Not one of all that multitude would have heard a thunderclap.


  There was only one possible chance of stopping the victim and preventing the sacrifice. O'Brien's pistol was still loaded with steel-jacketed bullets. He fired twice without effect. At a third shot, Edrisi's right leg gave way under him. He fell—with his head overhanging the brink of the platform.


  The wound and the shock of his fall broke the spell of hypnotic sorcery that had bewitched the intended victim. He cried out and jerked himself back from the brink. But when he sought to spring up, he fell upon his side.


  Over the awe-struck worshipers passed a murmur like the sound of wind in treetops. This was followed by a dead silence. Down from his post of vantage O'Brien shouted a stern command: "Bring before me Edrisi, Sheik of the Beni Ad."


  Tigra rose to salaam before the Lord of the Air and to cry to the cheated worshipers: "Rejoice, my people! Baal has honored Ishtar! He has struck down the sacrifice with his lightnings!"


  A wild outburst of joy greeted the artful announcement. The moon ranks of all on the platform broke up in frenzied disorder. The worshipers began to leap and dance and fling up their arms to the moon as if seized with lunatic mania.


  O'Brien could not have hoped to make himself heard above the screams of delight and the din of pipes and tabors and trumpets. But he saw that Tigra had stepped down from the sandstone block and was making her way with four of the black-robed priests through the midst of the mad swirl to Edrisi. The priests took up the wounded sheik and followed Tigra toward the portico of the temple.


  Remembering the barred stairway door, O'Brien turned away from the mad saturnalia. He would go down to meet Tigra and her intended victim. Edrisi might be able to tell what had become of Istara.


  Before he could reach the third chamber, Tigra and a bevy of lamp bearers came running to meet him, followed by the four priests with the wounded sheik. The sultana held out a small jar and cried that it was balm from the tree of healing. O'Brien first looked into the face of Edrisi, eager to inquire the fate of Istara. He saw the young sheik's eyes misting and his lean lips parting in a dreamy smile. Again Tigra's craft had won. Edrisi had been drugged with a powerful narcotic. He could not tell what he knew.


  At O'Brien's curt gesture, the priests stretched Edrisi out on a divan and left the chamber. The light bearers set down their lamps and followed. O'Brien took the jar of balm from Tigra and pointed to the door. She smiled submissively. As she glided out, he turned to examine Edrisi's wound.


  The sheik had been struck only once, and the bullet had angled down through the fleshy part of his leg without shattering the bone or cutting the artery. Two daubs of balm from the jar had already stopped the bleeding and contracted the holes where the bullet had entered and gone out.


  A closer examination convinced O'Brien that the balm was the same fragrant, resinous gum that he had seen ozzing from the blue-flowered tree in Irem. The small amount that Istara had placed upon his bruised knuckles had healed the injury within an hour. Consequently, he decided to leave Edrisi's wound as it was, not reopening it to apply antiseptics and bandages.


  While he was still bent over the wounded man, a little, beady-eyed girl crept in at the outer door and glided along the far wall. She vanished behind the tapestry in a shadowy corner.


  Satisfied that he could do nothing more for Edrisi and that the sheik would not rouse from his drugged sleep for several hours, O'Brien barred the door and went up on the roof for his interrupted smoke.


  When he gazed down over the parapet, he saw that the frenzy of the Baalites had subsided to more normal rejoicing. The older men and women were feasting and drinking, while the young men and maidens danced to the rhythm of soft songs and musical instruments attuned to a minor key. It was a scene such as the old moon had looked down upon during Feasts of Ishtar three thousand years ago in ancient Assyria.


  After a time O'Brien sensed the presence of someone behind him. A glance over his shoulder showed him Tigra standing a few yards away in the full flood of moonlight. As he faced her, she salaamed low and began to dance.


  The first graceful wave of her arm drew his attention to the fact that she had changed from her resplendent priestess robe to a costume of many-colored gauze drapes. As if oblivious of the feasters below, she bent and turned before O'Brien with the litheness and ease and grace of a young she-panther playing before her mate.


  "What's the game now?" O'Brien asked himself. "She's at least not trying to get around me—the way she did earlier."


  The beautiful dancer had drawn a few steps closer to him. But she made no attempt to circle around. Most of her movements differed from those of the wedding play. She danced with her flexing body and gesturing arms, scarcely moving her feet. Presently she freed the outer drape from her lissome body. It wafted overhead in her pink fingertips and drifted away on the light breeze like a diaphanous cloud. She loosened another drape, and another—


  O'Brien divined that he was witnessing that most ancient of all Oriental dances, the Dance of the Seven Veils. Still other drapes were freed and permitted to float away. The creamy whitness of the sultana's form began to gleam through the lessened thicknesses of gauze. The dancer loosened her hair so that it fell about her in a black maze. O'Brien put out his hand in a gesture that forbade the continuance of the dance.


  Tigra paused with her round, white arms upraised in the silvery light and her bosom heaving tumultuously. Her midnight eyes glowed upon the American with tender passion.


  "My lord commands!" she cried. "I dance the dance of the veils before my lord—the bridal dance. Yet he commands and I obey. I am his wife—his bride! This is the Festival of Ishtar. The time of my waiting is at an end. My lord will not break his pledge. This is the full of the moon."


  "What pledge have I given?" demanded O'Brien. "That ill-omened night when you danced and gave me your knife and girdle and crown, I said only that at the full of the moon I would make answer regarding the ceremony with which you had duped me.


  The enticing face and lissome form of the sultana became tense.


  "Does my lord deny that he wedded me?" she whispered.


  "First answer me," rejoined O'Brien. "If I did not know the meaning of your dance and your giving of the crown and girdle and knife, is it not a lie to say that I wedded you?"


  Tigra flung out her hand in a gesture of passionate denial.


  "The law of Ishtar is no lie! The immemorial custom may not be broken. I danced and I gave my gifts. My lord accepted the gifts. He may not now deny what he has done. We are bound fast in the bonds of Ishtar."


  "No!" denied O'Brien.


  "Bound fast for always!" insisted Tigra. "My lord said to wait until the full of the moon. I have waited. If my lord so wills, I shall call witnesses and again dance around him and give him my gifts."


  Softly as the sultana spoke, her great black eyes burned like coals of fire. O'Brien was brought to bay. His blue eyes darkened with anger over the dilemma in which she had placed him.


  "You sought to snare me with a ceremony to which I was a stranger," he said. "You did not tell me its meaning. In turn, I required you to wait until the full of the moon. But I did not pledge myself to take you as a wife, now or at any time—nor did I raise you up. You have been caught in your own snare. I will not take you to wife."


  The flush faded from Tigra's face. Its rich color fled and left it a ghastly white. Even her scarlet lips paled. Her eyes became bottomless black wells. When she spoke, her voice was so low that only its sibilant hissing carried the words to O'Brien's ears:


  "Shame is upon me! My lord scorns his bride! I have danced the dance of the veils—the bridal dance—and he has shamed me with his scorn!"


  "I do not scorn you," denied O'Brien. "Your beauty and courage are above praise. I admire and respect you for that which is high in your nature. But I do not choose to take to wife a maiden who rejoices in the pain and suffering of others—who is merciless and full of treachery."


  "I am the wife of my lord!" protested the grief-stricken sultana. "Put me not from you, lord of my heart! My love for you is beyond measure and above all else in earth and heaven!"


  "Why should you expect mercy?" rejoined O'Brien. "From the first you have been ruthless and cruel. When I came into the Bowl, and your sorcery failed to drive me away, you forced the helpless goddess priestess to bring me your knife and bare her throat for the stroke."


  The face of the warrior sultana flamed scarlet. Her eyes blazed with red fury.


  "Ai! Now I see!" she screamed. "I have been tricked—tricked! And for a weak-handed girl! She is to be your sultana—from the first you have schemed it! Gods of night—Evil Ones—curse this son of fire and sky! Blight him! Wither him! Drag him down into the nether pit—into the Pool of Death! That pale-faced priestess—no need of cursing her! I shall delight myself with her writhings. Her tears shall give me laughter; her agony shall ease my burning!"


  "Daughter of demons!" cried O'Brien. "Your heart is like a molten stone! Hate breeds hate. Compassion and tenderness inspire love! Do you wonder that I have chosen her above you?"


  All the fury of the sultana hissed in her scream: "You say it! Chosen—she is chosen!"


  Her bronze dagger glinted overhead. She flung herself at O'Brien with the swiftness of an enraged panther. Only the instinctive side-step of a trained boxer saved him from the darted stroke. Even at that, the blade glanced down his shoulder, ripping open his robe and gashing his arm.


  Tigra whirled and struck again. This time he was prepared. Swiftly as the blade flashed at him, his hand was still swifter. It grasped her wrist and bent down her clenched hand. The dagger fell from her opening clutch. He kicked it aside and took a step back.


  Panting with baffled fury, the sultana glared at him like a trapped lioness. Then she saw his wound. "You bleed!" she shrieked. "My lord bleeds!"


  Suddenly she flung out her hands and sank down before him in an agony of remorse.


  "I struck my lord! I struck my beloved! Grind your heel upon my neck! Lash me—torture me—only do not put me away from you, lord of my heart!"


  "Rise!" commanded the Lord of the Air.


  22. Pitfall and Snare


  The remorse-stricken sultana dragged herself to her feet. O'Brien looked into her despairing eyes and found himself unable to resist an impulse of pity.


  "Peace to Tigra," he said. "The madness of Ishtar has been upon us. Let us make peace and forget what has happened."


  Tigra's eyes sank before his pitying smile.


  "I struck the Lord of the Air—yet I live!" she murmured. "This is the wonder of wonders! He is the Lord of Life and Death-slayer of the Dweller in Irem; he can kill as he chooses. Yet I struck him and he has spared me!"


  In the rich voice of the sultana were new notes of maidenly softness that made it strangely like the tender voice of Istara. O'Brien bent over and raised to his lips the hand that had held the dagger.


  "Peace!" he said. "The past is past. I ask the friendship of Tigra."


  Her hand quivered in his clasp.


  "Friendship?" she whispered. "The Lord of the Air should know that between man and woman can be only indifference—or love—or hate!"


  "I offer my friendship," replied O'Brien.


  Tigra salaamed low and turned from him toward the stairway. Her bowed head had sunk below the level of the roof before he roused from the swirl of conflicting emotions that dazed and confused him. The maiden loved him—and she was very beautiful. Why not give her the happiness she craved and for lack of which her passionate soul was being torn by the fiends of revenge and jealousy and despair? As her mate and husband, might he not guide her powerful will toward loftier aims and nobler purposes? By giving her his love, could he not persuade her to forego her hate and persecution of the gentle Istara?


  The thought of the little priestess shattered his fantastic reverie. Tigra was Tigra—sorceress, sultana, priestess of cruelty and might!


  His rush brought him leaping down the stairway only a few moments after the rejected sultana had disappeared. He dashed through into the lighted chamber. On the divan was the jar of balm from the tree of healing. Edrisi was gone. He jerked out his pistol and bounded across to the outer door. It was barred on the far side.


  In furious anger O'Brien beat upon the door with the butt of his pistol. The clanging bronze must have resounded its alarm through all the chambers and passages beyond. Yet no priest or girl attendant came hastening to open the door that barred the way of the Lord of the Air. The realization that he was advertising his inability to break out checked O'Brien before he could smash his pistol. His flaring temper cooled like a fire upon which water had been flung.


  A stinging on his arm drew his attention to his wound. It was not deep, but it was open and beginning to be painful. He went back to the divan and spread balm from the jar in and around the gash. On the burning wound the fragrant resin felt like ice. The blood ceased to flow almost at once. As he daubed on more of the balm and bound the arm with a strip of linen, he puzzled over what had occurred.


  How had Tigra entered? He had left the door bolted fast on the inside. Was it possible that she had discovered how to open one or more of the balanced stone panels? Or had she been able with her sorceress power to rouse Edrisi from his drugged sleep and force him in a hypnotic trance to unbar the bronze door that she might enter? Had the wounded sheik crawled away and escaped while she was on the roof, or had she again made him prisoner?


  The thought of personal danger did not trouble O'Brien. There was no chance now of his being injured by Tigra. She loved him. Besides, he was not a prisoner. He had only to return to the roof if he wished to leave the temple.


  The great matter of concern was the question of Istara's fate. Had she escaped the craft and force of her enemy? Was she hidden in the secret places, waiting to creep out to him for aid? Or had Tigra seized her and cast her down into that pit of blackness which the little priestess so feared?


  Hard as he racked his brains, O'Brien found himself groping in utter darkness. The probability was that Tigra had taken Edrisi captive. But there was absolutely nothing to show whether or not Istara was a prisoner.


  He roused up and began to tap upon the stone panel that Edrisi had opened to take him to the baths. Half an hour of knocking brought no response. A longer timer spent in tapping the sandstone slab that covered the secret entrance on the roof was equally without results.


  O'Brien gave over his efforts and stretched out on his Bedouin cloak under the monoplane. He had barred all the doors behind him when he came up on the roof. If Istara was free, she could come to him through the hidden ways. If she was not free, he must wait until morning, and then, if possible, force Tigra to release the captive. Yet, must he wait?


  Every nerve in his tense body had been tense and aquiver with eagerness for action. He sprang up and ran across to the edge of the roof above the portico. The Baalites were feasting and dancing in the midst of their sensuous abandonment to the joys of Ishtar's festival. Even the love makers were carrying on their alluring play in the full flood of the moonlight. All shadowy places were being avoided as if accursed. This gave reason to believe that none of the worshipers had entered the hall of the temple.


  With the small but effective tools of his monoplane, O'Brien set to work upon one of the gypsum roof slabs. The soft stone flaked and crumbled under the blows of his steel point. By midnight he had broken out a corner of the slab and made a hole large enough for him to squeeze through.


  O'Brien went down the roof stairway into the first chamber to fetch the gold-embroidered linen drapes from his divan. Knotted together, they made a strong line. He pulled the monoplane around over the hole through the gypsum slab and knotted his line to the wheel frame. A squeeze and he was through the hole, slipping down the line close alongside one of the twisted columns of the temple.


  Within the great, gloomy hall no woman's voice shrieked out in alarm; no priest or warrior challenged the descending venturer. From without came the songs and music and laughter of the feasters, but within the temple was silence and emptiness.


  O'Brien groped his way back through the hall and up across the first dais into the purple passage. He had no difficulty in locating the door of the black stairway. Here was where the priests had sought to drag Istara after the blue-flower sacrifice.


  The bronze door was closed, but unbarred. He opened it and warily flashed the light of his electric torch down the black stairs. The descent was unguarded. At the foot of the steps was a passage. He stole down and peered around the corner. The passage ended in a lighted room from which came the sound of guttural snores.


  O'Brien crept forward to the entrance, his pistol half raised. In the center of the room a number of black-robed priests were lying huddled, one upon the other, about a great earthenware jar. With utmost caution the American entered the room and edged around the sleepers toward the door on the far side. As he passed he smelled the strong fumes of old palm wine. The priests had so celebrated the moon festival that all had fallen in a drunken stupor.


  Encouraged by this proof of relaxed watchfulness, O'Brien slipped through the door. The light from behind him showed that he was in a room used by torturers. All around were hideous instruments and devices for rending and crushing and piercing victims. In his great anxiety, O'Brien flashed on his torch to make certain that Istara was not fast in one of the devilish machines. The light showed only empty bronze clamps and fangs and unlighted fire braziers.


  But in the end wall was another door. O'Brien passed through into a second torture chamber. At the side was a lighted doorway from which came the thick mumbling of a ribald song. The American peered into the side room and saw two of the black priests swilling palm wine. They wore full armor and each had a lance and bared sword lying beside him, but they were already verging upon drunken stupor.


  Reckless of their weapons, O'Brien darted in upon the pair. Before they could struggle to their feet, he knocked one down and then the other with the butt of his pistol. They lay stunned. Beyond them was a coiled rope which O'Brien seized with the intention of binding the priests. He found himself beside a narrow, well-like coping that was covered with a black cloth.


  The coping reminded him of a cistern into which he had fallen when a child. The thought of this and the black cloth suggested the pit of darkness of which Istara had spoken with such dread. With one hand O'Brien jerked away the cloth; with the other he thrust his electric torch down through the black opening.


