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The characters are rather clearly modelled on Kuttner and Moore
themselves

(maybe this story explains why they never had children).

They were surprised at getting the apartment, what with high rents
and written-in clauses in the lease, and Joe Calderon felt himself
lucky to be only ten minutes subway ride from the University. His wife,
Myra, fluffed up her red hair in a distracted fashion and said that
landlords presumably expected parthenogenesis in their tenants, if
that was what she meant. Anyhow, it was where an organism split in
two and the result was two mature specimens. Calderon grinned,
said, "Binary fission, chump," and watched young Alexander, aged
eighteen months, backing up on all fours across the carpet,
preparatory to assuming a standing position on his fat bowlegs.

It was a pleasant apartment, at that. The sun came into it at times,
and there were more rooms than they had any right to expect, for the
price. The next-door neighbor, a billowy blonde who talked of little
except her migraine, said that it was hard to keep tenants in 4-d. It
wasn't exactly haunted, but it had the queerest visitors. The last
lessee, an insurance man who drank heavily, moved out one day
talking about litle men who came ringing the bell at all hours asking
for a Mr. Pott, or somebody like that. Not until some time later did
Joe identify Pott with Cauldron--or Calderon.

They were sitting on the couch in a pleased manner, looking at
Alexander. He was quite a baby. Like all infants, he had a collar of fat
at the back of his neck, and his legs, Calderon said, were like two
vast and trunkless limbs of stone--at least they gave that effect. The



eyes stopped at their incredible bulging pinkness, fascinated.
Alexander laughed like a fool, rose to his feet, and staggered
drunkenly toward his parents, muttering unintelligible gibberish.
"Madman," Myra said fondly, and tossed the child a floppy velvet pig
of whom he was enamored.

"So we're all set for the winter," Calderon said. He was a tall, thin,
harassed-looking man, a fine research physicist, and very much
interested in his work at the University. Myra was a rather fragile red-
head, with a tilted nose and sardonic red-brown eyes. She made
deprecatory noises.

"If we can get a maid. Otherwise [l char."

"You sound like a lost soul," Calderon said. "What do you mean,
you'll char?"

"Like a charwoman. Sweep, cook, clean. Babies are a great trial.
Still, they're worth it."

"Not in front of Alexander. He'll get above himself."

The doorbell rang. Calderon uncoiled himself, wandered vaguely
across the room, and opened the door. He blinked at nothing. Then
he lowered his gaze somewhat, and what he saw was sufficient to
make him stare a little.

Four tiny men were standing in the hall. That is, they were tiny below
the brows. Their craniums were immense, watermelon large and
watermelon shaped, or else they were wearing abnormally huge
helmets of glistening metal. Their faces were wizened, peaked tiny
masks that were nests of lines and wrinkles. Their clothes were
garish, unpleasantly colored, and seemed to be made of paper.



"Oh?" Calderon said blankly.

Swift looks were exchanged among the four. One of them said, "Are
you Joseph Calderon?"

"Yeah."

"We," said the most wrinkled of the quartet, "are your son's
descendants. He's a super child. We're here to educate him."

"Yes," Calderon said. "Yes, of course. I... listen!"
"To what?"
"Super--"

"There he is," another dwarf cried. "lt's Alexander! We've hit the right
time at last!" He scuttled past Calderon's legs and into the room.
Calderon made a few futile snatches, but the small men easily
evaded him. When he turned, they were gathered around Alexander.
Myra had drawn up her legs under her and was watching with an
amazed expression.

"Look at that," a dwarf said. "See his potential tefeetzie?" It sounded
like tefeetzie.

"But his skull, Bordent," another put in. "That's the important part. The
vyrings are almost perfectly coblastably.”

"Beautiful," Bordent acknowledged. He leaned forward. Alexander
reached forward into the nest of wrinkles, seized Bordent's nose,
and twisted painfully. Bordent bore it stoically until the grip relaxed.

"Undeveloped,” he said tolerantly. "We'll develop him."



Myra sprang from the couch, picked up her child, and stood at bay,
facing the little men. "Joe," she said, "are you going to stand for this?
Who are these bad-mannered goblins?"

"Lord knows," Calderon said. He moistened his lips. "What kind of a
gag is that? Who sent you?"

"Alexander," Bordent said. "From the year.. ah... about 2450,
reckoning roughly. He's practically immortal. Only violence can kill
one of the Supers, and there's none of that in 2450."

Calderon sighed. "No, Imeaniit. A gag's a gag. But--"

"Time and again we've tried. In 1940, 1944, 1947--all around this
era. We were either too early or too late. But now we've hit on the
right time-sector. It's our job to educate Alexander. You should feel
proud of being his parents. We worship you, you know. Father and
mother of the new race."

"Tuh!" Calderon said. "Come off it!"

"They need proof, Dobish," someone said. "Remember, this is their
first inkling that Alexander is homo superior."

"Homo nuts," Myra said. "Alexander's a perfectly normal baby."
"He's perfectly supernormal,” Dobish said. "We're his descendents.”

"That makes you a superman," Calderon said skeptically, eyeing the
small man.

"Not in toto. There aren't many of the x Free type. The biological
norm is specialization. Only a few are straight-line super. Some
specialize in logic, others in vervainity, others--like us--are guides. If
we were x Free supers, you couldn't stand there and talk to us. Or



look at us. We're only parts. Those like Alexander are the glorious
whole.”

"Oh, send them away," Myra said, getting tired of it. "l feel like a
Thurber woman.”

Calderon nodded. "o.k. Blow, gentlemen. Take a powder. | meaniit."
"Yes," Dobish said, "they need proof. What'll we do? Skyskinate?"
"Too twisty," Bordent objected. "Object lesson, eh? The stiller."
"Stiller?" Myra asked.

Bordent took an object from his paper clothes and spun it in his
hands. His fingers were all double-jointed. Calderon felt a tiny
electric shock go through him.

"Joe," Myra said, white-faced. "l can't move."
"Neither can |. Take it easy. This is... it's--" He slowed and stopped.

"Sit down," Bordent said, still twirling the object. Calderon and Myra
backed up to the couch and sat down. Their tongues froze with the
rest of them.

Dobish came over, clambered up, and pried Alexander out of his
mother's grip. Horror moved in her eyes.

"We won't hurt him," Dobish said. "We just want to give him his first
lesson. Have you got the basics, Finn?"

"In the bag." Finn extracted a foot-long bag from his garments.
Things came out of that bag. They came out incredibly. Soon the
carpet was littered with stuff--problematical in design, nature, and



use. Calderon recognized a tesseract.

The fourth dwarf, whose name, it turned out, was Quat, smiled
consolingly at the distressed parents. "You watch. You can't learn;
you've not got the potential. You're homo saps. But Alexander, now--"

Alexander was in one of his moods. He was diabolically gay. With
the devil-possession of all babies, he refused to collaborate. He
crept rapidly backwards. He burst into loud, squalling sobs. He
regarded his feet with amazed joy.

He stuffed his fist into his mouth and cried bitterly at the result. He
talked about invisible things in a soft, cryptic monotone. He punched
Dobish in the eye.

The little men had inexhaustible patience. Two hours later they were
through. Calderon couldn't see that Alexander had learned much.

Bordent twirled the object again. He nodded affably, and led the
retreat. The four litle men went out of the apartment, and a moment
later Calderon and Myra could move.

She jumped up, staggering on numbed legs, seized Alexander, and
collapsed on the couch. Calderon rushed to the door and flung it
open. The hall was empty.

"Joe--" Myra said, her voice small and afraid. Calderon came back
and smoothed her hair. He looked down at the bright fuzzy head of
Alexander.

"Joe. We've got to do--do something."

"l don't know," he said. "If it happened--"

"It happened. They took those things with them. Alexander. Oh!"



"They didn't try to hurt him," Calderon said hesitatingly.
"Our baby! He's no superchild."

"Well," Calderon said, "Il get out my revolver. What else can | do?"
"Il do something," Myra promised. "Nasty little goblins! [l do
something, just wait."

And yet there wasn't a great deal they could do.

Tacitly they ignored the subject the next day. But at 4 p.m., the same
time as the original visitation, they were with Alexander in a theater,
watching the latest Technicolor film. The four little men could scarcely
find them here--

Calderon felt Myra stiffen, and even as he turned, he suspected the
worst. Myra sprang up, her breath catching. Her fingers tightened on
his arm.

"He's gone!”
"G-gone?"
"He just vanished. | was holding him... let's get out of here."

"Maybe you dropped him," Calderon said inanely, and lit a match.
There were cries from behind. Myra was already pushing her way
toward the aisle. There were no babies under the seat, and Calderon
caught up with his wife in the lobby.

"He disappeared,” Myra was babbling. "Like that. Maybe he's in the
future. Joe, what'll we do?"



Calderon, through some miracle, got a taxi. "We'll go home. That's
the most likely place. | hope."

"Yes. Of course itis. Give me a cigarette."
"He'll be in the apartment--"

He was, squatting on his haunches, taking a decided interest in the
gadget Quat was demonstrating. The gadget was a gayly-colored
egg beater with four-dimensional attachments, and it talked in a thin,
high voice. Not in English.

Bordent flipped out the stiller and began to twirl it as the couple
came in. Calderon got hold of Myra's arms and held her back, "Hold
on," he said urgently. "That isn't necessary. We won't try anything."

"Joe!" Myra tried to wriggle free. "Are you going to let them--"

"Quiet!" he said. "Bordent, put that thing down. We want to talk to
you."

"Well--if you promise not to interrupt--"

"We promise." Calderon forcibly led Myra to the couch and held her
there. "Look, darling. Alexander's all right. They're not hurting him."

"Hurt him, indeed!" Finn said. "He'd skin us alive in the future if we
hurt him in the past.”

"Be quiet," Bordent commanded. He seemed to be the leader of the
four. "I'm glad you're co-operating, Joseph Calderon. It goes against
my grain to use force on a demigod. After all, you're Alexander's
father."

Alexander put out a fat paw and tried to touch the whirling rainbow



egg beater. He seemed to be fascinated. Quat said, "The kivelish is
sparking. Shall | vastinate?"

"Not too fast," Bordent said. "He'll be rational in a week, and then we
can speed up the process. Now, Calderon, please relax. Anything
you want?"

"A drink."

"They mean alcohol," Finn said. "The Rubaiyat mentions it
remember?"

"Rubaiyat?"
"The singing red gem in Twelve Library."

"Oh, yes," Bordent said. "That one. | was thinking of the Yahveh slab,
the one with the thunder effects. Do you want to make some alcohol,
Finn?"

Calderon swallowed. "Don't bother. | have some in that sideboard.
May "

"You're not prisoners." Bordent's voice was shocked. "It's just that
we've got to make you listen to a few explanations, and after that--
well, it'll be different."

Myra shook her head when Calderon handed her a drink, but he
scowled at her meaningly. "You won't feel it. Go ahead."

She hadn't once taken her gaze from Alexander. The baby was
imitating the thin noise of the egg beater now. It was subtly
unpleasant.

"The ray is working," Quat said. "The viewer shows some slight



cortical resistance, though.”

"Angle the power," Bordent told him.

Alexander said, "Modjewabba?"

"What's that?" Myra asked in a strained voice. "Super language?"
Bordent smiled at her. "No, just baby talk."

Alexander burst into sobs. Myra said, "Super baby or not, when he
cries like that, there's a good reason. Does your tutoring extend to
that point?"

"Certainly," Quat said calmly. He and Finn carried Alexander out.
Bordent smiled again.

"You're beginning to believe," he said. "That helps." Calderon drank,
feeling the hot fumes of whiskey along the backs of his cheeks. His
stomach was crawling with cold uneasiness.

"If you were human--" he said doubtfully.

"If we were, we wouldn't be here. The old order changeth. It had to
start sometime. Alexander is the first homo superior.”

"But why us?" Myra asked.

"Genetics. You've both worked with radioactivity and certain short-
wave radiations that effected the germ plasm. The mutation just
happened. It'll happen again from now on. But you happen to be the
first. You'll die, but Alexander will live on. Perhaps a thousand years."

Calderon said, "This business of coming from the future... you say
Alexander sent you?"



"The adult Alexander. The mature superman. I's a different culture, of
course--beyond your comprehension. Alexander is one of the x
Frees. He said to me, through the interpreting-machine, of course,
'‘Bordent, | wasn't recognized as a super till | was thirty years old. |
had only ordinary homo sap development till then. | didn't know my
potential myself. And that's bad.'t is bad, you know," Bordent
digressed. "The full capabilities of an organism can't emerge unless
it's given the fullest chance of expansion from birth on. Or at least
from infancy. Alexander said to me, 'It's about five hundred years ago
that | was born. Take a few guides and go into the past. Locate me
as an infant. Give me specialized training, from the beginning. | think
it'll expand me."

"The past," Calderon said. "You mean it's plastic?"

"Well, it affects the future. You can't alter the past without altering the
future, too. But things tend to drift back. There's a temporal norm, a
general level. In the original time sector, Alexander wasn't visited by
us. Now that's changed. So the future will be changed. But not
tremendously. No crucial temporal apexes are involved, no
keystones. The only result will be that the mature Alexander will have
his potential more fully realized."

Alexander was carried back into the room, beaming. Quat resumed
his lesson with the egg beater.

"There isn't a great deal you can do about it," Bordent said. "I think
you realize that now."

Myra said, "Is Alexander going to look like you?" Her face was
strained.