  From beneath came a startled moan. O'Brien peered down. Below him Istara was crouched upon the black floor of the dungeon in the midst of human skeletons and mummies. Her hands were pressed over her eyes. After the dense night in which she had dwelt for many days, the light of the torch was blinding. O'Brien snapped it off.


  "It is I," he called down to her. "Catch hold of the loop in this line."


  He caught up the rope and knotted a bowline loop in the end, dropping it swiftly into the pit. A low cry told him that the girl had grasped it. She called piteously for him to draw her out of the pit. The slender form of the girl was not heavy, and he had the strength of desperate need. Soon her small hands appeared, clinging to the rope. To grasp them and swing her up out of the narrow pit mouth was the work of a moment.


  The girl was so weak from hunger and fear that she could hardly stand. O'Brien swung her to his shoulder, and as he turned he saw one of the priest warriors groping for a sword. A blow behind the ear felled the man, and O'Brien sprang over him and out through the torture chambers.


  The snoring sleepers of the outer chamber had not moved. None roused up or cried out as O'Brien hurried by them with his burden. He flashed on his torch to light the way along the passage and up the black stairway. Panting, but far from spent, he bounded up to the top of the steps and pushed against the bronze door.


  The door was barred on the other side.


  For a long moment O'Brien stood staring in blank dismay that bordered on despair. He was trapped. The failure of the drunken priests to keep guard had not prevented Tigra's craftiness from scoring.


  Over his shoulder came a faint murmur: "The Lord of the Air halts. If the door is fast, let him place me on my feet. Even in the black rooms of the Beni Assur, the master builder of the Beni Ad was artful enough to construct a few hidden ways."


  O'Brien lowered the girl and supported her while she reached up to touch the stones above the black panels of the side wall. An upward pressure on one and a side thrust on another allowed a third to be pushed in. A panel under the keystones swung open.


  Two minutes later, O'Brien drew himself up through the secret opening in the roof and lifted Istara after him into the brilliant moonlight. Her pallor and the black rings about her sunken eyes sent him hurrying to the monoplane for food.


  As he approached the machine, a slight creaking drew his attention to the line of linen drapes that was fastened to the under part of the frame. The line was taut. Someone in the temple hall was climbing up to reach the roof through the hole in the gypsum slab. Tigra's dagger lay a few feet away. O'Brien caught it up and slashed through the line. The severed end flicked from sight down through the hole.


  How far the climber fell, O'Brien had no means of surmising. If there was any thud of a fall within the temple, it was covered by the noise of the reveling worshipers of Ishtar. O'Brien did not risk flashing his torch through the hole. He flung himself against the plane to push it away. But no arrow or spear appeared out of the hole. He ran back to Istara with dates and water, and then began skirting around the parapet. There was no sign of any preparation for an attack.


  After a time, O'Brien returned to Istara and told her about Edrisi. The girl had begun to revive, but as soon as she learned what had happened to the young sheik all her returning strength melted from her. She sank down in a swoon that took O'Brien several minutes to overcome. When at last she was able to sit up again, O'Brien's concern gave place to a frown.


  "You are in love with Edrisi," he charged with blunt abruptness.


  The girl looked up at him, clear-eyed, and answered without the slightest falter: "I loved Edrisi. Now my heart is in the keeping of the Lord of the Air."


  The phrasing of the reply struck O'Brien as odd, and he noticed that the girl shrank almost imperceptibly when he bent down. Yet she did not turn her lips away from his kiss. He could not expect her to meet the caress with the warmth he would have found on the scarlet lips of Tigra. Besides, she was faint from suffering in mind and body.


  When he wrapped her in his Bedouin cloak, she murmured that she must go to look for Edrisi. Yet even as she protested, her heavy eyelids closed and she sank into the deep sleep of exhaustion.


  All through the long hours until the approach of dawn, O'Brien paced around the parapet or sat down beside the stairway, on guard against attack. The revelers below filled the moon-glorified night with a steadily increasing discordance in their music and mirth. Their dances were degenerating into a drunken orgy. O'Brien gave scant heed to them. He knew that somewhere beneath him the darkly beautiful sorceress priestess of the night gods was subtly scheming how to entangle him in her love mesh and how to destroy her innocent rival.


  At last the moon glided down behind the black Noadite barrier. The sudden hush of the clamorous revelers filled O'Brien with vague alarm. He groped his way across the roof in the dim starlight and took up Istara in his arms. She did not waken even when he lifted her into the monoplane. The straps of the forward seat braced her in a reclining position. He took his seat behind her and waited, one hand grasping his pistol, the other ready to start the engine.


  All below was now still—so still that O'Brien could hear the far-away boom of the cataracts where the Baalite River plunged down the gorge into Irem. Dawn was approaching. The scintillating diamonds in the blue-black dome of the sky paled before the gray of false dawn, only to flash and sparkle again with the passing of the day's ghostly forerunner.


  A slight scraping drew O'Brien's gaze to the edge of the roof behind the plane. As he peered, a dimly outlined head rose above the coping of the parapet. O'Brien pointed his pistol. A few yards on each side appeared another head. Beyond rose more heads. All along the parapet men were mounting on long ladders.


  Only the very boldest warriors of the Beni Assur could have been induced by the sultana to attack the Lord of the Air. The fact that they were coming against one whom they believed to be Baal in the body of a man showed that they were desperate beyond fear of death. O'Brien recalled the Arab saying that it is not easy to overcome a man who goes forth seeking to die. Here were many such men.


  From the platform below came the blast of a hunting horn. Instantly O'Brien started the engine, and a moment later dark forms were scrambling over the parapet. They flung themselves in upon the roof and leaped toward the forward-rolling plane. Against the stars O'Brien saw dim, curved lines whirling. The attackers were armed with nets or lassos. He threw on the full power of the engine, and, as the plane began to rise, he swung it around, away from the side parapet for which it was heading.


  The fleeing bird machine spiraled up to the left. The charging attackers rushed to cast their nooses before their quarry could mount above reach. But the American's instant start and skillful turn had saved the situation by a hair. He curved around from his nearest assailants just beyond their up-whipping nooses. Before those on the other side could close in across the wide roof, the plane was a dozen yards overhead.


  The roar of the engine and the wild war cries of the Beni Assur had wakened Istara. O'Brien saw her struggle in her seat and then cower down. He peered over the side of the car, every moment expecting a volley of spears and arrows. But either the baffled attackers, relying on their nooses, had left their weapons on the marble platform, or Tigra had forbidden them to shoot at the Lord of the Air. His heart was aglow with exultance, and O'Brien headed upward in a widening spiral. He had snatched Istara out of the claws of Tigra, even as he had saved her from the maw of the Devourer.


  Enough of these pagan Baalites and their cruel sorceress sultana! He would leave them all to fester in their black superstitions, down in their black-walled valley—


  True, there was Edrisi. But he could not now hope to rescue the ill-fated young sheik. He must give up all else to save Istara. He would cross the Noadite barrier and make the long flight over desert and mountains to far-distant Aden.


  The dawn was flushing the black crest of the higher range. It came leaping down to meet the up-circling monoplane. O'Brien saw how the little priestess drooped over in her seat. He realized that in her present condition she could not endure the flight to Aden.


  When the plane climbed level with the rim of Irem, O'Brien shot forward into the sun and volplaned down toward the center of the vast crater.


  23. Tigra's Price


  With rocket swiftness the monoplane tobogganed down the air slope. It had swooped from the volcanic rim crest into the bottom of the immense green basin, and was glancing close over the central lake, before Istara could catch her breath to cry out.


  O'Brien checked their terrific velocity with an upturn, then came around and down in an easy spiral. His aim was the truncated black Cyclopean pyramid that rose amidst the trees on the islet. The landing was made without difficulty, and the machine stopped just short of the end of the triangular-pyramid top across from where it had struck.


  Istara's alarm, as she realized that they were upon the Abode of Evil, was partly quieted by O'Brien's shout of delight. He sprang from his seat, swinging the plane about to ready it for a fresh start. When it was in position and the wheels were locked, he paused to stare around with intense curiosity at the massive structure upon which they had alighted.


  The size of the black volcanic blocks that formed the steps of the pyramid was incredible. All the appliances and skill of modern engineering should have been needed to move the huge stones. The pyramid appeared to be the work of primitive earth gods rather than of human beings. It was bound together in a single huge rock by black adamantine cement that showed not the tiniest crack or crevice after scores of centuries.


  As O'Brien paced along the triangular platform of the top, he noticed a spot on the far corner darker than the adjoining black stone. He crossed over and found that the spot was a square hole that contained a steep, narrow staircase leading into the pyramid itself. The steps were half gnawed away by the teeth of Time. A few feet from the top they were covered with a soft fungus growth that squashed under a light tap of the foot. No beast or reptile could have passed up or down the staircase since the growth of the last noisome, watery spore pods. From the interior of the pyramid came a deep, muffled murmur of running water.


  O'Brien stared and listened, satisfying himself that no danger lurked within the fungus-grown entrance of the ancient temple. He returned to the plane and lifted the trembling Istara from her seat.


  "Have no fear," he reassured her. "We are going down under the fig trees to the tree of healing. When you are strong I will bear you into the sky again and away across the desert to my own land."


  The girl's eyes widened. "Away? Out of the Bowl! But the flower sacrifice—and—"


  "There is no longer any need of a goddess," stated the American. "The desert will not overwhelm the Bowl, for you shall be my sultana. Edrisi is already lost. Let Tigra rule the Baalites without a rival. I want only you."


  The girl's head had drooped as if she were about to sink with weariness. She murmured in a half whisper: "Yes, Edrisi is lost! Let Tigra rule."


  O'Brien swung her light form down the first eight-foot step of the pyramid side, leaping after her, to lower her upon the next step. The others were descended no less quickly. The black mold that in ages of accumulation had reached the height of the bottom step was starred with myriads of flowers.


  The American supported his drooping companion in under the fruit-laden branches of a wild orchard. Tempting as appeared the plumlike fruit of the grove, he hastened on with Istara into the side glade toward the tree of healing. Nothing could so soon restore her strength and spirit as the golden pear fruit of that unique blue-flowered tree tower. As they came within the full odor of the deliciously fragrant refreshing perfume of the tree, he made her lie down on a ferny couch, while he brought her all the fruit that she could eat.


  Their previous visit to the islet paradise had convinced him it was safe from all danger. After he had made certain that Istara was at ease, O'Brien plucked a number of golden pears for himself and started off under the gigantic fig trees. He came out on the cliff of the inlet that ran from the lake to the pyramid. The stimulating alkaloid of the acrid, pungent fruit already had begun to invigorate him.


  At his feet a series of steep ledges descended to a rock terrace at the end of the ancient broken weir. He swung down to the waterside and scraped at the end of the weir with Tigra's dagger. The blade cut through an inch or more of black corrosion and exposed a core of gold bronze. As the flakes of black scale splashed into the water a shoal of silvery semi-translucent fish came darting up the inlet toward the sound. O'Brien glanced at them and drew back. They were eyeless.


  A loud swirl told of a larger creature down the inlet. O'Brien went up the cliff ledges without pausing to stand on ceremony. The horrible suspicion had flashed upon him that the Dweller might still be lingering in an unspeakable existence of brainless flesh.


  Gasping and sweating with horror, he flung himself up over the brink of the cliff. When he regained breath and courage sufficient to peep down over the ledge, he saw only what appeared to be a small, triangular boat sail shooting away down the inlet. He drew his pistol and forced himself to skirt along the cliff toward the pyramid.


  After a time he came near enough to make out the low-arched, cavernous opening into which the water of the inlet disappeared. From a distance the opening had appeared to be an arch in the side of the pyramid. O'Brien now saw that it was a hole into an immense lava bubble. The base of the pyramid was several yards beyond. Dense growths of giant cacti, the only ones he had seen in Irem, prevented a nearer approach to the entrance of the inflowing river.


  By skirting around the thorny barrier, he came to the third base of the pyramid. Midway of its length the third step from the bottom jutted out even with the second step. One of its Cyclopean blocks seemed to form a lintel over a relatively small stone set into the face of the second-step course of blocks.


  On the under stone O'Brien made out half-obliterated incut signs of hieroglyphs. There was no cement in the knife-blade crevice around the stone, and the American sensed that this was a door. However, he knew that he had no hope of opening it without dynamite.


  Cacti prevented him from skirting the inlet face of the pyramid. He went around the other way to the far side of the inlet, and from there circled out to the shore and around the edge of the islet. The walk required far more time than he had expected. The islet was larger than it had appeared from above, and the vast variety of exotic flowers and delicious fruit tempted him to wander in and out among the trees.


  The sun was almost directly overhead when one of his side turnings brought him within view of a familiar spot under the fig trees. He veered toward it and came to the tunnel through which he and Istara had ridden to the islet on the white mares. Something moved among the fern bushes—it swung around into the open. O'Brien found himself gaping at the black stallion of Tigra.


  The beast's head sagged low. His flanks were heaving and his black skin was wet and lathered with sweat. He had just come from a long, hard race. He could not have come riderless through the caverns and tunnels.


  O'Brien whirled and sprinted at top speed for the glade and the tree of healing.


  When, panting and almost spent, he burst out into the open a few yards from the tree, his first glance showed him that Tigra had come before. She had bound Istara. As O'Brien rushed toward them she held the white-faced priestess before her as a shield and drew her curved sword. Her imperious gesture and cruel smile brought O'Brien to a sudden halt.


  "My lord does well to pause if he would save his ewe lamb from the lioness," she warned. "He may blast me with his lightnings, yet first I shall make an end of this trembler."


  O'Brien's blue eyes went black with the fury of desperate fear.


  "Free the maiden or I will kill you!" he commanded.


  "Maiden?" cried Tigra. "Then she is not yet your sultana! I, too, am still a maiden, but I am at least your wife in name. She shall die unwed, and I shall die the wife of my beloved! Death is sweet!"


  "Wait!" gasped O'Brien. "Wait! What would you do?"


  "My lord has rejected me. Now I will strike down this tender ewe lamb that he would take into his bosom," answered the sultana, with terrible tranquillity. "I will rend my rival and die as a lioness dies!"


  Though he was an expert pistol shot, O'Brien did not dare to raise his pistol. Tigra's sword was ready. A slight thrust would drive the point through the slender throat of Istara.


  "What—is—your—price?" he questioned.


  Tigra eyed him warily. "My lord would bargain? What does he offer?"


  "My life for the life of your captive."


  A grin of bitter anguish distorted the scarlet lips—only to melt into the most ecstatic of smiles. The despairing eyes flashed and glowed with passionate joy.


  "My lord has pledged! His life is mine! He will let his wife come unto him!"


  O'Brien frowned. He felt that he had again been tricked by the subtlety of the sorceress.


  "My offer was to die in the place of the captive," he stated.


  The flush and glow vanished from the face of the warrior maiden. Her eyes became like the black stone of the pyramid. She spoke in a dull, passionless voice: "Not my lord dies, but his wife—and this unwedded girl."


  The sword began to turn.


  "Wait!" cried O'Brien. "Let her live! I will agree."


  Tigra did not lower the menacing point. "My price has risen," she said in the same passionless voice. "My lord shall give pledge to raise me up and exalt me. I shall be his sultana."


  "I will raise you up. You shall be my sultana," O'Brien pledged.


  The sword point wavered, only again to prick the white skin at the base of Istara's slender throat.


  "I am the Priestess of the Dweller. I have not found out the hidden way into Irem, to go back without first entering the mysterious temple of my slain god. The place of my sultan is at the side of his sultana."


  Even the menace of the sword could suppress Istara's cry of horror: "The Abode of Evil! Do not enter the accursed place, Lord of the Air!"


  "I have killed the Devourer," said O'Brien, eager-eyed. "I will gladly enter his dwelling if his priestess can open the door."


  "And because she has bleated, the ewe lamb shall enter the temple with the lion and the lionesss," added Tigra grimly.


  "The Lord of the Air has bought my life at a heavy price," rejoined Istara. "If he is to perish in the Temple of Blackness, I shall perish with him."


  "Does my lord accept the offer?" demanded Tigra.