"Oh, no. He's a perfect physical specimen. I've never seen him, of
course, but--"



Calderon said, "Heir to all the ages. Myra, are you beginning to get
the idea?"

"Yes. A superman. But he's our baby."

"He'll remain so," Bordent put in anxiously. "We don't want to remove
him from the beneficial home and parental influence. An infant needs
that. In fact, tolerance for the young is an evolutionary trait aimed at
providing for the superman's appearance, just as the vanishing
appendix is such a preparation. At certain eras of history mankind is
receptive to the preparation of the new race. It's never been quite
successful before--there were anthropological miscarriages, so to
speak. My squeevers, it's important! Infants are awfully irritating.
They're helpless for a very long time, a great trial to the patience of
the parents--the lower the order of the animal, the faster the infant
develops. With mankind, it takes years for the young to reach an
independent state. So the parental tolerance increases in proportion.
The superchild won't mature, actually, till he's about twenty."

Myra said, "Alexander will still be a baby then?"

"He'll have the physical standards of an eight-year-old specimen of
homo sap. Mentally... well, call it irrationality. He won't be leveled out
to an intellectual or emotional norm. He won't be sane, any more than
any baby is. Selectivity takes quite a while to develop. But his peaks
will be far, far above the peaks of, say, you as a child."

"Thanks," Calderon said.

"His horizons will be broader. His mind is capable of grasping and
assimilating far more than yours. The world is really his oyster. He
won't be limited. But it'll take a while for his mind, his personality, to
shake down."



"l want another drink," Myra said.

Calderon got it. Alexander inserted his thumb in Quat's eye and tried
to gouge it out. Quat submitted passively.

"Alexander!" Myra said.

"Sit still," Bordent said. "Quat's tolerance in this regard is naturally
higher developed than yours."

"If he puts Quat's eye out," Calderon said, "it'll be just too bad."
"Quat isn'timportant, compared to Alexander. He knows it, too."

Luckily for Quat's binocular vision, Alexander suddenly tired of his
new toy and fell to staring at the egg beater again. Dobish and Finn
leaned over the baby and looked at him. But there was more to it
than that, Calderon felt.

Induced telepathy," Bordent said. "It takes a long time to develop, but
we're starting now. I tell you, it was a relief to hit the right time at last.
I've rung this doorbell at least a hundred times. But never till now--"

"Move," Alexander said clearly. "Real. Move."

Bordent nodded. "Enough for today. We'll be here again tomorrow.
You'll be ready?"

"As ready," Myra said, "as we'll ever be, | suppose." She finished her
drink.

They got fairly high that night and talked it over. Their arguments
were biased by their realization of the four litle men's obvious
resources. Neither doubted any more. They knew that Bordent and
his companions had come from five hundred years in the future, at



the command of a future Alexander who had matured into a fine
specimen of superman.

"Amazing, isn't it?" Myra said. "That fat little blob in the bedroom
turning into a twelfth-power Quiz Kid."

"Well, it's got to start somewhere. As Bordent pointed out."
"And as long as he isn't going to look like those goblins--ugh!"

"He'll be super. Deucalion and what's-her-name--that's us. Parents of
anewrace."

"I feel funny,” Myra said. "As though I'd given birth to a moose."

"That could never happen," Calderon said consolingly. "Have
another slug."

"It might as well have happened. Alexander is a swoose."
"Swoose?"

"l can use that goblin's doubletalk, too. Vopishly woggle in the grand
foyer. So there."

"It's a language to them," Calderon said.
"Alexander's going to talk English. I've got my rights."

"Well, Bordent doesn't seem anxious to infringe on them. He said
Alexander needed a home environment."

"That's the only reason | haven't gone crazy," Myra said. "As long as
he... they... don't take our baby away from us--"



A week later it was thoroughly clear that Bordent had no intention of
encroaching on parental rights—-at least, any more than was
necessary, for two hours a day. During that period the four little men
fulfilled their orders by cramming Alexander with all the knowledge
his infantile but super brain could hold. They did not depend on
blocks or nursery rhymes or the abacus. Their weapons in the battle
were cryptic, futuristic, but effective. And they taught Alexander, there
was no doubt of that. As b-1 poured on a plant's roots forces growth,
so the vitamin teaching of the dwarfs soaked into Alexander, and his
potentially superhuman brain responded, expanding with brilliant,
erratic speed.

He had talked intelligibly on the fourth day. On the seventh day he
was easily able to hold conversations, though his baby muscles,
lingually undeveloped, tired easily. His cheeks were still sucking-
disks; he was not yet fully human, except in sporadic flashes. Yet
those flashes came oftener now, and closer together.

The carpet was a mess. The little men no longer took their
equipment back with them; they left it for Alexander to use. The infant
crept-he no longer bothered to walk much, for he could crawl with
more efficiency--among the Objects, selected some of them, and put
them together. Myra had gone out to shop. The little men wouldn't
show up for half an hour. Calderon, tired from his day's work at the
University, fingered a highball and looked at his offspring.

"Alexander," he said.

Alexander didn't answer. He fitted a gadget to a Thing, inserted it
peculiarly in a Something Else, and sat back with an air of
satisfaction. Then--"Yes?" he said. It wasn't perfect pronunciation,
but it was unmistakable. Alexander talked somewhat like a toothless
old man.



"What are you doing?" Calderon said.

"No."

"What's that?"

"No."

"No?"

"lunderstand it," Alexander said. "That's enough."

"I see." Calderon regarded the prodigy with faint apprehension. "You
don't want to tell me."

"No."
"Well, all right."

"Get me a drink," Alexander said. For a moment Calderon had a
mad idea that the infant was demanding a highball. Then he sighed,
rose, and returned with a bottle.

"Milk," Alexander said, refusing the potation.

"You said a drink. Water's a drink, isn't it?" My God, Calderon
thought, 'm arguing with the kid. I'm treating him like... like an adult.
But he isn't. He's a fat little baby squatting on his behind on the
carpet, playing with a tinkertoy.

The tinkertoy said something in a thin voice. Alexander murmured,
"Repeat." The tinkertoy did.

Calderon said, "What was that?"



"No."

"Nuts." Calderon went out to the kitchen and got milk. He poured
himself another shot. This was like having relatives drop in suddenly-
-relatives you hadn't seen for ten years. How the devil did you act
with a superchild?

He stayed in the kitchen, after supplying Alexander with his milk.
Presently Myra's key turned in the outer door. Her cry brought
Calderon hurrying.

Alexander was vomiting, with the air of a research man absorbed in
a fascinating phenomenon.

"Alexander!" Myra cried. "Darling, are you sick?"
"No," Alexander said. "I'm testing my regurgitative processes. | must
learn to control my digestive organs.”

Calderon leaned against the door, grinning crookedly. "Yeah. You'd
better start now, too."

"I'm finished," Alexander said. "Cleanit up."