  "We will enter the temple together, if you can open the door," said O'Brien.


  The sultana lowered her sword and turned away up the side glade. Her regal trust in his word compelled O'Brien's admiration even while he sought to reassure the dread-stricken little priestess.


  "Have no fear, Daughter of Light. I will stand before you, and she will stand between her lord and the evil of her dark gods," he reassured. A half-whimsical, half-wry smile twisted his lips as he added to himself: "Larry, me lad, you've gone and put your foot into the hobble. Stick that into your pipe and smoke it!"


  As they approached the foot of the pyramid, Tigra looked back and pointed to the white wing of the monoplane that showed over the edge. O'Brien gestured around the side of the pyramid.


  "The door is on that other face," he said.


  When they came to the Cyclopean lintel Tigra stood for many minutes studying the half-obliterated incisions on the face of the inset under stone. At last she went along the side of the pyramid to where she could draw herself up on the second and then the third step.


  She came back above the lintel. What she did was unseen by O'Brien and Istara, but presently the stone with the worn incisions began to rise. It slid up into a socket in the overhanging lintel. Tigra leaped down from the high top of the lintel with the lightness of a panther. As she straightened she pointed exultantly into the opened doorway that had stood closed for untold ages.


  "Not in vain have I mastered the black magic of the Beni Assur and the signs of the Noadites!" she vaunted.


  "What have the Noadite signs to do with this Temple of Eld?" questioned O'Brien.


  Tigra pointed to the upswung door stone. "Those symbols cut in the stone are half obliterated by age. Among the cave folk the symbols are dulled and almost lost by the descent into beastliness of a people who once were earth gods."


  "They worshiped evil and bowed down to the powers of darkness," added Istara. "They gave themselves over unto black sorcery and raised up the Devourer out of the nether lake to be their god. Therefore were they accursed and abased until they became more like beasts than men."


  O'Brien stared. If this tradition of the Noadite origin was true, then the cave dwellers were not primitive savages as he had supposed, but the degenerate descendants of a people who had possessed an evil yet powerful civilization ages before the rise of Chaldea and the building of the first Egyptian pyramid. Evolution may work down as well as up.


  "It's a case of devolution—or, so to speak, devilition!" O'Brien commented to himself. "Wish this she-devil would take the lesson to heart—if she has one. Poor little 'Tara! There's black sorcery in that sidelong glance of my dearly paid for wife. You should not have thrust in your little thorns, 'Tara. She will return them with interest! Guess I'd better keep you close under my wing."


  Tigra had stepped about in search of a torch. Istara pointed to a nearby tree. The sword of the sultana quickly slashed off a branch. The wood was so resinous that its greenness did not prevent it from flaring brightly when ignited by O'Brien's cigar lighter. His electric torch was in his pocket, but he kept it there. A few more hours of use would exhaust its battery.


  24. The Above of Evil


  With the flaming resin branch uplifted above her head, Tigra boldly advanced into the gloomy portal of the pyramid. O'Brien drew his revolver and took the hand of Istara.


  A few paces within the entrance, Tigra paused. The narrow passage floor before her was covered with loathsome fungus growths that seemed to move in the torchlight like monstrous slimy, white slugs or organ-less parasites. Istara shuddered and shrank back , but when Tigra started on again, the high-spirited little priestess trampled after her through the quashing, quivering, foul-odored mass of pallid growths.


  Soon the sultana again came to a halt. The passage forked before her, one side running up in a steep fungus-covered stairway, the other descending no less steeply down steps buried under a similar slime bed of the sickening vegetable jellyfish.


  It was no surprise when Tigra chose the downward route. O'Brien remembered, in the passage caves, the glimpses he had caught of the phosphorescent inferno. No doubt the daring sorceress also had seen the under glow, and now she wished to discover if this black temple disclosed more of that nether mystery.


  From below came the swashing of water that O'Brien had heard as a deep murmur through the hole in the top of the pyramid. With torch upraised and sword ready to strike, Tigra led down into the depths of the evil place, warily feeling and testing the solid stone under its bed of jelly slime before trusting her weight on the steps below.


  The three came down into a cross passage. To the right the narrow way ended in a door similar to the balanced stone of the outer portal. Tigra looked at the symbols chiseled in the face of the ponderous slab and shrank back from it, her eyes dilating. A cold dread was creeping upon O'Brien. He felt that from the other side of the closed door some unnamable evil Presence was emanating its baleful influence.


  Stealthily, Tigra cringed back from the door, her face gray-white even in the red flare of the torch. She was about to slink back up the steps, but the sight of her cowering, shuddering companions spurred her haughty spirit to fight down the shapeless Horror of the hidden chamber. She turned the other way along the passage, toward the sound of the swirling water. It was a natural sound.


  The passage opened upon a black void, its unguarded end dropping off into space. The torchlight gleamed on the clammy, black ceiling of a low, flat-arched natural dome. O'Brien saw that they were looking into the cavity of an immense lava bubble. From below came the noise of swirling water.


  Holding fast to Istara's trembling hand, he pressed forward after Tigra to the end of the passage and peered over her shoulder. Below and across from them a river was flowing smoothly down an incline. Under the black arch of its volcanic tunnel could be seen the slow, oily ripples of a subterranean lake, glowing and sparkling with green phosphorescence.


  The river flowed out of a big, slow-eddying pool. O'Brien pushed himself alongside Tigra and stared downward. The end of the passage overhung the pool. Directly under him, floating around in the wide eddy, O'Brien saw the vast, bluish-white upturned carcass of the Devourer.


  Beside the dead monster drifted what appeared to be capsized keelless longboats with small triangular sails upstanding where the centerboard should have been. One of the submerged drifters began to turn. At its near end a great forked tail-fin churned the water in a violent stroke. The fifty-foot body swerved around, end on to the dead saurian.


  As the triangular, sail-like dorsal fin rolled under sideways, the gaping jaws of the gigantic shark appeared, fringed with rows of saw-edged teeth, each as large as a man's hand. The jaws closed on the side of the monstrous carcass. Above the water swirl rose a sound of crunching as the saw-edged teeth gouged a mass of gristle and leathery skin out of the scale-covered carcass. The shark lazily settled back and turned upright.


  O'Brien perceived the truth. The Dweller had floated down into the pool of his temple, and the immense sea tigers had come up to the feast, out of the subterranean lake. The Devourer was being devoured. Yet its bulk was so enormous that even those ravenous feeders had made small headway toward disposing of it, though for days they had gorged until satiated.


  To Tigra, the feast of the monsters was even more fearfully fascinating than it was to the American. He had seen the Dweller in his death throes, and he had seen sharks—though never one a third as large as these huge survivors of the Mesozoic Era. Istara had glimpsed the giants and their feast and had drawn back, shuddering, hands across her eyes. She whispered imploringly for O'Brien to take her out of the Abode of Evil.


  Tigra smiled with proud scorn and pointed to the narrow shelf ledge or cornice that ran to one side along the lower edge of the overhanging wall. She flattened herself to the wall and started to sidle along the ledge. O'Brien set his jaw. Below was the pool and its monsters. But he could not take a dare.


  He muttered in Istara's ear for her to wait. She clutched at his hand and sought to go with him, fearing more to be alone with that malign Presence behind them than to risk the fall into the pool. O'Brien understood and consented wordlessly. They sidled along the ledge after Tigra, hand in hand.


  The narrow shelf was free from slimy fungus growths, and Tigra moved with wary slowness, scrutinizing the face of the wall for symbols before she ventured each step. Ten yards or more brought her to a corner, and she crept around it. O'Brien saw her about to step upon a deep platform, and drew Istara after him. In a few moments all three stood safely upon the platform.


  The place was the opening of a vaulted crypt that ran back an unknown distance into or beneath the pyramid. Tigra had already advanced a few steps into its black depths. Before the others could move, she stopped short and cringed back toward them. O'Brien leveled his pistol at the blackness, every red hair on his head bristling. His blood chilled in his veins with dread of the vague menace in that evil Night of the crypt. Tigra retreated to the overhang above the pool, her face gray-white as when she had drawn back from the door of the chamber.


  But, still insatiate in her craving to solve the black mysteries of the temple, the sultana rallied and started forward along the edge of the overhang. Within a few paces the torchlight disclosed a dim something that appeared to be crouched three or four yards back from the edge. O'Brien aimed his pistol and stepped forward beside Tigra. The apparition did not move, and cautiously they crept closer.


  The crouched object was hardly a form. It was an almost shapeless, huddled, limbless thing, vague and black. Where a face might have been was only a smooth mask of age-blackened gold. About the top of the evil hump was coiled a gray-scaled miniature of the Devourer. Symbols were cut in the slab of rock before the idol. Tigra bent over to scrutinize them.


  For several minutes O'Brien and Istara gazed with constantly growing aversion and fear at the huddled, masked image of evil. At last Tigra straightened. Her almond eyes were narrowed to slits, but she smiled at the American with alluring sweetness.


  "My lord," she murmured, "grant me one more favor, and all this matter of hatred between myself and the goddess priestess will be at an end. I would take with me the gray image of the Devourer, but the symbols predict evil if the Snake is lifted from the image of the Unknown by a woman."


  Istara flung out her hands to O'Brien. "Do not touch the evil thing, Lord of the Air! Look at her eyes!"


  Tigra smiled derisively and met the American's keen glance with a level, wide-eyed gaze.


  "Let that trembler stand beside me," she offered. "If evil befalls, we shall meet it side by side. My lord has slain the Devourer itself. He does not fear to touch the image of the Devourer."


  The veiled taunt stung O'Brien. He placed Istara close beside Tigra on the symbol-marked stone and stepped around to grasp the neck of the miniature saurian. As he started to lift it, the thing twisted as if alive. He snatched away his hand. The eyeless head fell dully on the top of the masked image and lay still. O'Brien ground his teeth together and forced himself to grasp again the scaly neck.


  A sharp rasping sound told him why the neck quivered and twisted in snake-like convolutions. Every gray scale was a link, and its substance was elastic. But, whether made of an unknown metal or alloy, or some other compound, the marvel of the image was that its hinged joints had not corroded together.


  Scores of centuries had blackened the gold mask of the huddled image with corrosion, but they had failed to tarnish the gray scales of the miniature. Stranger still, the flexing, shuddering thing weighed much less than its size had led O'Brien to expect.


  The miniature lifted lightly from its age-long resting place. But the end of the snake-like tail was fast in a hole below the gold mask. It did not slide out when O'Brien drew the body full length upward. He gave it a tug, and at that instant Tigra sprang sideways—away from Istara. Even as her feet left the symbol-marked slab the stone dropped.


  A shriek brought O'Brien's head around with a jerk. His flashing glance caught a glimpse of Istara falling through the treacherous trap that he had sprung. Tigra's scream blended with the shrill echo of Istara's cry. The sultana twisted about to peer down through the trap with well-feigned terror and amazement.


  O'Brien took no notice of her. He leaped to the edge of the overhang and saw Istara sliding into the pool—between the carcass of the drifting Devourer and one of the gorged sharks. Tigra's shriek of protest and real terror did not check O'Brien for a moment. Down he went in a vertical dive.


  As he entered the water he bowed his body, and before he had penetrated two yards in depth he was heading for the surface. The momentum of his dive popped him up head and shoulders above water. A moment later, Istara rose almost within arm's reach. O'Brien flung himself forward in the water to grasp her.


  What followed was never quite clear to him later on. The splashes of impact must have startled and angered the huge shark. As O'Brien grasped the shrieking girl, the water all around them swirled and splurged high, like a whirlpool dashing upon rocks. The puny, struggling humans in the midst of the wild flurry were spun around and sucked under.


  The shrieks of the little priestess stilled, but the cavern reechoed to the frantic cries of Tigra. She lay on the edge of the overhang, writhing with remorse. The torch fell from her despairing grasp, whirled down and blackened in the seething waters.


  Amidst the wild swirl something surged up under the American with terrific force. He was catapulted out of the water and through the air. When he fell, his back struck upon a horny solid. The shock stunned him.


  He came to consciousness as if from a heavy sleep. Istara was moaning in his tightly locked arms. Aside from this, the only sound was the incessant swirl of the river. The pall of blackness pressed down upon him as if ponderable. Its weight was smothering. In his nostrils was a sickening stench. He put out his hand to raise himself. It pressed upon a clammy, slime-coated surface.


  The truth flitted into his dazed brain. He was upon the carcass of the saurian. Gropingly he sought to piece together what had happened. Beyond doubt, that accursed miniature of the saurian had sprung the trap that had dropped Istara into the pool. He had dived and caught her. Then what? Possibly the shark had tossed them up on the carcass with a flit of its monstrous tail.


  One thing, however, was certain. He and the moaning girl were marooned upon the bloated body of the Devourer, surrounded by the largest and most ravenous of all sharks.


  25. Imprisoned


  After a time O'Brien found his voice. He muttered in a broken whisper: "Istara—Istara!"


  The low moaning of the girl ceased. He felt her slender bosom quiver on his breast as she drew in a deep breath.


  "Lord—Lord of the Air!" she gasped. "You live!"


  "Are you hurt?" O'Brien questioned.


  The girl struggled to her feet as if to make certain. She answered with soft joyousness: "The Lord of the Air has again saved me from destruction! No harm has come to me! But you, my lord?"


  "Watch out, lest you slip," warned O'Brien, then turned over on his elbow to assess himself. No muscle failed to respond. The fall had shaken and bruised him, but there were no broken bones. As he stood up on the slimy scales he remembered his pistol and electric torch. Neither had been lost, but after his fall he could scarcely hope that the torch had not been crushed. To his astonished joy and relief, the light flashed on at his touch, and its glow shot out through the dense night like a jewel of Heaven in the blackness of Hades.


  First of all he looked at Istara. Her brown hair hung about her in wildly disheveled locks, her robe was disarrayed, and her face was chalk white; yet her lips were curved in a smile that told him all was well with her. As he looked, the smile vanished. She reached out and lifted his left arm. It was dripping blood. From wrist to elbow all the skin on the outer side had been rasped off by a touch of the shark's rough hide.


  O'Brien drew his arm away. The injury was painful but in no degree disabling. First of all he must determine just how desperate was their situation. All above was darkness. Tigra's screams no longer reechoed under the black vault; her torch was not blazing on the edge of the dimly visible overhang. He did not know that the torch had fallen from her anguish-paralyzed grasp. But he soon made certain by repeated hails that if she was still anywhere within hearing, she either would not or could not answer him.


  To save himself and Istara he must rely on his own efforts. Slowly he swung the electric torch around. On each side of the monstrous carcass the immense, triangular fin of the gorged sharks stood up above the eddying water. One of the huge sea tigers bumped into another. Its head surged up half above the surface. There were no eyes nor even eye sockets in the giant head. O'Brien noted this with slight interest. Vastly more important to him was the fact that the carcass of the Devourer was drifting head on.


  He took Istara's hand and hastened with her over the slimy scales toward the fore part of the saurian. They had to stop between the turtle-like front flippers, for the down-twisted neck was almost submerged. To the left O'Brien looked along the outflowing river and beyond into a black-pillared vista of the green-fired subterranean lake. Yet even this wonder of the nether world held his attention for only a few minutes when he perceived that the saurian was not to be borne down the swirling stream.


  Though the immense carcass was forced sideways by the current, a submerged ledge blocked it from passing down the river and veered it across the opening in the tug of the eddy's undertow.


  O'Brien held up his electric torch and peered ahead. At the side of the outflow a ledge slanted up alongside the pool. Would the Devourer float near enough for them to leap ashore? If not, they were probably doomed to drift round and round the accursed pool until the unbearable stench of decay forced them to jump off into the jaws of the sharks.


  River current and eddy alike were sweeping the carcass in toward the ledge, but there might be an unseen reef to glance it off. The sharks on the side close to the ledge were gliding in and out around the mangled head of the Devourer. This was a hopeful sign. Yet, now the head was swinging to the right, as if deflected by a counter current. O'Brien stared with anxious intensity.


  Now they were near enough for the light to shine clear on the ledge. The top was smooth—there were steps cut into the rock where it sloped up. O'Brien led Istara back a few paces and made ready. The left flipper of the Devourer was slowly nearing the ledge.