Three days later the infant decided that his lungs needed developing.
He cried. He cried at all hours, with interesting variations--whoops,
squalls, wails, and high-pitched bellows. Nor would he stop till he
was satisfied. The neighbors complained. Myra said, "Darling, is
there a pin sticking you? Let me look--"

"Go away," Alexander said. "You're too warm. Open the window. |
want fresh air."

"Yes, d-darling. Of course." She came back to bed and Calderon put
his arm around her. He knew there would be shadows under her



eyes in the morning. In his crib Alexander cried on.

So it went. The four little men came daily and gave Alexander his
lessons. They were pleased with the infant's progress. They did not
complain when Alexander indulged in his idiosyncrasies, such as
batting them heavily on the nose or ripping their paper garments to
shreds. Bordent tapped his metal helmet and smiled triumphantly at
Calderon.

"He's coming along. He's developing.”
i

m wondering. What about discipline?"

Alexander looked up from his rapport with Quat. "Homo sap
discipline doesn't apply to me, Joseph Calderon."

"Don't call me Joseph Calderon. I'm your father, after all."

"A primitive biological necessity. You are sufficiently well developed
to provide the discipline | require. Your purpose is to give me
parental care."

"Which makes me an incubator," Calderon said.

"But a deified one," Bordent soothed him. "Practically a logos. The
father of the new race.”

"| feel more like Prometheus," the father of the new race said dourly.
"He was helpful, too. And he ended up with a vulture eating his liver."

"You will learn a great deal from Alexander."
"He says 'm incapable of understanding it."

"Well, aren't you?"



"Sure. I'm just the papa bird," Calderon said, and subsided into a
sad silence, watching Alexander, under Quat's tutelary eye, put
together a gadget of shimmering glass and twisted metal. Bordent
said suddenly. "Quat! Be careful of the egg!" And Finn seized a
bluish ovoid just before Alexander's chubby hand could grasp it.

"It isn't dangerous," Quat said. "It isn't connected."
"He might have connected it."
"l want that," Alexander said. "Give it to me."

"Not yet, Alexander," Bordent refused. "You must learn the correct
way of connecting it first. Otherwise it might harm you."

"l could do it."

"You are not logical enough to balance your capabilities and lacks as
yet. Later it will be safe. | think now, perhaps, a little philosophy,
Dobish--eh?"

Dobish squatted and went en rapport with Alexander. Myra came out
of the kitchen, took a quick look at the tableau, and retreated.
Calderon followed her out.

"I will never get used to it if | live a thousand years," she said with
slow emphasis, hacking at the doughy rim of a pie. "He's my baby
only when he's asleep.”

"We won't live a thousand years," Calderon told her. "Alexander will,
though. Iwish we could get a maid."

"| tried again today," Myra said wearily. "No use. They're all in war
plants. I mention a baby--"



"You can't do all this alone."

"You help," she said, "when you can. But you're working hard too,
fella. It won't be forever."

"l wonder if we had another baby... if--"
Her sober gaze met his. "l've wondered that, too. But | should think
mutations aren't as cheap as that. Once in a lifetime. Still, we don't

know."

"Well, it doesn't matter now, anyway. One infant's enough for the
moment."

Myra glanced toward the door. "Everything all right in there? Take a
look. I worry."

"It's all right.”

"l know, but that blue egg--Bordent said it was dangerous, you know.
I heard him."

Calderon peeped through the door-crack. The four dwarfs were
sitting facing Alexander, whose eyes were closed. Now they opened.
The infant scowled at Calderon.

"Stay out," he requested. "You're breaking the rapport.”

m so sorry," Calderon said, retreating. "He's o.k., Myra. His own
dictatorial little self."

"Well, he is a superman,” she said doubtfully.

"No. He's a super-baby. There's all the difference.”



"His latest trick," Myra said, busy with the oven, "is riddles. Or
something like riddles. | feel so small when he catches me up. But he
says it's good for his ego. It compensates for his physical frailness."

"Riddles, eh? | know a few too."
"They won't work on Alexander,” Myra said, with grim assurance.

Nor did they. "What goes up a chimney up?" was treated with the
contempt it deserved; Alexander examined his father's riddles,
turned them over in his logical mind, analyzed them for flaws in
semantics and logic, and rejected them. Or else he answered them,
with such fine accuracy that Calderon was too embarrassed to give
the correct answers. He was reduced to asking why a raven was like
a writing desk, and since not even the Mad Hatter had been able to
answer his own riddle, was slightly terrified to find himself listening to
a dissertation on comparative ornithology. After that, he let
Alexander needle him with infantile gags about the relations of
gamma rays to photons, and tried to be philosophical. There are few
things as irritating as a child's riddles. His mocking triumph
pulverizes itself into the dust in which you grovel.

"Oh, leave your father alone," Myra said, coming in with her hair
disarranged. "He's trying to read the paper.”

"That news is unimportant.”
"I'm reading the comics," Calderon said. "l want to see if the
Katzenjammers get even with the Captain for hanging them under a
waterfall."

"The formula for the humor of an incongruity predicament," Alexander
began learnedly, but Calderon disgustedly went into the bedroom,
where Myra joined him.



"He's asking me riddles again," she said. "Let's see what the
Katzenjammers did."

"You look rather miserable. Got a cold?"

m not wearing make-up. Alexander says the smell makes himill."
"So what? He's no petunia."

"Well," Myra said, "he does get ill. But of course he does it on
purpose.”

"Listen. There he goes again. What now?"

But Alexander merely wanted an audience. He had found a new way
of making imbecilic noises with his fingers and lips. At times the
child's normal phases were more trying than his super periods. After
a month had passed, however, Calderon felt that the worst was yet to
come. Alexander had progressed into fields of knowledge hitherto
untouched by homo sap, and he had developed a leechlike habit of
sucking his father's brains dry of every scrap of knowledge the
wretched man possessed.

It was the same with Myra. The world was indeed Alexander's oyster.
He had an insatiable curiosity about everything, and there was no
longer any privacy in the apartment. Calderon took to locking the
bedroom door against his son at night--Alexander's crib was now in
another room--but furious squalls might waken him at any hour.

In the midst of preparing dinner, Myra would be forced to stop and
explain the caloric mysteries of the oven to Alexander. He learned all
she knew, took a jump into more abstruse aspects of the matter, and
sneered at her ignorance. He found out Calderon was a physicist, a
fact which the man had hitherto kept carefully concealed, and



thereafter pumped his father dry. He asked questions about
geodetics and geopolitics. He inquired about monotremes and
monorails. He was curious about biremes and biology. And he was
skeptical, doubting the depth of his father's knowledge. "But," he
said, "you and Myra Calderon are my closest contacts with homo
sap as yet, and it's a beginning. Put out that cigarette. It isn't good for
my lungs."

"All right," Calderon said. He rose wearily, with his usual feeling
these days of being driven from room to room of the apartment, and
went in search of Myra. "Bordent's about due. We can go out
somewhere. o. k.?"