  At O'Brien's bidding, Istara took the torch in a tight clasp. The tip of the flipper moved toward the ledge, and O'Brien took the girl up in his arms and braced himself. To run forward over the round of the body and to leap without slipping would require the deftest of footing.


  The carcass began to glide parallel with the ledge. It was no longer approaching. O'Brien gritted his teeth. The jump was almost impossible with the girl in his arms. Yet he could not desert her. There was no other choice for them than a lingering death on the putrifying carcass, or the leap and a chance of escape from the Abode of Blackness and Evil.


  Spurred by despair, O'Brien spoke reassuringly to the girl, gathered together all his strength, and started his run. A half slip on the slime of the scales—a convulsive recovery—a wild leap from the round of the down-curved body—a moment of frightful suspense—


  The heels of the American's shoes struck upon solid rock. His body jerked forward with the momentum of the leap. He reeled back, recovered his balance with an effort, and stepped in away from the edge above the shark-infested pool.


  Istara still clasped the torch, and as he released her from his arms to lead her up the steps of the ledge, he told her to hold onto it. She was clinging to his left hand and he needed his right to hold the pistol. They were not yet out of the Abode of Evil.


  The ledge steps led up and around in a long curve. At the pool a broad shelf ledge along the overhang brought them back to the crypt mouth from which they had plunged.


  Tigra had disappeared—and with her had disappeared the gray, hinge-scaled miniature of the Devourer. Istara cringed past the open trap and the nameless, huddled, masked thing about which the miniature had been coiled. O'Brien did not linger. His heart was cold with dread lest the torch should exhaust its little battery and leave them in that horror of darkness.


  Side by side, O'Brien and Istara started to creep back along the cornice. They clutched around the corner, and sidled along the wall above, where the Devourer and his devourers had drifted on another circuit of the pool. Neither dared look down at the ghastly creatures. When at last they reached the mouth of the passage, they darted up the narrow way without a single backward glance.


  The feeling of a malign influence met them near the stairway, as if to drive them back. The pair hurried on, fearful that the Presence would overcome them. The welcome opening of the stairway offered escape. They scrambled up the steep ascent, with the light of the electric torch turned back and downward. Istara kept it glowing as a shield between them and the powers of darkness until they gained the head of the stairway and ran, panting, along the entrance passage.


  No light appeared ahead of them, and the sudden realization caused O'Brien to call upon Istara to turn the torch about. Its bright rays glowed upon the black door stone, against which they were about to dash. The door was down. They were imprisoned in the Abode of Evil. Either Tigra had gone out and closed the door, or—But O'Brien dared not face that frightful alternative. Even to consider it would mean insanity.


  He caught the torch away from Istara to peer closely at the door and all around it. There was no way to grasp the ponderous slab. All its edges, at sides and top and bottom, were in deep slots. There was no chance to slip in a dagger blade under the bottom and pry up.


  The pistol began to rise in O'Brien's trembling hand. To end everything at once for the girl and for himself would be far better than to linger in wild mania or driveling idiocy until starvation ended their misery. The thought of the blackness when the torch ceased shining was unbearable. He would give all eternity for one moment of sunshine on top of the pyramid.


  His fear-tortured mind pictured the great sweep of the crater garden, the white-winged monoplane, the black triangle of the temple top. There was where he had landed; there was the opening of the time-gnawed steps!


  With a wild cry, he seized Istara and dragged her back along the passage. Their swift steps soon brought them to the forking stairways. O'Brien flashed the torch down the way of descent and thrust the girl toward the upward opening. Regardless of the loathsome fungus growths, they clambered swiftly up the steep steps. Every foot of ascent seemed to lift them a little out of the malign influence of that unnamable Presence below.


  The pair mounted to a narrow landing where the stairway ended and another ran up at right angles. As they stepped upon the fungus-covered edge of the landing, the stone gave down a little way under their feet. There was a metallic rasping. From a niche in the wall opposite the upper stairway something darted out so close before the couple that it grazed across O'Brien's chest.


  Istara shrieked, and O'Brien's up-thrusting pistol roared. The black snake body that stretched across before the recoiling couple did not twist around at them. Instead, it started to swing back slowly. The full glare of the torch showed that the reptile was only an image wrought in gold. The light gleamed on the yellow metal under the black corrosion where his bullet had pierced its mid-body.


  Before it could return into its niche, O'Brien put out his hand and pressed it down again. From behind the gaping jaws there slid out a sharp-pointed tongue. The tongue was grooved and there was a deep cut at its base. The American scowled at the fiendish contrivance. Its evident purpose was to drive forward across the landing and strike its pointed tongue into the breast of anyone who should descend the upper stairway. Had O'Brien come down from the pyramid top, he would have fallen a victim to the devil trap.


  The gray powder in the tongue cup may have lost its poisonous quality years past. O'Brien did not stop to question. He whipped out Tigra's dagger and hacked at the neck of the snake until he had cut through it and through the golden rod that served as lever for the tongue.


  The eyes of the snake were great rubies, so cut that all the blood-red fire of each gleamed from a single point. They were priceless gems. O'Brien did not pry them from their sockets. He flung them, with the evil head and its poison tongue, down the black stairway.


  Up and up climbed the panting couple. They came to another landing, but this one was unguarded and the blessed daylight was streaming down the incline shaft that led on up at right angles. The age-eaten steps near the top did not stop the upward rush of the pair.


  O'Brien switched off his electric torch.


  26. Loosing of the Lioness


  O'Brien thrust the priestess out of the shaft and his first glance rested upon the monoplane. It was standing exactly as he had left it—that eternity ago when he and Istara had descended into the garden.


  In the balmy sunshine and fragrant air of the pyramid top the black horror of the Abode of Evil fell from the minds of the escaped couple like a black mantle.


  "We are alive!" shouted O'Brien. "We are alive! We still breathe!"


  Istara fell on her knees and clasped his blood-reddened left hand.


  "I live, Lord of the Air! You have raised me up out of the blackness! I am your slave forever!"


  "Not my slave—my sultana!" cried O'Brien, and he drew her up to clasp her in his arms.


  The girl's face blushed scarlet. She paled quickly.


  "Tigra!" she gasped.


  "Tigress!" growled O'Brien. "She is forsworn. I agreed to her price and she broke the bargain. She read the symbols on the stone before that masked thing of evil. I believe she knew the stone would drop from under you when I pulled up the image of the Dweller!"


  "It cannot be!" protested Istara. "Even she could not have done such a deed!"


  "I believe," insisted O'Brien, "her thought was to be rid of you forever and to make doubly sure of me. She screamed when I jumped in after you. Beyond doubt she thought us both lost. Remorse sent her fleeing from the evil place. She must be racing back out of Irem through the tunnel and caverns as fast as her stallion will bear her. But we have a swifter steed. I had thought to carry you away across the desert. Now I shall go back with you to rule over the Baalites. Tigra shall die!"


  Heedless of the girl's cry of protest, O'Brien ran with her to the monoplane. Soon the roaring engine was driving them back up the long air slant down which they had shot into the garden.


  The minutes of the ascent seemed to drag into hours. At last the monoplane cleared the black cliffs. O'Brien skimmed over the rim crest and shut off the engine, to volplane into the valley.


  As the plane plunged at the top of the city tower, O'Brien saw that the entire platform and incline was swarming with warriors in full armor. The fear seized upon him that Tigra, by some sorcery of swiftness, had returned before him and called the Baalites to battle agains the Lord of the Air. Yet this could not be true, for she must believe that he had perished with Istara in the black pool.


  The scaling ladders, used the previous dawn, had been removed, and the temple roof was unoccupied. O'Brien.landed amid a wild din of blaring trumpets and joyous hails that told him the warriors were gathered to honor rather than to attack him. White banners, bordered with blue, waved above the heads of the saluters.


  The explanation was not long in coming. Hardly had O'Brien lifted Istara from her seat when a plumed warrior in full armor sprang out of the secret trap in the roof and came limping to greet the couple. Under the twisted visor of the grotesque helmet, O'Brien recognized the piercing eyes of Edrisi, and the sheik's tale was soon told.


  A young half-Noadite slave girl had hidden in O'Brien's chambers and unbarred the door for her mistress. While Tigra went up to dance before O'Brien, her black priests had taken Edrisi down to be tortured. But his captors, already half drunken, had fallen into the stupor of the palm wine they were swilling. Still unconscious from the drug Tigra had given him, Edrisi was lying in the midst of the drunkards when O'Brien passed through and drew Istara out of the pit. Wakening before the priests, the sheik had crawled away and escaped into the secret passages.


  By dawn, all the Beni Ad had been rallied to follow him in a surprise attack upon Tigra. Yet before they could strike, she had failed in her bold attempt to capture O'Brien and had fled from the city with her wild herdsmen followers. After her going, the warriors of the Beni Assur had come over to the Adites when Edrisi proclaimed that every Baalite must make choice either to follow the sultana or stay to battle for Baal and the goddess priestess.


  Throughout his report the young sheik stared with deep concern at the disheveled couple before him. Their torn clothes were covered with fungus stains and the slime of the dead Devourer. Istara's lovely brown hair was a tangled maze, and O'Brien's wounded arm had reddened the side and front of his tunic.


  "Istara! Lord of the Air!" he exclaimed. "I keep you both waiting. You need attendance!"


  "We live, Ibn Ad," murmured Istara. "We live—yet we have been in the Abode of Evil with Tigra."


  Edrisi flung up his hands in amazement.


  "Tigra spied upon us when we went for the blue flower," O'Brien added. "She learned the secret of the way into Irem. When we flew into the garden she rode after us through the secret way. She escaped before us out of the Temple of the Dweller. Now she rides back. She will try to win over the warriors when she finds that we have escaped and are seeking to destroy her."


  The young sheik's eyes blazed with righteous anger.


  "Sorceress! Priestess of evil! Sultana of strife! She shall die! I am yet lame, and the Lord of the Air is wounded, but I will send swift riders to cut off the sorceress before she can rally her followers."


  O'Brien looked at his raw, swollen arm. It was now very painful—and it offered a fair excuse. The beautiful sultana had proved herself more dangerous than the hidden puff adder that strikes its deadly fangs into the unsuspecting passer-by. She must be destroyed. But he had no desire to see the whirring spears and arrows pierce her lissome body or the battle blades slash across her beautiful and alluring face.


  "Send a band of the Beni Ad," he commanded. "Let no son of Assur go. Tigra shall die."


  Istara tried to speak, but no sound came from her parted lips. Even her mercy could find nothing to say for the treacherous priestess of evil. Edrisi salaamed and hastened to go the way he had come. O'Brien and Istara went down the purple stairway.


  Eager attendants were waiting when O'Brien unbarred the doors. He gave the little priestess into the care of her favorite maids, and, with the jar of balm from the tree of healing in his hand, went down the jeweled stairway to the baths.


  The sun was still half an hour above the Noadite barrier when O'Brien returned to the temple roof. He was cleansed and refreshed, and his arm was already soothed by the healing balm of the blue-flowered tree. He worked until nightfall overhauling the monoplane. It was his supreme weapon and support, far more important even than the pistol, which he had cleaned and reloaded with utmost care.


  His rule, with that of the priestess Istara, was still an uncertainty. The warriors who had been sent by Edrisi must already have met the returning sorceress and done that which they had been commanded to do. Yet her death might rouse the warriors of the Beni Assur to seek vengeance.


  O'Brien sat in the starlit darkness, calling up before his mental vision all that he had seen of the sultana during the brief period since his coming into the Bowl. What a perfect embodiment she had been of all the craft and cruelty, the charm and beauty and allurement of the Orient!


  And now that form of lithe grace lay pierced and slashed on the sterile uplands. The bronze-shod hoofs of the horses of her slayers may have trampled upon those enticing lips of scarlet—upon those beautiful black windows of her haughty, passion-torn soul.


  The moon glided up over the rim of Irem, flooding the valley with its soft luster. O'Brien sat waiting, his brows furrowed in a deep frown of suspense. Would they never come with the word that Tigra was no more?


  At last the stone of the secret passage rose. Edrisi appeared. But he did not come alone. After him he dragged an unhelmed warrior. An arrow was fast through the midsection of the man. There were sword gashes on his head and breast. Edrisi held the dying warrior up before the American for him to gasp out his ill tidings:


  "Lord—Baal! We fought—and fell! The gray Devourer girdled the sorceress—her wild warriors overwhelmed us—I rode to tell the tidings—"


  The bloodless lips ceased speaking. Edrisi let the dead man fall heavily upon the roof stones and bowed over in bitter humility.


  "Strike, Lord of the Air!" he begged. "I have failed to destroy the sorceress! I failed to foresee that her wild riders of the uplands would gather together all their fellow herdsmen. I sent five-score picked warriors of the Beni Ad. This one alone lived to bring word of the ambush. Tigra has escaped up the valley. The lioness is loose in the land! Grind your heel upon my neck, Lord of the Air!"


  "Get up," commanded O'Brien. "I knew her abilities, yet I did not go myself. I took my ease—and she is not yet destroyed! The blood of the brave men whom we sent to death is upon my head. Enough of this! We must plan how to follow and crush her."


  "The herdsmen alone belong to the Beni Assur," said Edrisi. "All the tillers of the fields are of the Beni Ad. The Beni Assur of the city have sworn to fight against the sultana. Yet I fear lest her craft and sorcery—this man spoke of the Devourer girdling the sorceress!"


  O'Brien told him briefly about the descent into the Abode of Evil. During the account the sheik's eyes alternately widened with superstitious dread and flashed with fury. But at the end his keen brain thrust aside all the horror of the pool and temple passages to fix upon the perilous outcome.


  "The power of evil has been given into the hands of the sorceress!" he cried. "My lord slew the Dweller, but now its gray image is girdled about the priestess of the Dweller. When we go out to give battle our warriors of the Beni Assur may forswear themselves and join her following."


  "They shall stay to guard the city, Ibn Ad. We will rally the Adites of the fields and join them to their fellows of the city. That should be more than enough to crush Tigra and her herdsmen. Send riders up the valley to rouse the tillers."


  "Messengers are already far on the way," replied Edrisi.


  "Good!" acknowledged O'Brien. "Now I shall see where the lioness is gathering her wolf pack."


  He climbed into his monoplane and launched it off into space. As the valley widened out before the swift-driving bird machine he began to weave across it from side to side, peering down at the moonlit fields and black-shadowed groves for signs of the sultana's herdsmen warriors. Twice he caught glimpses of riders racing in pairs up the valley bottom, and he saw armed men clustering before the gates of the walled hamlets. But these were all warriors of the Beni Ad.


  No sign of the Beni Assur appeared until a wider sweep brought the monoplane soaring over the barren pastures of the slopes high on the road to the Noadite Pass. A cold glinting of the moonlight on hundreds of lance points first drew O'Brien's attention to the long column of horsemen on the trail. They were galloping toward the gorge of the pass. These, beyond doubt, were the enemy he sought, the wild riders of the uplands.


  A few seconds brought him near enough to perceive Tigra racing at the head of the column. Her black stallion galloped riderless beside her. O'Brien's jaw clenched. He must do his duty. A touch swerved the head of the plane toward the fleeing sultana. He drew his pistol. But the wary herdsmen had sighted the broad wings of his plane against the moon several seconds before the sheen of their spears had caught his eye. They were already rushing forward to surround their leader.


  Reckless of the cloud of arrows that came driving up to meet him, O'Brien swooped down past the head of the column, only a few yards above the fierce warriors. He could not shoot until the propeller cleared his line of fire. A dozen brazen shields were arched over the head of the sultana, and he passed so swiftly that he had time for only three shots. A horse and rider fell, but Tigra was not struck.


  When he looked at the monoplane, O'Brien marveled that he had escaped. From early childhood the herdsmen warriors had been trained to archery. Bowmen accustomed to shooting birds on the wing could not well miss the great machine bird. The wings were riddled with holes, and several arrowheads had driven up through the bottom of the cockpit. Had not the size of the plane caused the archers to miscalculate its great speed, they must have filled its pilot full of arrows.


  The chance that one of the propeller blades had been struck or a gasoline tank pierced sent O'Brien wheeling around to head for the tower city. He had learned what he had come out to discover. Tigra and her wild riders were fleeing to the Noadite Pass. Besides this he had learned the foolhardiness of swooping upon such expert bowmen. Last, but not least, he had discovered the futility of expecting his bullets to pierce a double or triple layer of bronze shields held at different angles. Tigra was safe from him for the moment, and he would do well to see to the safety of the monoplane.


  The flight back was without mishap, but O'Brien's wonder at his escape deepened when he climbed onto the temple roof and saw the number of arrows that bristled on the under parts of the cockpit and wing injury. The main water tank had been pierced, and also one of the gasoline tanks, but here again luck was with him, for the tank was one from which the gasoline had been used.


  He examined the other tanks before detaching the now useless water container, and started to jerk out or break off the arrows. There was only a very little more fuel left than he had burned during his flight from Aden to the desert ruins and on across the sand ocean to the Bowl.


  The discovery alarmed him. No more side flights could be made. He must cherish every drop of his precious gasoline for the inevitable visit back across the great desert to his own world.


  27. In the Trap


  Edrisi and Istara came hastening up together, to salaam before the Lord of the Air and report that all was ready for the march against Tigra. The Beni Ad were clamoring to be led against the enemy of the goddess priestess, and the Beni Assur of the city were quietly satisfied to be left as guardians of their homes.


  "Tigra has fled to the Noadite Pass," said O'Brien. "The captain of the fort will open to his sultana. We will find all waiting for us when we choose to go for them. Let the warriors lie down and rest until morning."


  "The sorceress will seize the other pass," suggested Edrisi.


  "The more she divides her forces the better," O'Brien replied. "You may leave me for the night."


  Istara salaamed side by side with the young sheik. O'Brien smiled at the top of her head. When she should straighten he would speak with her again of marriage. But now he must get the enticing face and midnight eyes of the sorceress sultana out of his thoughts.


  However, Istara had mistaken his dismissal of Edrisi to include her as well. As she rose from her salaam she drew back and turned away with the young sheik without lifting her tender eyes. O'Brien's parting lips closed. There was no hurry about the marriage arrangements. After Tigra had met the fate she so richly deserved, then would be time enough to talk about a wedding.


  He lay down on his Bedouin cloak under the shadow of the monoplane wing. Before many minutes he had sunk into slumber so profound that not even the horror of the pool and the black Presence in the Temple of the Dweller came to trouble him with grisly nightmares.


  He awoke refreshed and grimly resolute. Before nightfall the might of Tigra must be shattered and her crafty plotting forever ended in death.


  Edrisi came up with a war coat and helmet of the finest bronze. O'Brien put them on but refused the heavy shield offered to him. A sword and his pistol were all the weapons that he would take.


  When they descended into the chambers Istara's attendants told them that the goddess priestess was still asleep. O'Brien would not permit them to waken her. After her frightful drop into the pool of the black temple and the maddening horror of the evil darkness in the passages, the gentle girl had need of undisturbed rest.


  On the white platform O'Brien mounted the fiery chestnut stallion that he had ridden on the daring venture into the land of the Noadites. Edrisi rode down the long, spiral descent with him, past the saluting lines of Beni Assur warriors. At the lowest of the three gates, O'Brien sent the young sheik back to command the city, while he rode out to place himself at the head of the impatiently waiting warriors of the Beni Ad.


  Less than a fourth of the small army were mounted, but the footmen were as well armed and almost as well armored as the riders. They followed the horses at a swinging wolf lope when O'Brien waved his hand in response to their yells of greeting and cantered up the valley in lead of the riders.


  Where the trail forked off from the river another small army was waiting. These were the Adite tillers of the soil. Their weapons and armor were ruder than those of their city brethren, but their knotted muscles told of greath strength and endurance, and their yells proclaimed their eagerness to do battle.


  All told, O'Brien found himself in command of over two thousand fighting men, and the number of mounted peasants brought up the proportion of horsemen to a third of the total. All of Tigra's followers were mounted, but they numbered little more than half as many as the Beni Ad, and their horses would be of no advantage to them unless they came out of the pass on to the open slopes.


  Having commanded that the footmen should follow at a slower pace, O'Brien cantered ahead with the horsemen. Foreriders were already scouting far in the lead. Before O'Brien and his horsemen had passed the flax fields one of the scouts brought back word that the enemy were waiting at the mouth of the pass gorge.


  As O'Brien rode up the trail he pondered his strategy and tactics. If the enemy retreated, the gorge must be taken by storm. Yet he would first try to lure out the herdsmen warriors for a battle in the open. The impetuous Tigra might lead a charge and outride her followers. If only she could be cut off, the battle would be won.


  When he gave his commands to the horsemen they shouted approval of his cunning. Another fore-rider brought word that the enemy was advancing. This seemed to fall in with O'Brien's plans. The farther the Beni Assur ventured from the gorge, the more chance he would have to strike a decisive blow. He halted the horsemen and sent forward a few dozen skirmishers to sting the enemy into rashness. Messengers galloped down trail to quicken the pace of the footmen.


  Before many minutes a wild swirl of riders came charging down the slopes. O'Brien had arranged his men in a ring somewhat on the order of the British square, the best formation ever devised to meet the charge of cavalry in the open. The Adite warriors pressed their horses shoulder to shoulder and stood massed, solid as a rock, ready for the shock of the down-rushing whirlwind of Beni Assur. They were not kept waiting long.


  Screaming the war cries of their clan, the wild herdsmen swooped at the smaller band of Adites to the thud of four times fifteen hundred hoofs and the clash of weapons upon shields. The Adites saved their breath to draw their bows. A hail of arrows met the onrushing riders and emptied many saddles. Back streamed the arrows of the attackers, more hastily aimed, but less hard driven. And the storm of riders swept on with no check in the furious, racing gallop of their horses.


  The front of the torrent of men and horses was within a few yards when O'Brien flung up his cloak. All the Adites around yelled the signal to their fellows, and every man in the ring who could aim his arrow shot with all his strength and cunning at a horse in the forefront of the enemy. Down crashed all the leaders of the charge, horse and man. Those who swirled after them crashed among the dead and wounded, smashing, stumbling and falling.


  Then, trampling over their fellows, the ruthless warriors surged in furious flood upon the curved front of the Adite ring. They struck with a mighty impact that hurled back and all but shattered the solid ranks of the Beni Ad. There was a loud crackling as lances splintered on shields. With the fierce war cries of the combatants mingled death shrieks and yells of rage as lance points pierced through the joints of the brazen armor, and swords and axes rang upon the fantastic helmets.


  After the first irresistible blow, the in-bent front of the ring rallied and fought back the flood of wild riders as fast as they hurled forward. Unable to break through, the Beni Assur swirled around the ring, slashing at horse and man and yelling taunts for the Adites to open up their ranks and fight: The Adites held fast to their ring formation, as commanded by the Lord of the Air, who waited in their midst, surrounded by shield bearers.


  Impulse urged O'Brien to push out into the thickest of the fierce fighting and lead his men in a counter charge. But for once he did not yield to rashness. He was too intent upon trying to single out Tigra from the wild swirl of the enemy. The ring of warriors was holding its ground and losing fewer men than the doubly large body of unorganized assailants. Meantime, the footmen would be running up the slopes.


  "Sit tight," he cautioned himself. "It's beneath Baal's dignity to swap whacks with sheepherders. Your part is to put a quietus on your Semiramis spouse. Where the deuce is the lady? I've got to do it—I will do it! She's a lioness turned man-eater! If I shoot down the head of this revolt, its backbone will be broken. But where is she? I'd have given ten-to-one odds on her leading the charge."


  Alertly as he and the shield bearers peered out through the fury-lashed thicket of brandished weapons, none of them caught even a glimpse of the lithe form and beautiful face of the sultana. No sign of her had been seen anywhere among the yelling Beni Assur when at last the footmen came running to join the battle.


  While the unmounted Adites were still a quarter mile away, the herdsmen warriors drew off from the ring of horsemen and whirled away to strike the footmen. The Adites split into half a dozen wedges and met the terrific charge with bristling double rows of lances set as O'Brien had held Tigra's lance when he faced the lion. The foremost wedge was overwhelmed by the wild riders, but all the others held.


  The moment O'Brien perceived that the footmen could hold their own with the Beni Assur, he led a sudden rush on up the trail for the gorge. If only he could capture the mouth of the pass the enemy would be cut off from their base and compelled either to flee or to fight the battle to a finish in the open.


  Hardly had the mounted Adites broken their ring to gallop away when the wily herdsmen divined the stratagem. After the galloping band they came flying, fast as goad and spur could drive their lean racers. O'Brien pushed his men hard. They had the lead. They must gain the gorge mouth and defend it against all odds until the footmen could come up.


  By the trail the Adites should and would have won. Unfortunately, the Beni Assur knew of a place where their trained horses could scale a ridge of high ledges that forced the trail to curve half a mile out of the direct line. Two thirds of the enemy gained the upper trail ahead of O'Brien's horsemen. They had lost heavily in killed and wounded, but so, too, had O'Brien's band. He was forced to halt and stand on the defensive.


  When the footmen came panting up the slopes, the united force of Adites advanced in an irresistible charge. On up the trail and into the mouth of the gorge they drove the Beni Assur without pause or check. They were now as furious as the wild men of the uplands.


  The advance did not stop at the gorge mouth. Up into the cleft swept pursued and pursuers, to fight a still more furious hand-to-hand battle among the great boulders and broken ledges of the gorge. Here the footmen had the advantage of the riders. They swarmed over the rocks on each side of the trail and forced the Beni Assur to continue their retreat up the pass.


  Desperately the rear guard of the enemy continued to fight the receding battle up the gorge. After a time, O'Brien noticed that the main body of Beni Assur were hastening on ahead. While he puzzled over what this might mean, a wounded Adite horseman who had lingered behind came galloping up the trail in mad haste to shriek a warning.


  Tigra was in the gorge mouth—Tigra and a horde of Noadites! About the sorceress was coiled a gray snake dragon that writhed and twisted. The cave men were following her as wolves would follow a lion ess that had promised them a blood feast. The horde had come around through the other pass and lain in wait until the Adites were all in the gorge.


  O'Brien groaned at his own stupidity. He had thought to trap Tigra and her herdsmen warriors. Instead, she had lured his little army into the gorge and cut off their retreat with a horde of the beast men. And he himself had put into her possession the gray image of the Devourer that had given her power and leadership over the ferocious cannibals.


  At his loud command all the Adite horns and trumpets brayed out the signal for the warriors to turn about and charge down the gorge. Yells of desperate rage filled the cleft as footmen and riders whirled around and rushed back the way they had come. O'Brien was in the midst of the jam. He plunged his chestnut stallion down the trail, crying out for the warriors to let him pass.


  Here was his chance to meet the treacherous sorceress and avenge the certain slaughter of the Adites. If she had brought all the Noadite horde into the land, no man of the Beni Ad could hope to fight his way out of the gorge trap.


  O'Brien, however, could not advance any faster than the warriors about him. Those in front of him jammed the way in their mad rush to meet Tigra and the cave dwellers. The entire army of Adites swept down the gorge at charging speed, and O'Brien was unable to go either faster or slower than his men.


  Soon the war cries of the Beni Ad were answered by a hideous howling. Around a turn the Noadites came swarming up the cleft to meet their ancient foes. Man for man, the bronze-armored, bronze-weaponed Adites had the advantage of the cannibals, even among the rocks. But the numbers of the horde seemed endless. The down-rushing torrent of Baalites dashed into an up-surging tide of savages.


  Rapidly as the front of the Noadites melted away before the impetuous rush of the the desperate Adites, nothing could stop or turn back that remorseless tide of ferocity. Two and three, and even four, Noadites fell to each of the armored warriors of the Beni Ad who lost his life. But the faster their fellows were slaughtered, the more frenziedly the beast men clambered up over the rocks to kill their foes.


  The warriors behind continued to move forward down the gorge. Though the battle front soon became almost stationary, room was made for those behind by the constant falling of the men in the fighting line. O'Brien advanced with those around him. His eyes were black with cold anger. He stared down the gorge in search of Tigra. She was nowhere to be seen.


  When he reached the battle line he drew himself up on a rock and began firing his pistol at the beastly cannibals. They had exhausted their spears, and he fired rapidly into them, yet with a cool aim that meant a billet for every bullet. The warriors below him held back the mad rushes of the cave dwellers. All he had to do was to fire and reload, fire and reload, until the barrel and magazine of his pistol were so hot that his fingers were scorched.


  Meantime the corpses of the Noadites and Baalites piled higher and higher along the fighting line, and a stream of blood flowed down the dry gorge bottom. The sun was now in mid-sky. Of all the number of the Adites, less than three hundred could stand and fight; yet still the savage horde poured up in ceaseless flood.


  As O'Brien opened the last pouch on his cartridge belt he paused to shout down through the deafening din: "All of you who have wives and children flee up the pass. The Beni Assur may have mercy."


  The command was passed back among the ranks of the surviving Adites. A few looked up to see whether the Lord of the Air himself was preparing to flee. He had turned to resume his firing. No warrior fled up the gorge.


  Steadily the red carnage continued. When O'Brien had fired all but one cartridge, he thrust the hot pistol into his belt and sat down to wait for the end. The last shot was to be for himself. The three hundred warriors had now become less than a hundred.


  With glowing eyes he watched the doomed men press forward to meet their fate. How valiantly they rushed upon the blood-mad savages, to cut and thrust with all their strength and skill! Soon a crashing blow of one among the many whirling stone axes would end the gallant fight, but not until the stricken warrior had first cut down his two or three or four savages.


  The end came suddenly. Up in the gorge resounded a beast yell more terrible than the wolfish howling. A surge of the brown tide rolled up past O'Brien's rock and flooded over the last of the perishing Adites. In the midst of the deadly rush Tigra appeared. She was mounted on her black stallion, and the gray image of the Devourer was girdled about her lithe waist.


  Very quietly O'Brien waited until the sorceress sultana was near. Then, with his utmost swiftness, he jerked out his pistol and fired. Still more swiftly, Tigra flung herself forward with her shield over her head. The leaden bullet bored deep into the thick metal boss in the center of the shield. It was O'Brien's last shot. He dropped the pistol and drew his sword.


  Tigra cried out a command. A score of Noadites swarmed up on the rock. They rushed at O'Brien from all sides. He cut down three or four. The others closed and seized him fast in their clawlike hands.


  28. Istara's Offer


  The dominance of Tigra over the beast men seemed absolute. At her command, O'Brien was brought off the rock by his captors and held before the sultana. She met his defiant stare with a somber look.


  "My lord did well to lead his Adite sheep to the slaughter," she jeered. "For my part I have led the brown wolves of Noad to the slaughter. They have slain the sheep, and now they will feast upon them."


  "Tigra has done well to lead the evil enemy into her own land!" rejoined O'Brien. "The blood of her people—of all those brave Baalites, is upon her head. The curse of innocent blood lies upon her as a scarlet mantle of shame!"


  The scornful lips of the sultana parted in a mocking smile. "My lord shares the mantle with the loving wife whom he gave pledge to raise up and exalt. He has sought to lift me heavenward through the Gate of Death."


  "In Irem a bargain was made," O'Brien retorted. "I agreed to the price you exacted for the life of the goddess priestess. At the first chance you set the trap by which Istara was cast into the pool of destruction."


  "I feared that the heart of my lord might turn again to the ewe lamb," Tigra admitted the charge with terrible tranquility. "My fear has been justified. To save one puny ewe lamb, my lord has brought destruction upon the land and upon himself. He sought to destroy me. To save myself I have brought into the land the wolves of Noad. Now they hold captive my lord. If he is Baal, then I and they shall all perish. If he is man, then even I cannot save him. The lioness has given her pledge to the wolves that their demon god shall be fed."


  A touch of the sultana's rosy fingertips upon the eyeless gray head of the miniature Devourer coiled about her waist was sufficient explanation of her words. O'Brien had been taken captive without injury so that he might be an acceptable sacrifice. His pistol was handed to Tigra. She sought to fire it at a Noadite; but even she lacked power to cast lightnings from the thunder tube of the Lord of the Air—when all the cartridges had been fired. She frowned and thrust the pistol into her girdle under the gray image of the Devourer.