"Swell." She was at the mirror, fixing her hair, in a trice. "l need a
permanent. If | only had the time--1"

Il take off tomorrow and stay here. You need a rest."
"Darling, no. The exams are coming up. You simply can't do it."

Alexander yelled. It developed that he wanted his mother to sing for
him. He was curious about the tonal range of homo sap and the
probable emotional and soporific effect of lullabies. Calderon mixed
himself a drink, sat in the kitchen and smoked, and thought about the
glorious destiny of his son. When Myra stopped singing, he listened
for Alexander's wails, but there was no sound till a slightly hysterical
Myra burst in on him, dithering and wide-eyed.

"Joe!" She fell into Calderon's arms. "Quick, give me a drink or... or
hold me tight or something."

"What is it?" He thrust the bottle into her hands, went to the door, and
looked out. "Alexander? He's quiet. Eating candy.”

Mvyra didn't bother with a alass. The bottle's neck clicked against her



teéth. "Look at me. Just Iovok atme. 'ma mess."
"What happened?"”

"Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Alexander's turned into a black magician,
that's all." She dropped into a chair and passed a palm across her
forehead. "Do you know what that genius son of ours just did?"

"Bit you," Calderon hazarded, not doubting it for a minute.

"Worse, far worse. He started asking me for candy. | said there
wasn't any in the house. He told me to go down to the grocery for
some. | said I'd have to get dressed first, and | was too tired."

"Why didn't you ask me to go?"

"l didn't have the chance. Before | could say boo that infantile Merlin
waved a magic wand or something. I... | was down at the grocery.
Behind the candy counter.”

Calderon blinked. "Induced amnesia?"

"There wasn't any time-lapse. It was just phweet--and there | was. In
this rag of a dress, without a speck of makeup on, and my hair
coming down in tassels. Mrs. Busherman was there, too, buying a
chicken--that cat across the hall. She was kind enough to tell me |
ought to take more care of myself. Meow," Myra ended furiously.

"Good Lord."

"Teleportation. That's what Alexander says it is. Something new he's
picked up. 'm not going to stand for it, Joe. I'm not a rag doll, after
all." She was half hysterical.

Calderon went into the next room and stood regarding his child.



There was chocolate smeared around Alexander's mouth.
"Listen, wise guy," he said. "You leave your mother alone, hear me?"

"l didn't hurt her," the prodigy pointed out, in a blobby voice. "l was
simply being efficient.”

"Well, don't be so efficient. Where did you learn that trick, anyhow?"

"Teleportation? Quat showed me last night. He can't do it himself, but
I'm x Free super, so | can. The power isn't disciplined yet. If I'd tried to
teleport Myra Calderon over to Jersey, say, | might have dropped her
in the Hudson by mistake."

Calderon muttered something uncomplimentary. Alexander said, "Is
that an Anglo-Saxon derivative?"

"Never mind about that. You shouldn't have all that chocolate,
anyway. You'll make yourself sick. You've already made your mother
sick. And you nauseate me."

"Go away," Alexander said. "l want to concentrate on the taste."

"No. | said you'd make yourself sick. Chocolate's too rich for you.
Give it here. You've had enough." Calderon reached for the paper
sack. Alexander disappeared. In the kitchen Myra shrieked.

Calderon moaned despondently, and turned. As he had expected,
Alexander was in the kitchen, on top of the stove, hoggishly stuffing
candy into his mouth. Myra was concentrating on the bottle.

"What a household," Calderon said. "The baby teleporting himself all
over the apartment, you getting stewed in the kitchen, and me
heading for a nervous breakdown." He started to laugh. "o.k.,
Alexander. You can keep the candy. | know when to shorten my



defensive lines strategically.”

"Myra Calderon," Alexander said. "l want to go back into the other
room."

"Fly in," Calderon suggested. "Here, [l carry you."
"Not you. Her. She has a better rhythm when she walks."

"Staggers, you mean," Myra said, but she obediently put aside the
bottle, got up, and laid hold of Alexander. She went out. Calderon
was not much surprised to hear her scream a moment later. When
he joined the happy family, Myra was sitting on the floor, rubbing her
arms and biting her lips. Alexander was laughing.

"What now?"

"H-he sh-shocked me," Myra said in a child's voice. "He's like an
electric eel. He d-did it on purpose, too. Oh, Alexander, will you stop
laughing!"

"You fell down," the infant crowed in triumph. "You yelled and fell
down."

Calderon looked at Myra, and his mouth tightened. "Did you do that
on purpose?" he asked.

"Yes. She fell down. She looked funny."

"You're going to look a lot funnier in a minute. x Free super or not,
what you need is a good paddling.”

"Joe--" Myra said.

"Never mind. He's got to learn to be considerate of the rights of



others."

m homo superior,” Alexander said, with the air of one clinching an
argument.

"lt's homo posterior I'm going to deal with," Calderon announced,
and attempted to capture his son. There was a stinging blaze of
jolting nervous energy that blasted up through his synapses; he went
backwards ignominously, and slammed into the wall, cracking his
head hard against it. Alexander laughed like an idiot.

"You fell down, too," he crowed. "You look funny.”
"Joe," Myra said. "Joe. Are you hurt?"

Calderon said sourly that he supposed he'd survive. Though, he
added, it would probably be wise to lay in a few splints and a supply
of blood plasma. "In case he gets interested in vivisection.”

Myra regarded Alexander with troubled speculation. "You're kidding,
I hope."

"l hope so, too."
"Well--here's Bordent. Let's talk to him."

Calderon answered the door. The four litle men came in solemnly.
They wasted no time. They gathered about Alexander, unfolded fresh
apparatus from the recesses of their paper clothes, and set to work.
The infant said, "l teleported her about eight thousand feet."

"That far, eh?" Quat said. "Were you fatigued at all?"

"Not a bit."



Calderon dragged Bordent aside. "l want to talk to you. | think
Alexander needs a spanking.”

"By voraster!" the dwarf said, shocked. "But he's Alexander! He's x
Free type super!”

"Not yet. He's still a baby."

"But a superbaby. No, no, Joseph Calderon. | must tell you again that
disciplinary measures can be applied only by sufficiently intelligent
authorities.”

"“You?"

"Oh, not yet," Bordent said. "We don't want to overwork him. There's
a limit even to super brain power, especially in the very formative
period. He's got enough to do, and his attitudes for social contacts
won't need forming for a while yet."

Myra joined them. "l don't agree with you there. Like all babies, he's
antisocial. He may have superhuman powers but he's subhuman as
far as mental and emotional balance go."

"Yeah," Calderon agreed. "This business of giving us electric
shocks--"

"He's only playing," Bordent said.

"And teleportation. Suppose he teleports me to Times Square when
I'm taking a shower?"

"It's only his play. He's a baby still."