  At a crook of their sorceress leader's finger, the ferocious man-eaters brought forward O'Brien's chestnut over the heaps of corpses. The captive was lashed fast in his saddle. Tigra took the chestnut in lead and rode down the gorge. The cannibals streamed after, carrying the bodies of the slain warriors, and snarling like wolves over the spoils.


  With brutal mercifulness, the savages clubbed all their own wounded who could not march. They were left lying with the heaps of their dead fellows to gorge the eagles and vultures of the Bowl. But when the horde swarmed out of the pass mouth upon the open slopes, not a single Baalite corpse remained in the gorge. All the Adites and scores of the Beni Assur who had been struck down in the running battle before the coming of the Noadites, all were brought along by the man-eaters.


  None of the Beni Assur who had escaped up the pass ventured to join the horde, or even to come down the gorge within hailing distance. Though Tigra was at their head, the blood-mad cave men would have torn to pieces any Baalite, whether of the Beni Ad or the Beni Assur. The sultana may have had in mind to use the brown wolves of Noad, and then either lead them back out of the Baalite valley, or destroy them with her craft.


  In the slaughter of the Beni Ad, the horde had paid heavy toll. Nearly a third of all their number were left lying in the gorge. With Tigra against instead of for them, their remaining thousands might possibly be annihilated by the combined forces of the Beni Assur in the tower city, the guardian warriors of the passes, and the surviving herdsmen.


  O'Brien noticed a seeming desire on the part of the somber-eyed sorceress to spare the land. Instead of leading the horde down around through the valley bottom, where the beast men would have destroyed the villages and ravaged the crops and orchards, she headed straight across country for the tower city.


  When the two stallions came prancing at the head of the howling horde down the long slopes of the city tower, a faint ray of joy penetrated the black gloom of O'Brien's despair. Long lines of fugitive women and children and old men were fleeing down the road of the lower valley and up the spiral incline of the city. Word of the coming of the Noadites into the land had reached the villages of the upper valley in time for the inhabitants to flee to the refuge of the tower city. O'Brien saw that all would be within the gates before the horde could overtake them.


  Tigra answered his exultant look with the somber tranquility that he had found more terrible than her passion: "They who flee are of the Beni Ad, but they are not warriors. I sent them warning. If I have my will, all shall live. If I am defied, then Beni Ad and Beni Assur alike shall perish, and I shall rule over all the Bowl, lioness sultana of the wolves of Noad."


  O'Brien did not reply to this frightful declaration of ruthlessness. He had led the brave warriors of the Beni Ad into the trap of the crafty sorceress. He would soon pay for the blunder by serving as sacrificial victim to the god of the cave folk. How they would kill him he could not tell, but he knew that it would not be an easy death. The Noadites would exert the utmost of their cruel cunning to devise fiendish tortures for the conqueror of the Dweller in Irem.


  O'Brien saw no hope for himself. But as he rode on down into the valley, side by side with Tigra at the head of the ferocious man-eaters, the sight of the city's massive defenses cheered him with the belief that they might resist the assault of the savages. Surely not even the black-robed priests would dare intrust themselves and their wives-and children to the traitress sorceress who had brought their blood enemies into the land. They must fight. A missile cast from the higher turns of the spiral road might strike down Tigra. There would then be a chance to crush and destroy the horde.


  The price of such a battle might be the lives of almost every Beni Assur warrior. But the women and children would survive, and a new generation of Baalites would fill the land under the gentle rule of Istara. The little goddess priestess would lead the people in the ways of-peace and righteousness. She, too, might be happy. Beyond doubt, Edrisi loved her—and she loved him. With the death of the Lord of the Air, she might again love the young sheik. O'Brien caught himself speculating how long she would mourn the supernatural lover who had come flying down out of the blue sky to save her from terror and death, and woo her with his red-headed impetuosity.


  The grin with which O'Brien jeered at his morbid sentimentality ended in a bitter grimace. The-horde was now spreading out into the orchards around the tower city. Some of the man-eaters gathered firewood, while the other stripped the corpses that they had brought from the gorge. They were about to enjoy their horrid war feast under the eyes of the Baalites on the tower city.


  Tigra rode forward to the foot of the incline road, still leading O'Brien's chestnut. Among the warriors who peered down at them over the top of the lowest gate, the American made out the horrified face of Edrisi. Tigra did not halt until she was directly under the down-pointing spears and arrows of the gate guards. With bold unconcern, she led her captive under the arch of the gate and out again to point at him tauntingly.


  "Behold the Lord of the Air!" she cried. "He slew the Dweller in Irem. Now he is fast snared in the hands of the Priestess of the Dweller. His limbs are clipped. Ibn Ad gapes to see Baal in bonds. Go fetch the goddess priestess, Edrisi. I would speak with her on the fate of my beloved lord."


  "Wait!" shouted O'Brien. "Have no truce with the treacherous sorceress. Command your warriors to cast their missiles down and destroy her!"


  But Edrisi did not hear the warning. He had already drawn back. Tigra smiled sweetly at her frustrated companion. She uncoiled the gray image of the Devourer from about her supple waist, to hold up its writhing body under the gaze of the gate guards.


  "Look, Beni Assur!" she screamed. "Look and tremble! In my hands I hold the image of the Dweller.All power is mine! The Lord of the Air is fast in my bonds; at my heels the wolves of Noad howl with eagerness to do my bidding; I have plucked the image of the Dweller out of the Abode of Evil. The powers of darkness uphold my might! I, your sultana, call to you, men of the Beni Assur. I have cut off all the warriors of the Beni Ad. The wolves of Noad feast upon their corpses. They shall feast upon you and your wives and your children if you fail to bow down to me and do my will."


  Groans of superstitious fear answered the menace of the terrible warrior maiden. The Beni Assur were prepared to fight the Noadites to the death; but the bravest among them quailed before the claim of the Priestess of the Dweller that she possessed the power of evil. The gray miniature of the Dweller that quivered and twisted in her hand like a living snake was proof to them of her dark might.


  "Open the gate and bow down to me," she commanded. "In the name of the Dweller, I give pledge that all shall be saved who accept my rule. I have been merciful to the Adite women and children of the valley. I will be merciful to all Baalites who bow down to me.


  "Ask her to pledge the safety of your goddess priestess!" O'Brien shouted.


  His words fell upon deaf ears. The gate guards were bowing humbly to their sorceress sultana. One ponderous leaf of the great bronze gate swung outward. Tigra rode haughtily through the entrance, leading the chestnut stallion. A few Noadites who were not engrossed in their grisly war feast saw the open gate and came running. Their yells of blood frenzy turned white the faces of the salaaming Beni Assur within the gate; yet none moved until Tigra had gloated her fill upon their servile submissiveness.


  The Noadites were almost within the gate archway when at last the sultana gave a sign for the gate to be closed. The bronze leaf clanged shut. The ferocious man-eaters were barred out of the city—and Tigra was inside, cut off from their support.


  O'Brien opened his mouth to call upon the Baalites to free him and seize the traitress who had brought the enemy into the land. His parted lips closed together again without the utterance of a sound. The Beni Assur warriors were cringing before the bearer of the miniature saurian in abject submission.


  The might of the sultana's dominance spread before her as she advanced up the spiral road. All the warriors who defended the ascent bowed down before the sorceress and the gray image of the Dweller. She rode haughtily through the second and third gates and on up the circular incline, leading the stallion of her captive through the midst of the salaaming Baalites.


  Only one thing marred the triumph of the sultana's return. At her command many warriors had rushed ahead to capture Edrisi and Istara. They came out on the marble platform, groveled before her, and confessed that both sheik and priestess had escaped into the hidden passages. The infuriated sultana rode forward over the prostrate men, trampling them with the bronze-shod hoofs of her black stallion.


  At the head of the temple hall, trembling, black-robed priests took O'Brien from his horse and chained him to the altar stone under the sun eye. Tigra mounted to her sinister dragon throne, and proclaimed that when next the sun stood in mid-sky, the Lord of the Air would be sacrificed to the image of the Dweller. Baal himself should torture the victim in honor of his dragon enemy.


  The stupendous audacity—this exalting of the evil night god over the god of day—astounded the Baalites and filled them with superstitious dread. But no bolt of fire came crashing down through the temple roof to blast and consume the mocker of Baal.


  The awed priests and warriors crept out of the temple. Tigra was left alone with the chained victim on the black altar. She left her throne and gazed at him with unutterable despair and longing in her somber eyes.


  "Lord of my heart!" she moaned. "Why did you force me to this deed of grief and sorrow? You drove me from the valley. I had choice either to lead the man-eaters or to be eaten by them. Now I must keep my pledge to them—an acceptable sacrifice to the Devourer."


  "The Devourer is dead—" O'Brien began.


  "Dead!" cried the sorceress. "Yes, dead—but his black power lives on! I must make an acceptable sacrifice to the evil one or a blight shall fall upon me. All my beauty will go from me, and I shall be stricken with loathsome disease!"


  "Tigra may spare the Lord of the Air, yet suffer no curse," called a soft voice from the white dais.


  The anguished sultana faced about, her hand grasping the hilt of a sword. O'Brien twisted to catch a half view of Istara. She was seated upon the silver-and-ivory moon throne, her face as white as her snowy tunic. Tigra tensed her lithe body for a rush. The little priestess held out her hand in a repellent gesture.


  "One step and I vanish," she said. "Shall I go, or shall I stay and speak?"


  "Speak!" commanded Tigra.


  The girl clasped her hands upon her bosom and replied in a tone that was as inflexibly determined as it was gentle:


  "The Lord of the Air drew me out of the pit of darkness; he saved me from the lioness. When I was tethered as victim for the Devourer, the Lord of the Air came to free me and to blast the foul monster of evil with his thunderbolts; he drew me from the pool of horror and led me safely out of the Abode of Evil. Now he lies bound upon the altar. I am come to offer myself in his place."


  "No!" O'Brien cried. "Go—go quickly! You shallnot give yourself!"


  "The bound victim is not free to choose," scoffed Tigra. "I alone shall say whether the offer is acceptable."


  Istara's voice quavered with eagerness: "Tigra has said she cannot save the Lord of the Air—the lord of her heart. I alone may save him. I am the victim first chosen by the Noadites. They will take me and free Tigra from her pledge. No sacrifice is more acceptable to the Devourer than a young virgin.


  "He is the Lord of the Air," objected the sultana.


  "I am the goddess priestess of Baal and Ishtar," replied Istara. "Let the sultana take thought. The Dweller and his worshipers will accept the change. You will be rid of me, and—you will have your lord."


  "No!" denied O'Brien. "I forbid it!"


  Tigra gave no heed to him.


  "What of the blight that shall fall upon the slayer of the goddess priestess?" she asked.


  "I will lie down upon the altar. You may bring Noadites to chain me and to witness the sacrifice," answered Istara. "No Baalite need take part in my death. And when the Devourer has been appeased, his ferocious worshipers will obey your command to leave the valley. The land and the people will be saved. As wife and sultana of the Lord of the Air, you will sit beside him on the thrones and rule all the Bowl with justice and mercy."


  Frightful as was his predicament, O'Brien felt a dash of pique. The girl was not offering herself to save him alone. She was also thinking of the safety and happiness of her people. A hot flush of shame burned his face as he realized the ungenerousness of his vexation. For his sake and the sake of others, the girl was giving herself up to a death by atrocious torture.


  He cried out in horrified dismay: "You shall not sacrifice yourself, Istara! I forbid it! I alone shall die!"


  "The goddess priestess has spoken, lord of my heart," purred Tigra. "I accept the offer. You shall lie here upon your black divan until the coming of another noon. Then, if Istara's heart does not fail her, she shall take your place, and you shall sit upon your sun throne and watch the sacrifice to the Devourer, whom you slew."


  O'Brien twisted his head about to cry out an appeal to the little priestess. She had disappeared.


  29. Under the Sun Eye


  At the approach of night, black-robed priests came with lamps and food. O'Brien drank but he could not eat. Tigra sat somber-eyed upon her black-dragon throne, and neither ate nor drank.


  All through the long night she sat brooding, while the black priests kept vigilant guard over the chained captive. Toward morning, hard as was his bed, O'Brien fell asleep.


  When he awoke, the sunlight was glowing softly through the translucent gypsum squares of the temple roof—the light whose terrific, concentrated rays were to glare down through the sun eye and burn the living flesh of the little priestess. To him, the thought was unendurable. He writhed his head around to hurl a curse at Tigra She was gone.


  After a time the evil-eyed priests came to serve him. He still could not eat, but his mouth and throat were dry from horror and anguish. He drank deeply of the acid sherbets that the priests held to his parched lips. Then came hours of agonized waiting—all the long hours while the white-hot sun slowly and steadily mounted toward mid-sky.


  Noon approached. O'Brien was past thinking.


  He could only glare and mutter curses when Tigra came striding up the hall in lead of a jabbering group of Noadites. Many paces behind the fearsome man-eaters a great throng of Baalite warriors flooded into the temple.


  Tigra mounted her black throne and held up the gray image of the Dweller. At her low-spoken command, the black priests began to unchain O'Brien. The shaggy beast men howled and clambered up on the lower dais to prevent the release of the victim. Tigra cried out to them and made swift signs. All turned to peer up at the highest dais. Istara had come with mysterious suddenness. She was standing, calm and very pale, before the moon throne. The Noadites leered at her and clicked guttural beast notes of gloating.


  In vain O'Brien struggled and fought for the fatal privilege of remaining upon the altar. Though unchained, he was still bound hand and foot. The black-robed priests bore him up the steps of the highest dais and bound him fast in the sun throne beside Tigra. She smiled upon him in humble appeal.


  "Lord of my heart!" she murmured. "Forgive the bonds that hold you upon your throne! You heard the words of the sacrifice of her life, all the land and its people must perish."


  "My curse will be upon all who permit such an offering!" O'Brien cried in a cold fury.


  "Lord of the Air, recall your curse!" implored Istara. "I give myself willingly. Do not decree that my giving shall be in vain!


  O'Brien groaned. He could not save her, and he must not add anguish to her agony.


  "I have commanded you not to give yourself," he said. "If you refuse to obey, then may your sacrifice be of avail! May it bring good out of evil!"


  Istara smiled in ecstatic bliss at the expressed wish and went down to place herself upon the altar. The black eyes of Tigra flamed with fierce eagerness. She leaned forward and gave command to the Noadites with swift signs.


  The gloating cave dwellers hastened to bind the little priestess fast upon the black stone with the bronze chains. Tigra watched them closely, directing their evil work with guttural sounds in their own beastlike tongue. The victim must not be free to writhe from under the ray of the sun eye.


  The gaze of everyone was upon the lovely sacrifice and the foul worshipers of the Devourer who were hooking the chains fast about her slender form. None saw the hand that reached from behind the black throne of the dragon and drew something out of the shawl girdle of Tigra.


  A spot of vivid white light glowed upon the end of the altar at the feet of the chained victim. O'Brien shuddered. The girl was bound to the black stone in such manner that the heat ray would first strike her left foot, and then burn its way up along the slender limb and her left side, without striking a vital spot until it crossed her sidward twisted bosom to the heart.


  The time was almost at hand. Within a few moments the frightful ray must touch the sandal on that slender little foot—


  The temple hall was packed with gray-faced, glaring-eyed Baalite warriors. Beside the altar stone stood the foul Noadites, clicking and gloating. Tigra had leaned still farther forward on her black throne to hold up the writhing image of the Devourer.


  Of a sudden, O'Brien became aware that his bonds were loosening. The cords that had held him fast on the throne were severed. A keen blade slashed through the thongs knotted about his wrists and ankles. A lean hand reached around on the side opposite Tigra to thrust his pistol and a pouch of cartridges into his lap.


  He found himself staring down into the tense face of Edrisi. The piercing eyes of the sheik looked up at him, glazed with the agony of tortured love. The horror-stiffened lips moved to utter almost soundless words: "Save her—as you saved—the white goat!"


  Automatically, O'Brien's fingers were pressing a clip of cartridges into the magazine of the pistol. He looked at the altar. No time was to be lost. The bottom of the little sandal was beginning to scorch and send up smoke. He rose softly. His limbs were cramped from the bonds—his hands stiff". He must aim carefully, yet lose no time. The girl must be saved from even an instant's agony of that atrocious burning.


  If only there had been a few seconds in which to shoot down Tigra and the Noadites and unchain the victim. But already that frightful, downpouring ray—


  Into his frenzied brain flashed a thought vivid as lightning. The focus point of the ray was on the altar—not above. With a wild cry, O'Brien bounded to the foot of the dais and leaped up on the altar, straight under the brilliant shaft of light that streamed down through the lens of the sun eye.


  From the multitude of Baalites came a strange sound—the gasp of a thousand throats. . . . A moment of utter silence—then an outburst of yells that swelled into the ear-splitting clamor of worshipers hailing their incarnate god.


  O'Brien was standing erect on the altar, astride the feet of the sacrificial victim. Above his forehead all the front of his red hair was glowing in the shaft of concentrated sunlight with the brightness of flames. Lower down, at the level of the altar, the fierce rays would have pierced through hair and bone to his brain like a white-hot sword. But his head was a full six feet above the focal point—more than a third of the way up to the great lens of the eye. At this height the shaft of converging rays was over four inches across.


  For all that, however, the concetrated stream of light was far more fervent than the hottest of sunrays in the open. O'Brien was like a man whose head is held close to the opening of a molten furnace. Quickly his forehead reddened and the veins began to swell. His head throbbed and burned. He must act at once. If he lingered where he was, the heat would overcome him. If he stepped aside, the focal point would strike the foot of the little priestess with its terrific fire.


  Up thrust his right hand with the pistol. He leaned back and sideways so that the spot of intense light fell upon his left breast. His upturned face was out of the dazzling glare. O'Brien took deliberate aim at the center of the great eye—There was a flash of smokeless powder.


  The fatal lens shattered into a thousand fragments.


  The instant after he pulled the trigger, O'Brien flung himself forward over Istara to protect her face from the pieces of falling crystal. Many showered down upon his broad back. He sprang erect and pointed up at the sun eye. Through the jagged hole and broken rim of crystal fragments where the lens had been there now poured only the harmless rays of the midday sun. The power of the frightful eye of torture was destroyed. Never again would it burn the victims chained under it on the black altar.


  With the loud report of the pistol, an awed hush had fallen upon the yelling warriors. O'Brien looked down and saw the gentle eyes of Istara gazing up at him with the trustfulness of a little child's. He bent over and began jerking loose the hooks of the bronze chains.


  Like the Baalite warriors, the Noadite witnesses of the sacrifice were gaping, astounded at sight of the flame-headed god who had shattered the sun eye. But the instant O'Brien loosed the first chain, they howled in bestial rage and sprang to clutch at his arms. O'Brien's pistol flashed and roared as fast as the automatic action could work. In swift succession the man-eaters pitched from the altar and dais, dead or dying.


  O'Brien twisted about to thrust his pistol toward the black-dragon throne. But no shot flashed from the muzzle. The throne was empty. His sideward-darting glance caught a glimpse of the fleeing sultana as she leaped from sight into the purple passage.


  Edrisi came darting to snatch at the hooks of the altar chains. Soon, he and the American had freed the rescued victim. They raised the trembling girl to her feet and faced the dense mass of worshipful warriors that jammed the body of the hall. He flung out his clenched fist and drew in a deep breath to shout for them to hunt down and kill the treacherous sorceress sultana.


  From far below a terrible cry shrilled up the sides of the tower city: "Death! Death! The Noadites are upon us!"


  30. The Day of Doom


  With shrieks of terror and despair there rose from the base of the tower city a bestial howling. Every warrior in the hall whitened with rage and whirled about to yell and struggle in a mad rush for the marble platform.


  O'Brien turned the other way with Edrisi and the still-trembling Istara. They ran through the purple passage and the chambers, and up the purple stairway. As they bounded out upon the roof, their ears throbbed with the fearful clamor of a city stormed by enemies—the screams and yells of warriors, the thunder of the great drum, the blare of trumpets, and, pervading all else, that dreadful howling of the man-eaters.


  As O'Brien peered down over the parapet and saw the slaughter near the foot of the inclined road, he was appalled. The few surviving warriors of the upper gate guard were intermingled with a screaming mass of women and children and old men that had rushed panic-stricken from the lower portals. There were no interior stairways between the black base and the red sandstone sections of the tower city. The only way of escape was up the incline road. But the Noadites were charging into the almost helpless mass of fugitives to strike and kill like wolves among sheep.


  What had happened was easy to surmise. The man-eaters, having finished their horrid feast, had cunningly made ready long poles for ladders; then, with maniacal fury, they had stormed the city's defenses. The shattered poles and great heaps of brown bodies below each of the three gates told what a price they had paid in overcoming the valiant resistance of the gate guards. But the cave dwellers could clamber on poles and stonework like apes. They had swarmed up over each gate in succession with such frightful rapidity that the lower incline was in their possession before the alarm could reach the upper city.


  Now the frenzied cannibals were slaughtering their relentless way up the spiral incline. They would have come faster, but many of their number turned aside into the portals to search all the interior, and kill those of the Baalites who sought to hide within the storerooms of the city.


  Istara gazed down at the atrocious carnage of her people; she wrung her hands in anguish. Her scream pierced high above the stunning din: "Doom and death! Blood! Blood! Blood! All the earth is red! My people perish!"


  "Not all!" shouted O'Brien. "Some may yet be saved. See how the warriors charge down to give battle! Listen! There is the hidden way into Irem. Open the secret passages and take in the women and children. I will join the warriors and seek to drive back these hideous blood fiends. If we conquer, all will be well. If we fail, you may lead the defenseless ones into Irem. You will vanish with them, and the man-eaters will not know where you have gone.


  From behind the American came a sonorous cry of approval: "Spoken like a sultan of sultans, lord of my heart!"


  Tigra stood within arm's reach, clad in full armor. About her waist was coiled the gray image of the Dweller. Her curved sword was half raised. O'Brien jerked up his pistol. The warrior maiden who was his wife smiled into his darkening eyes and held out the hilt of her sword to him.


  "Strike if you will, lord of my heart. I make no defense. Quick death were light doom for that which I have done. I led the treacherous wolves into the land, and now their blood lust has burst the bond of their dread for the Dweller."


  Edrisi and Istara waited breathless for the flash and roar that should hurl the avenging thunderbolt into the breast of the wicked sorceress. O'Brien's finger was upon the trigger of the pistol—the muzzle was pointed, not at the center of the sultana's breastplate, but between her glowing black eyes. Where he aimed there was no bronze armor to check the drive of his bullet—


  She deserved to die a hundred deaths. The shrieks of the women and babes perishing under the stone axes of the savages called for vengeance. . . . Yet he could not crook his finger and send the bullet crashing into that crafty, cruel brain. The midnight eyes were radiant with passionate love and devotion; the scarlet lips were curved in a tender smile. They parted to utter an appealing prayer:


  "Beloved, I wait. Give me the joy of death!"


  The pistol muzzle dropped. O'Brien twisted about to point down over the parapet at the red carnage beneath them.


  "There is need for your sword, daughter of strife!" he cried. "Come down and fight beside me until we clear the fold of the wolves—or fall under the stone axes."


  Tigra flung a passionate kiss. Before he could jerk the hand away, she was up again, brandishing her curved sword and waving the gray image of the Devourer in wild joy.


  "I go, I go to death!" she chanted. "I, the lioness, go with my mate. We bound into battle to strike and rend! Sword blade and lightnings and blight of gray evil!"


  O'Brien darted to the monoplane. He sprang into the cockpit and clutched from a locker all the remainder of his store of ammunition. As he leaped out and ran to the stairway, he saw that Edrisi and Istara were hastening toward him after the fiercely joyous Tigra. He paused an instant for a parting glance into the lovely face of the little priestess.


  "May you be blessed in Irem, Istara!" he cried. "Go to the hidden ways with Edrisi—lead all who may yet be saved into the secret passages."


  Tigra bounded past him, down into the purple stairway, and the American sprang after her. As his head came level with the roof, he cast a last glance over his shoulder. Istara was flinging herself into the arms of Edrisi.


  Before O'Brien's swift rush had carried him to the bottom of the stairway, the sting that had flushed his face with hot resentment ceased to burn. He perceived that his hurt was only wounded vanity. He loved the gentle priestess no more than she loved him.


  O'Brien dashed through the luxurious chambers after the wildly rejoicing Tigra. His gaze fixed itself upon the lithe, swift-darting form that sped before him over the alabaster floors. The lioness was leading him into battle—the lioness who was his mate!


  The truth burst upon him with mid-day clearness. Istara and life, peace and goodness and happiness, all were behind him now. Before him was battle and bloodshed and almost certain death—death at the side of Tigra. The clear vision of that impending death opened his eyes to the truth.


  He loved this fierce human lioness, this passionate sultana, this remorseless warrior maiden who was his wife, yet not his wife. What mattered it that she was cruel and treacherous—a worshiper of evil? Death was before them. She loved him with all the will and strength and passion of her powerful nature. She was beautiful beyond all other women—more alluring than the houri of paradise—and he loved her as she loved him, with a passion that recked nothing of good or evil, or life or death.


  Their swift steps brought them to the passage. They rushed through into the temple hall. Side by side they darted forward between the twisted columns and out on the open marble platform. The great bronze drum was thundering under the strokes of a black-robed priest. Other priests and the women of the high castes were gathered along the edge of the platform, flinging over missiles at the ferocious enemy, or preparing defenses for the last stand of their lords in the updriving battle.


  All the warriors had charged down the spiral way to meet the upsurging torrent of Noadites. As Tigra and O'Brien dashed to the head of the descent, they saw the leaping column of warriors crash into the front of the blood-maddened cave men midway of the sandstone section.


  Densely as the brown killers were massed to meet the attack, the impetus of the charge hurled them back with irresistible force. Hundreds were forced off over the outer edge of the stairway, to fall upon their howling fellows on the spiral turn below. Other hundreds were struck down by the slashing swords and axes of the vengeful warriors, and were trampled under the bronze-shod sandals.


  But thousands more of the ferocious cannibals were swarming up the ascent, crazed with blood lust. Their massed pack gradually checked and stopped the furious down drive of the Baalite warriors. Those who had burst through the portals of the city's mid-section now leaped out again, to fling themselves, wolflike, on the flanks of the column.


  Still side by side, Tigra and O'Brien rushed down through the crowds of upward-fleeing women and children and old men. Many of the women carried pots of boiling water and oil, which they set along the outer edge of the roadway, to be used by the warriors. Some of the aged men cast down spears with their withered arms, and sought to pry loose coping stones.


  On the spiral above the battlefront, O'Brien and Tigra paused to recover breath and peer at the terrible slaughter. Above them the shrieks of the panic-stricken fugitives was changing to a cry of hope. O'Brien heard and understood that Istara and Edrisi were opening the hidden ways. He drew in a deep sigh of relief.


  The secret passages would give safe refuge to all the women and children who had not already been cut off and butchered. But whoever lingered to fight the horde was certain of death. Already the warriors, pressed fiercely on front and flank by the ravening savages, showed signs that they could not long hold fast.


  "Command the warriors!" shouted O'Brien.


  "Bid them draw back above the portals held by the enemy!"


  No human voice could have carried down into that shrieking, howling, yelling bedlam of fighters. Tigra dropped her cloak upon a group of trumpeters. One looked up and caught her imperious signals and the forceful gesture of O'Brien. The trumpets blared their loudest. Others repeated the call. With desperate valor the warriors beat their flank assailants back into the portals and began to fight a rear-guard action up the incline.


  The Noadites flung themselves upon the retreating warriors with added frenzy. They tore at the armored Baalites more like mad beasts than men. All were frantic with murderous mania, like a mob of Malays running amok. They had no thought of their own lives. Each one of all their slavering, howling pack had only the single purpose of striking and killing the Baalites. Fast as their numbers melted away under the slashing blades of the skilled warriors, they took deadly toll in turn.


  Tigra and O'Brien could not have forced their way down through the jam to the front. When the retreating warriors came backing up around the spiral, the two placed themselves against the barred door of a barricaded portal and waited. At O'Brien's suggestion, Tigra called out commands to the passing warriors.


  At last came that for which Tigra had been waiting with fierce eagerness. The fighting line drew close enough for her to leap out from the portal and force her way through the reeling ranks of the warriors. In a moment O'Brien was beside her, face to face with the raving man-eaters. Mad, bloodshot eyes glared murder at the couple; corded arms brandished flint axes to strike them down.


  The curved sword of Tigra began to cut and thrust with dazzling swiftness; O'Brien's pistol began to speak.


  The warrior maiden fought with superb skill and daring. Her stabbing, slashing sword flashed in the faces of the Noadites like a bar of curved lightning. She had looped the miniature of the Devourer over her shoulder, and as she flung up her shield to ward off overhead blows, the eyeless saurian head grinned evilly at its worshipers from beside her rose-red cheek.


  Yet even the image of their dragon god failed to awe the maddened wolves of Noad or to check their blood fury. Time and again the utmost of Tigra's skill and swiftness would not have saved her from the down-crashing stone axes, had not O'Brien's bullets dropped the strikers. In turn, the shield and sword of his watchful mate saved him from certain destruction.


  31. The Uplifting


  From the higher spirals of the roadway and the top platform the warriors who had been commanded to join the flight into Irem were casting down the last of the pots of boiling oil and water, the loosened coping stone, and the graven images and pillars that decorated the marble upper section of the tower city.


  When there were no more missiles to hurl into the midst of the upswarming horde, the throwers obeyed the command that had been given them to seek refuge in the hidden passages with the women and children. Even in Irem there might be need of fighting men during the years while a new generation was being reared to march back and renew the age-long war with the Noadites.


  Relief from the hail of missiles brought the horde surging up with a rush that drove the battle front around the ascent to the last turn. On either side of Tigra and O'Brien the zealous warriors had fallen fast under the frenzied blows of the cave men. There were now less than two hundred Baalites to oppose the ten times two hundred Noadites who howled for their blood.


  Tigra screamed out a command for a sudden retreat to the temple.


  In the purple portico of the temple the Baalites rallied for their last stand. At the center of their out-bowed crescent line O'Brien took his stand with Tigra beside him to help meet the shock of the pursuing horde. There were now less than half a hundred warriors left, and many of them were wounded.


  Nor had O'Brien and Tigra come unscathed out of that mill of death. The sultana's shield arm was numbed by the blows that had dinted her shield, and a flint edge had driven the bronze scales of her war coat into her side. O'Brien was bruised through his armor in half a dozen places, and a glancing blow had struck off his bronze helmet.


  Even as the Baalites flung themselves into their crescent formation, the first shock of the charging man-eaters sent them reeling back upon the temple doorway with wide death gaps in their line. They closed their ranks and fought with the last desperate fury of men determined to sell their lives dearly. O'Brien emptied his pistol and sprang back through the open doorway to reload. There was not another clip of cartridges left in the belt pouches!


  He thrust the useless weapon into his girdle, and grasped his sword hilt. At the same moment a hurled ax struck the helmet from Tigra's head and sent her staggering back beside the American, half stunned.


  He grasped the arm of the dazed sultana and rushed her up the hall of the temple. Tigra did not seek to resist him or to turn back. Her strength seemed to have left her. Blood was seeping out through the joints of the bronze scales, from the wound in her side. She tottered as O'Brien forced her toward the dais and purple passage.


  "Turn! Turn!" she screamed. "In the open—I must die in the open!"


  "To the roof!" shouted O'Brien. "My air steed!"


  His cry seemed to revive all the strength and swiftness of his tottering companion. Instead of dragging back, she leaped forward and drew O'Brien with her in desperate haste. They leaped up on the lower dais and away through the purple passage.


  Swiftly as the maniacal pursuers rushed after them, the fugitives doubled out of the passage well in the lead.


  They gained the foot of the purple steps. The howling pursuers were now only three or four leaps behind. O'Brien bounded upon the steps. Tigra whirled and grasped the edge of the heavy door. All her passionate love for her lord steeled her arms. The door swung around—it struck and hurled back the foremost Noadite, who was leaping into the doorway—it clanged shut.