"But what about us?"



"You have the hereditary characteristic of parental tolerance,"
Bordent explained. "As | told you before, Alexander and his race are
the reason why tolerance was created in the first place. There's no
great need for it with homo sap. | mean there's a wide space
between normal tolerance and normal provocation. An ordinary baby
may try his parents severely for a few moments at a time, but that's
about all. The provocation is far too small to require the tremendous
store of tolerance the parents have. But with the x Free type, it's a
different matter.”

"There's a limit even to tolerance," Calderon said. "I'm wondering
about a creche."

Bordent shook his shiny metallic-sheathed head. "He needs you."
"But," Myra said, "but! Can't you give him just a little discipline?"

"Oh, it isn't necessary. His mind's still immature, and he must
concentrate on more important things. You'll tolerate him."

"lt's not as though he's our baby any more," she murmured. "He's not
Alexander."

"But he is. That's just it. He's Alexander!"
"Look, it's normal for a mother to want to hug her baby. But how can
she do that if she expects him to throw her halfway across the

room?"

Calderone was brooding. "Will he pick up more... more super
powers as he goes along?"

"Why, yes. Naturally."

"He's a menace to life and limb. | still say he needs discipline. Next



time Il wear rubber gloves."

"That won't help," Bordent said, frowning. "Besides, | must insist...
no, Joseph Calderon, it won't do. You mustn't interfere. You're not
capable of giving him the right sort of discipline--which he doesn't
need yet anyway."

"Just one spanking," Calderon said wistfully. "Not for revenge. Only
to show him he's got to consider the rights of others."

"He'll learn to consider the rights of other x Free supers. You must not
attempt anything of the sort. A spanking--even if you succeeded,
which is far from probable--might warp him psychologically. We are
his tutors, his mentors. We must protect him. You understand?"

"I think so," Calderon said slowly. "That's a threat."

"You are Alexander's parents, but it's Alexander who is important. If |
must apply disciplinary measures to you, | must."

"Oh, forget it," Myra sighed. "Joe, let's go out and walk in the park
while Bordent's here."

"Be back in two hours," the little man said. "Good-by."

As time went past, Calderon could not decide whether Alexander's
moronic phases or his periods of keen intelligence were more
irritating. The prodigy had learned new powers; the worst of that was
that Calderon never knew what to expect, or when some astounding
gag would be sprung on him. Such as the time when a mess of sticky
taffy had materialized in his bed, filched from the grocery by deft
teleportation. Alexander thought it was very funny. He laughed.

And, when Calderon refused to go to the store to buy candy because
he said he had no money--"Now don't try to teleport me. 'm broke."--



Alexander had utilized mental energy, warping gravity lines
shockingly. Calderon found himself hanging upside-down in midair,
being shaken, while loose coins cascaded out of his pocket. He
went after the candy.

Humor is a developed sense, stemming basically from cruelty. The
more primitive a mind, the less selectivity exists. A cannibal would
probably be profoundly amused by the squirmings of his victim in the
seething kettle. A man slips on a banana peel and breaks his back.
The adult stops laughing at that point, the child does not. And a
civilized ego finds embarrassment as acutely distressing as physical
pain. A baby, a child, a moron, is incapable of practicing empathy.
He cannot identify himself with another individual. He is regrettably
autistic; his own rules are arbitrary, and garbage strewn around the
bedroom was funny to neither Myra nor Calderon.

There was a little stranger in the house. Nobody rejoiced. Except
Alexander. He had a lot of fun.

"No privacy," Calderon said. "He materializes everywhere, at all
hours. Darling, I wish you'd see a doctor."

"What would he advise?" Myra asked. "Rest, that's all. Do you
realize it's been two months since Bordent took over?"

"And we've made marvelous progress," Bordent said, coming over
to them. Quat was en rapport with Alexander on the carpet, while the
other two dwarfs prepared the makings of a new gadget. "Or, rather,
Alexander has made remarkable progress.”

"We need a rest," Calderon growled. "If | lose my job, who'll support
that genius of yours?" Myra looked at her husband quickly, noting the
possessive pronoun he had used.



Bordent was concerned. "You are in difficulty?"

"The Dean's spoken to me once or twice. | can't control my classes
any more. I'm too irritable."

"You don't need to expend tolerance on your students. As for money,
we can keep you supplied. Il arrange to get some negotiable
currency for you."

"But | want to work. | like my job."
"Alexander is your job."

"I need a maid," Myra said, looking hopeless. "Can't you make me a
robot or something? Alexander scares every maid Ive ever
managed to hire. They won't stay a day in this madhouse."

"A mechanical intelligence would have a bad effect on Alexander,"
Bordent said. "No."

"l wish we could have guests in once in a while. Or go out visiting. Or
just be alone," Myra sighed.

"Some day Alexander will be mature, and you'll reap your reward.
The parents of Alexander. Did | ever tell you that we have images of
you two in the Great Fogy Hall?"

"They must look terrible," Calderon said. "l know we do now."
"Be patient. Consider the destiny of your son."

"l do. Often. But he gets a little wearing sometimes. That's quite an
understatement.”

"Which is where tolerance comes in," Bordent said. "Nature planned



well for the new race."
"Mm-m-m."

"He is working on sixth-dimensional abstractions now. Everything is
progressing beautifully.”

"Yeah," Calderon said. And he went away, muttering, to join Myra in
the kitchen.

Alexander worked with facility at his gadgets, his pudgy fingers
already stronger and surer. He still had an illicit passion for the blue
ovoid, but under Bordent's watchful eye he could use it only along the
restricted lines laid out by his mentors. When the lesson was
finished, Quat selected a few of the objects and locked them in a
cupboard, as was his custom. The rest he left on the carpet to
provide exercise for Alexander's ingenuity.

"He develops,” Bordent said. "Today we've made a great step.”

Myra and Calderon came in in time to hear this. "What goes?" he
asked.

"A psychic bloc-removal. Alexander will no longer need to sleep.”
"What?" Myra said.

"He won't require sleep. It's an artificial habit anyway. The super race
has no need of it."

"He won't sleep any more, eh?" Calderon said. He had grown a little
pale.

"Correct. He'll develop faster now, twice as fast."



At 3:30 a. m. Calderon and Myra lay in bed, wide awake, looking
through the open door in to the full blaze of light where Alexander
played. Seen there clearly, as if upon a lighted stage, he did not look
quite like himself any more. The difference was subtle, but it was
there. Under the golden down his head had changed shape slightly,
and there was a look of intelligence and purpose upon the blobby
features. It was not an attractive look. It didn't belong there. It made
Alexander look less like a super-baby than a debased oldster. All a
child's normal cruelty and selfishness--perfectly healthy, natural traits
in the developing infant--flickered across Alexander's face as he
played absorbedly with solid crystal blocks which he was fitting into
one another like a Chinese puzzle. It was quite a shocking face to
watch.

Calderon heard Myra sigh beside him.
"He isn't our Alexander any more," she said. "Not a bit."

Alexander glanced up and his face suddenly suffused. The look of
paradoxical age and degeneracy upon it vanished as he opened his
mouth and bawled with rage, tossing the blocks in all directions.
Calderon watched one roll through the bedroom door and come to
rest upon the carpet, spilling out of its solidity a cascade of smaller
and smaller solid blocks that tumbled winking toward him.
Alexander's cries filled the apartment. After a moment windows
began to slam across the court, and presently the phone rang.
Calderon reached for it, sighing.

When he hung up he looked across at Myra and grimaced. Above
the steady roars he said, "Well, we have notice to move."

Myra said, "Oh. Oh, well."

"That about covers it."



They were silent for a moment. Then Calderon said, "Nineteen years
more of it. | think we can expect about that. They did say he'd mature
at twenty, didn't they?"

"He'll be an orphan long before then," Myra groaned. "Oh, my head! |
think | caught cold when he teleported us up to the roof just before
dinner. Joe, do you suppose we're the first parents who ever got...
got caught like this?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, was there ever another super-baby before Alexander? It
does seem like a waste of a lot of tolerance if we're the first to need
it."

"We could use a lot more. We'll need a lot." He said nothing more for
awhile, but he lay there thinking and trying not to hear his super-
child's rhythmic howling. Tolerance. Every parent needed a great
deal of it. Every child was intolerable from time to time. The race had
certainly needed parental love in vast quantities to permit its infants
to survive. But no parents before had ever been tried consistently up
to the very last degree of tolerance. No parents before had ever had
to face twenty years of it, day and night, strained to the final notch.
Parental love is a great and all-encompassing emotion, but--

"lwonder," he said thoughtfully. "I wonder if we are the first."

Myra's speculations had been veering. "l suppose it's like tonsils and
appendix," she murmured. "They've outlived their use, but they still
hang on. This tolerance is vestigial in reverse. It's been hanging on
all these millenniums, waiting for Alexander."

"Maybe. | wonder-- Still, if there ever had been an Alexander before
now, we'd have heard of him. So--"



Myra rose on one elbow and looked at her husband. "You think so?"
she said softly. "I'm not so sure. | think it might have happened
before."

Alexander suddenly quieted. The apartment rang with silence for a
moment. Then a familiar voice, without words, spoke in both their
brains simultaneously.

"Get me some more milk. And | want it just warm, not hot."

Joe and Myra looked at one another again, speechless. Myra sighed
and pushed the covers back. "l go this time," she said. "Something
new, eh? |--"

"Don't dawdle," said the wordless voice, and Myra jumped and gave
a little shriek. Electricity crackled audibly through the room, and
Alexander's bawling laughter was heard through the doorway.

"He's about as civilized now as a well-trained monkey, | suppose,"
Joe remarked, getting out of bed. "Il go. You crawl back in. And in
another year he may reach the elevation of a bushman. After that, if
we're still alive, we'll have the pleasure of living with a super-powered
cannibal. Eventually he may work up to the level of practical joker.
That ought to be interesting." He went out, muttering to himself.

Ten minutes later, returning to bed, Joe found Myra clasping her
knees and looking into space.

"We aren't the first, Joe," she said, not glancing at him. "l've been
thinking. I'm pretty sure we aren't."

"But we've never heard of any supermen developing--"

She turned her head and gave him a long, thoughtful look. "No," she



said.
They were silent. Then, "Yes, | see what you mean," he nodded.

Something crashed in the living room. Alexander chuckled and the
sound of splintering wood was loud in the silence of the night.
Another window banged somewhere outside.

"There's a breaking point," Myra said quietly. "There's got to be."

"Saturation," Joe murmured. "Tolerance saturation--or something. It
could have happened.”

Alexander trundled into sight, clutching something blue. He sat down
and began to fiddle with bright wires. Myra rose suddenly.

"Joe, he's got that blue egg! He must have broken into the
cupboard."

Calderon said, "But Quat told him--"
"lt's dangerous!"

Alexander looked at them, grinned, and bent the wires into a cradle-
shape the size of the egg.

Calderon found himself out of bed and halfway to the door. He
stopped before he reached it. "You know," he said slowly, "he might
hurt himself with that thing."

"We'll have to get it away from him," Myra agreed, heaving herself up
with tired reluctance.

"Look at him," Calderon urged. "Just look."



Alexander was dealing competently with the wires, his hands
flickering into sight and out again as he balanced a tesseract
beneath the cradle. That curious veil of knowledge gave his chubby
face the debased look of senility which they had come to know so
well.

"This will go on and on, you know," Calderon murmured. "Tomorrow
he'll look a little less like himself than today. Next week--next month--
what will he be like in a year?"

"l know." Myra's voice was an echo. "Still, | suppose we'll have to--"
Her voice trailed to a halt. She stood barefoot beside her husband,
watching.

"l suppose the gadget will be finished," she said, "once he connects
up that last wire. We ought to take it away from him."

"Think we could?"
"We ought to try."

They looked at each other. Calderon said, "It looks like an Easter
egg. I never heard of an Easter egg hurting anybody."

"l suppose we're doing him a favor, really," Myra said in a low voice.
"A burnt child dreads the fire. Once a kid burns himself on a match,
he stays away from matches."

They stood in silence, watching.

It took Alexander about three more minutes to succeed in his design,
whatever it was. The results were phenomenally effective. There was
a flash of white light, a crackle of split air, and Alexander vanished in
the dazzle, leaving only a faint burnt smell behind him.



When the two could see again, they blinked distrustfully at the empty
place. "Teleportation?" Myra whispered dazedly.

"Il make sure." Calderon crossed the floor and stood looking down
at a damp spot on the carpet, with Alexander's shoes in it. He said,
"No. Not teleportation." Then he took a long breath. "He's gone, all
right. So he never grew up and sent Bordent back in time to move in
on us. It never happened.”

"We weren't the first," Myra said in an unsteady, bemused voice.
"There's a breaking point, that's all. How sorry | feel for the first
parents who don't reach it!"

She turned away suddenly, but not so suddenly that he could not see
she was crying. He hesitated, watching the door. He thought he had
better not follow her just yet.



Dust of the Gods

Published in Weird Tales, Vol. 24, No. 2 (August 1934).
"Pass the whisky, N.W.," said Yarol the Venusian persuasively.

Northwest Smith shook the black bottle of Venusian segir whisky
tentatively, evoked a slight gurgle, and reached for his friend's glass.
Under the Venusian's jealous dark gaze he measured out exactly half
of the red liquid. It was not very much.

Yarol regarded his share of the drink disconsolately.

"Broke again," he murmured. "And me so thirsty." His glance of
cherubic innocence flashed along the temptingly laden counters of
the Martian saloon wherein they sat. His face with its look of holy
innocence turned to Smith's, the wise black gaze meeting the
Earthman's pale-steel look questioningly. Yarol lifted an arched brow.