  O'Brien was half way up the stairway before he noticed that Tigra was no longer beside him. He checked his swift ascent to peer downward. As he looked, Tigra shot the ponderous bar bolt of the door and sank down exhausted. He leaped back to the foot of the steps. . . . Her hand was pressed against her wounded side. Agony was glazing her beautiful eyes, but they brightened as they met his compassionate gaze. Her pallid lips parted in a tender smile.


  The bronze door thundered under a tremendous blow.


  "They break the door!" she cried. "Go, lord of my heart! I will hold the stair. Fly away into Irem!"


  O'Brien stood transfixed, amazed at the miracle of true love that had melted the fierce heart of the sorceress sultana. She was bidding him escape without her—to fly into Irem, where she knew that he must again meet Istara.


  Another thunderous blow against the' door shocked him from his momentary bewilderment. The bolt had bent; the door was sprung. A few more such blows and it must fly open. He grasped Tigra in his arms and staggered with her up the stairway. She sought to free herself from him, that she might stay to guard the door; but again the weakness of her wound came upon her.


  He staggered up the last step and rushed across the roof with his helpless burden. A crash and ferociously exultant yells told him that the pursuers had burst the door. Desperation gave him strength to lift Tigra into the front seat of the plane. He unlocked the wheels.


  The up-soaring machine drove past the charging savages. One of them cast a broken Baalite spear that pierced through the sheathing of the plane into the midst of the gasoline tanks. As the head of the plane cleared the parapet, the fleetest of the man-eaters leaped like a wolf and grasped the nearest rear wheel. He was jerked forward and dashed against the coping stone of the parapet.


  The blow tore free the gorilla clutch of the Noadite. But his weight and the shock had thrown the monoplane out of balance. It tipped sideways, and the head flung up. Tigra, half swooning, almost fell from her seat before O'Brien could right the machine and curve around in an ascending spiral.


  Below, on the temple roof, the baffled man-eaters howled their impotent rage. All down the sides of the tower city their fellows were quarreling over the bodies of the slain Baalites. O'Brien lifted his gaze above the scene of blood and death.


  Tigra was still bent over on the left wing of the plane. He could see that her face was ghastly white. Her outflung arm twitched, and her hand clenched and unclenched with the agony that was racking her. Up and up climbed the monoplane, higher and higher above the reddened city of death. The black cliff crests sank down. Now the plane circled to the level of the crater rim.


  Tigra twisted about in her seat and, with agonized eagerness, gestured O'Brien toward the higher crests of the Noadite barrier. He saw that she was dying. There was no time to skim across and dash down to the islet and the tree of healing. He circled higher and slanted up to the summit of the barrier range. Tigra pointed down. He saw that she wished him to make a landing.


  When he lifted her from the plane and laid her upon the black rock, she was in a swoon. He thought that she was dead. He bent down and pressed a kiss upon her cold lips. Her great black eyes opened wide and gazed up into his eyes full of blissful wonderment.


  "You live!" he cried. "You live, beloved! Do not go from me!"


  The roar of the engine was stilled. About them was the hushed silence of the lifeless heights. Her faint whisper came to him clear and distinct: "Lord, take the accursed image from me. Grind your heel upon its head!"


  He jerked the miniature gray saurian that quivered like a live thing upon her bosom, dashed it down upon the rock and trod upon the eyeless head. The dying sultana smiled with serene joy.


  "One more favor, lord of my heart," she whispered. "Write command upon my breastplate for all the Beni Assur in the passes to ride across the valley and join those who flee into Irem. Write command that they obey Istara and Edrisi in all things."


  O'Brien took off her breastplate of gold bronze, and with her dagger point scratched the message on the polished surface. The last of her strength was spent in marking her name and seal.


  "Cast it down—in the gorge—when you fly over," she gasped. "I have done—what I willed to do. Now—I die."


  Her beautiful face was graying. O'Brien clasped his arms about her and lifted her head. Her lips moved in a whisper of ecstatic joy: "My lord lifts me up! I am exalted."


  "My wife—my sultana!" muttered O'Brien. "Stay with me, beloved!"


  The windows of her soul opened wide to his gaze as they had opened in that wild race for the life of Istara. Now he looked into their black depths and saw neither passion nor hate nor jealousy, but only a white flame of pure love. The flame shone out at him with soft splendor—and vanished.


  The lissome body sagged in his arms; the beautiful, imperious head dropped back. Yet the smile on the white lips deceived him. He knelt for many moments, unable to believe the truth.


  32. Black Nightfall


  He laid his dead in a crevice of the black rock, softly wrapped in his Bedouin cloak. Above her he built a cairn of heavy boulders. No vulture or eagle of the cliffs should disturb the last sleep of his beloved.


  When the cairn was finished, he turned to look over the Baalite valley, across the rim of Irem, down into the crater paradise. A sudden nausea came upon him—a sickening revulsion against this exotic world in the heart of the lifeless Abode of Emptiness. All about it was strange and weird; its peoples were beast folk or pagans of ages long past; Irem was a paradise above the Hades of its nether lake.


  He was surfeited with wonders and worship and bloodshed. Istara was happy with Edrisi. They were leading the survivors of their people safe into Irem. . . .


  And his glorious, passionate sorceress sultana beloved was dead!


  Upon his revolted spirit came a great longing. He would go back to his own people—he must go back to this far-away outer world, across those desolate Sands of Time that divided this Island of the Past from his own live Age.


  He picked up the message-engraved breastplate and the crushed image of the Devourer. One he must deliver to the Baalites in the pass. The other he would keep as proof of the Bowl and of Irem. The horrid gray miniature weighed little. He threw off his Baalite armor. It weighed more than the image.


  In his eagerness to be gone, O'Brien climbed into the plane without noticing the fluid that dripped from the broken spear which the Noadite on the temple roof had driven in among the gasoline tanks. He settled down in the seat. A last look at the black cairn; then the engine began to roar.


  A short flight above the crest of the range brought him to the gorge of the pass. He turned along it to the fortress. On the Noadite side of the stronghold the Beni Assur horsemen were encamped in the bottom of the gorge. He dropped the breastplate with its message of life, and wheeled away.


  Before the down-whirling breastplate clashed upon the rocks among the Baalites, the monoplane was winging away above the Noadite country.


  For a time O'Brien thought of nothing else than the setting of his course over the trackless waste and the gradual climbing to an altitude above the dust that ever hangs in the lower air over the sea of death.


  When, with a start, he thought to glance back for a last look at the Bowl, he glimpsed only a bluish-white glimmer in the purple dust haze on the distant horizon. He had already come so far on his swift journey that, high as he was flying, all that was left of the wonder world behind him was the gleam of the western sun on the marble mountains. A moment, and even that was lost in the purple haze.


  From the great height at which he was flying, the desert appeared like, an enormous basin. All around the horizon its upcurving brim merged into the vague purple wall of the dust haze, which in turn merged by imperceptible shades into the blue of the sky. Nowhere was there any distinct line or boundary between desert and sky.


  Hour after hour the swift-flying plane swept through mid-sky. Never once did it swerve from the compass course that was guiding it straight back across the sterile waste toward Shimbam in Wady Hadramaut, and toward Aden, three hundred odd miles beyond Shimbam.


  The purring roar of the engine and the ceaseless whir of the propeller told O'Brien that the plane was moving; the steady lowering of the sun in the western sky assured him that time had not halted.


  At last, after all the dreary hours of peering, a welcome speck emerged from under the veil of the haze—a delicious black dot that broke the maddening monotony of the red abomination of desolation. From a far-away point in the purple the dot swiftly grew larger, as though O'Brien were focusing a magnifying glass on it. Within a few minutes he was near enough to recognize it as the black rim of one among the many volcanic pits he had seen on his outward flight.


  Another hour—The sun was now well down in the upper border of the dust haze. All the red world below was flaming into hot scarlet. O'Brien looked off to the right of the head of the plane.


  With the suddenness of a clap of thunder, absolute silence burst upon him. For a long moment he sat dazed and uncomprehending. Then he became aware that the propeller had ceased to whir. His groping mind reached out and grasped the reason for the stunning silence. The engine had stopped.


  There had been no warning splutter; no jagged missing of first one fouled cylinder and then another. Nothing was the matter with the engine—but no engine can run without fuel. The supply of gasoline was exhausted. The broken spear cast by the Noadite had done its ill work.


  O'Brien thought in flashes. He must land. Many miles yet lay between him and the edge of the desert; but he was flying at a great height. Better the slender chance of mercy from fanatical Arabs than certain death in the Abode of Emptiness. He started to volplane toward Wady Hadramaut on the longest slant that his great altitude allowed.


  Beneath him on the face of the desert the reddening glare of sunset was fading into twilight. He shot down out of the scarlet glory of the sky into that rising gloom. The shadow of night came striding across the sands to meet him as he slanted earthward. Now he was swooping down into the gloom.


  The plane tilted sideways and dropped like a winged swan. O'Brien heard a crash—then black night fell upon him.


  33. Out of Darkness


  First to filter into the blackness of O'Brien's consciousness was a voice. The intonations of the voice were odd and un-Arabic. Slowly the meaning of the peculiar words dawned upon him. They were not complimentary words:


  ". . . Hathin scut! Answer me, ye red-he'ded, sky-eyed son of Ishmeel! Stow yer driv'lin' about bowls an' bales an' Ireem an' tigers, ilse Oi'll stow in yer skinny slats, ye dirty faker!"


  O'Brien became aware that he was standing before a rude, iron-banded gate under a ruder stone arch. Before him was a brick-red face set with eyes as blue as his own, and topped with hair no less red, where it bristled out around the British soldier cap. Below was a British uniform decorated with many medals and the chevrons of a sergeant.


  "Excuse me," O'Brien heard himself saying. "My name is O'Brien, and I'm from Pike County, Missouri. If you cherish a desire to stow in my slats, whether they be skinny or obese, you'll have to show me you're competent to perpetrate the operation."


  "Shnakes of Oireland!" gasped the sergeant. "An O'Brien is ut? An' him been afther ajabberin' heathen gibberish! In wid je, lad! Ye may come from Meesooree or Bidlam or t'other place, but no O'Brien r-r-roams the counthryside pantless whoile Terence O'Brien Murphy has two pair to his name!"


  A clenched fist rose level with O'Brien's anger-darkened eyes—a scarred, clawlike, browned fist that he did not know. Above it was a wrist no less stared down at himself, gaping. Except for a scant and very dirty loin cloth, he was as naked as the day when he had been born, and all his body was browned by the sun and half covered with scars. In the hand that he had not raised was a dinted copper begging bowl. His face bristled with a sandy-red beard over a month old. His hair was shaggy and unkempt.


  "Where—" he muttered. "I came from the Bowl—The plane fell. This—change! Where—how—"


  "Ye came not from, but wid, yer beggin' bowl, lad," explained the man in uniform, his harsh face now beaming with all the hospitality and kindess of the Old Sod. " 'Tis plain ye've been daftlike—ilse niver would ye have come aloive out of thot divil-ridden Arrab up counthry wid yer swate blue oiys an' he'd of hivenly glorry. Come now, into the forrt wid je!"


  Through the rude gateway Sergeant O'Brien Murphy gently led O'Brien, the waif. Within the compound a crisp-voiced, tight-collared subaltern stepped up to demand the meaning of the proceeding. O'Brien grinned and gave his own name and the name of the young officer. An instant later his hand was gripped hard in a cordial English clasp. The subaltern was his enthusiastic admirer who had put the cigars and hot bottle and cold bird into the monoplane when O'Brien made his night start from Aden.


  Followed an incoherent spluttering of questions and answers as O'Brien was snatched away from the envious Murphy and rushed through a course of brandy and soda, bath, razor, and clothes.


  At the other end of the whirl he came out almost a renewed man—and landed at officer's mess. When he had at last taken off a little of the edge of what seemed to be the hunger of ages, he found time and coherence to shoot out a question:


  "That beard of mine—How long ago—when I left Aden?"


  "Two months, O'Brien—two and a week, come Friday," replied the subaltern. "Have another servin' of beans and goat."


  O'Brien declined the mutton.


  "They got mine in the Bowl," he observed.


  The young commanding officer lifted an eyebrow. "Take your time, Mr. O'Brien. We can wait—You will have no end of data to report concerning the hill tribes."


  "Less of the brown man-eaters than of the Baalites," he answered, and forthwith launched into an account of his visit to the Bowl of Baal that glowed with all the fervor and vividness of his Celtic tongue.


  Neither the commanding officer nor the grizzled surgeon nor the subaltern smiled. Throughout the impossible yarn they sat grave and impassive. When O'Brien had quite finished, the commanding officer offered him a Manila cheroot.


  The subaltern heaved an envious sigh and casually inquired: "By the bye, old man, on which side of the Bowl was the diamond valley where Sinbad threw down the beef for the rocs?"


  The question was not interrupted half uttered. The commanding officer's kick under the table hit the surgeon's shin, instead of the subaltern's. O'Brien rose very quietly and bowed to his hosts.


  "If you will pardon me, gentlemen," he remarked, "I will depart as I came."


  He started to strip from himself the subaltern's jacket and the commanding officer's necktie. The surgeon grasped him and pressed him down again upon his seat with kindly force.


  "Cool off, man," he said. "Try to consider how in the nature of things it must impress others. Now I, myself—That scar on the side of your head—how did you get that?"


  "That's where the stone ax grazed, when my helmet was knocked off, there before the purple temple," O'Brien stated, dark challenge in his famine-sunken blue eyes.


  "Couldn't possibly have been from the fall, eh, when your monoplane dropped?" suggested the surgeon.


  "Well—possibly," admitted O'Brien. "Can't be sure it was the ax blow. I was pretty busy with the Noadites, and then"—his voice sank a half note—"then—over Tigra."


  The surgeon nodded gravely. "Amnesia—Touch of the sun my first diagnosis—but this blow on the head. . . . Consider the probabilities, Mr. O'Brien. Your ruins in the desert admitted. Von Wrede saw or heard of them in 1845. Ruins certain—inscription to goddess priestess of Irem not improbable—simoom certain. You suffocate into unconsciousness—dreams—desert—Bowl—all that; shift of simoom catches up you and monoplane—whirls you south to edge of desert—"


  "I've known a Missouri cyclone to do all kinds of freak stunts," interrupted O'Brien. "But that simoom— "


  "Very true!" cut in the surgeon, soft pity in his deathly scientific tone. "The simoom—unconsciousness—dreams—the smash—amnesia, or possibly dreams after the smash. You must have babbled this Irem and Bowl of Baal rot to the Bedouins and hill folk. Good thing. They took you for a madman—after they had manhandled you Yes—amnesia. You say you know nothing—since the fall—yet over a month's growth of beard!"


  O'Brien's troubled gaze turned to the commanding officer and to the rosy-cheeked young subaltern. They smiled at him with cordial reassurance.


  "It's—mighty good of you," he muttered. "I'm going to to—take a look at the stars."


  As he went out, Sergeant Murphy came in at the other door. The freckled red fist opened to disclose a gray fragment that might have been part of the head of a snake image, only where the eye should have been there was no eye or even a mark.


  " 'Twas found whin we burned his loin cloth, sor," reported the sergeant. "Not a mither's son of the Sikhs or Goorkeys or Arrabs ull touch finger to ut."


  "Bury it, Terence!" hastily ordered the surgeon. "Be quick—and do not give him so much as a glimpse of it."


  The commanding officer nodded. As Murphy saluted and marched out, the surgeon remarked, more to himself than to his thoughtful-eyed messmates: "Still—he may have picked it up in those desert ruins—or even in Hadramaut. Von Wrede found traces of fire worship among the mountains of Yemen."


  Out on the flat roof of the little border fort O'Brien was gazing up at the waning moon, afloat high in the blue-black, star-gemmed sky.


  "Amnesia?" he muttered. "Amnesia? Of course I understand how—But I don't believe it—I can't!. . . If she were not lying there on the Noadite barrier, under the cairn—Tigra—"


  A harsh, strained laugh burst from between his cracked lips.


  "Howly cats of Egypt! Won't old Searing's eyes pop! Good old Searing! He knows; he'll believe. And he'll know why I—can't—go back."
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