"How about it?" he suggested delicately. "Mars owes us a drink
anyhow, and | just had my heat-gun recharged this morning. | think we
could get away with it."

Under the table he laid a hopeful hand on his gun. Smith grinned and
shook his head.

"Too many customers,” he said. "And you ought to know better than
to start anything here. Itisn't healthful."

Yarol shrugged resigned shoulders and drained his glass with a
gulp.

"Now what?" he demanded.



"Well, look around. See anyone here you know? We're open for
business--any kind."

Yarol twirled his glass wistfully and studied the crowded room from
under his lashes. With those lashes lowered he might have passed
for a choir boy in any of Earth's cathedrals. But too dark a knowledge
looked out when they rose for that illusion to continue long.

It was a motley crowd the weary black gaze scrutinized--hard-faced
Earthmen in space-sailors'leather, sleek Venusians with their
sidelong, dangerous eyes, Martian drylanders muttering the
blasphemous gutturals of their language, a sprinkling of outlanders
and half-brutes from the wide-flung borders of civilization. Yarol's
eyes returned to the dark, scarred face across the table. He met the
pallor of Smith's no-colored gaze and shrugged.

"No one who'd buy us a drink," he sighed. "l've seen one or two of
‘em before, though. Take those two space-rats at the next table: the
little rca-faced Earthman--the one looking over his shoulder--and the
drylander with an eye gone. See? I've heard they're hunters."

"What for?"

Yarol lifted his shoulders in the expressive Venusian shrug. His
brows rose too, quizzically.

"No one knows what they hunt--but they run together."

"Hm-m." Smith turned a speculative stare toward the neighboring
table. "They look more hunted than hunting, if you ask me."

Yarol nodded. The two seemed to share one fear between them, if
over-the-shoulder glances and restless eyes spoke truly. They
huddled together above their segir glasses, and though they had the
faces of hard men, inured to the space-way danagers. the look on



those faces was curiously compounded of many unpleasant things
underlying a frank, un-reasoning alarm. It was a look Smith could not
quite fathom--a haunted, uneasy dread with nameless things behind
it.

"They do look as if Black Pharol were one jump behind," said Yarol.
"Funny, too. I've always heard they were pretty tough, both of 'em.
You have to be in their profession."

Said a husky half-whisper in their very ears,
"Perhaps they found what they were hunting."

It produced an electric stiliness. Smith moved almost imperceptibly
sidewise in his chair, the better to clear his gun, and Yarol's slim
fingers hovered above his hip. They turned expressionless faces
toward the speaker.

Alittle man sitting alone at the next table had bent forward to fix them
with a particularly bright stare. They met his in silence, hostile and
waiting, until the husky half-whisper spoke again.

"May | join you? | couldn't help overhearing that--that you were open
for business."

Without expression Smith's colorless eyes summed up the speaker,
and a puzzlement clouded their paleness, as he looked. Rarely does
one meet a man whose origin and race are not apparent even upon
close scrutiny. Yet here was one whom he could not classify: Under
the deep burn of the man's skin might be concealed a fair Venusian
pallor or an Earthman bronze, canal-Martian rosiness or even a
leathery dryland hide. His dark eyes could have belonged to any
race, and his husky whisper, fluent in the jargon of the spaceman,
effectively disguised its origin. Little and unobtrusive, he might have



passed for native on any of the three planets.

Smith's scarred, impassive face did not change as he looked, but
after a long moment of scrutiny he said, "Pull up," and then bit off the
words as if he had said too much.

The brevity must have pleased the little man, for he smiled as he
complied, meeting the passively hostile stare of the two without
embarrassment. He folded his arms on the table and leaned forward.
The husky voice began without preamble,

"| can offer you employment--if you're not afraid. lt's dangerous work,
but the pay's good enough to make up for it--if you're not afraid.”

"What s it?"

"Work they--those two--failed at. They were--hunters--until they found
what they hunted. Look at them now."

Smith's no-colored eyes did not swerve from the speaker's face, but
he nodded. No need to look again upon the fear-ridden faces of the
neighboring pair. He understood.

"What's the job?" he asked.

The little man hitched his chair closer and sent a glance round the
room from under lowered lids. He scanned the faces of his two
companions half doubtfully. He said, "There have been many gods
since time's beginning," then paused and peered dubiously into
Smith's face.

Northwest nodded briefly. "Go on," he said.

Reassured, the little man took up his tale, and before he had gone
far enthusiasm drowned out the doubtfulness in his husky voice, and



a tinge of fanaticism crept in.

"There were gods who were old when Mars was a green planet, and
a verdant moon circled an Earth blue with steaming seas, and
Venus, molten-hot, swung round a younger sun. Another world circled
in space then, between Mars and Jupiter where its fragments, the
planetoids, now are. You will have heard rumors of it--they persist in
the legends of every planet. It was a mighty, world, rich and beautiful,
peopled by the ancestors in mankind. And on that world dwelt a
mighty Three in a temple of crystal, served by strange slaves and
worshipped by a world. They were not wholly abstract, as most
modern gods have become. Some say they were from beyond, and
real, in their way, as flesh and blood.

"Those three gods were the origin and beginning of all other gods
that mankind has known. All modern gods are echoes of them, in a
world that has forgotten the very name of the Lost Planet. Saig they
called one, and Lsa was the second. You will never have heard of
them--they died before your world's hot seas had cooled. No man
knows how they vanished, or why, and no trace of them is left
anywhere in the universe we know. But there was a Third--a mighty
Third set above these two and ruling the Lost Planet; so mighty a
Third that even today, unthinkably long afterward, his name has not
died from the lips of man. It has become a byword now--his name;
that once no living man dared utter! | heard you call upon him not ten
minutes past--Black Pharol!"

His husky voice sank to a quiver as it spoke the hackneyed name.
Yarol gave a sudden snort of laughter, quickly hushed, and said,
"Pharol! Why--"

"Yes, | know. Pharol, today, means unmentionable rites to an ancient
no-god of utter darkness. Pharol has tunk so low that his very name
denotes nothingness. But in other days--ah, in other days! Black



Pharol has not always been a blur of dark worshipped with
obscenity. In other days men knew what things that darkness hid, nor
dared pronounce the name you laugh at, lest unwittingly they stumble
upon that secret twist of its inflection which opens the door upon the
dark that is Pharol. Men have been engulfed before now in that utter
blackness of the god, and in that dark have seen fearful things. |
know"--the raw voice trailed away into a murmur--"such fearful things
that a man might scream his throat hoarse and never speak again
above a whisper...."

Smith's eyes flicked Yarol's. The husky murmur went on after a
moment.

"So you see the old gods have not died utterly. They can never die
as we know death: they come from too far Beyond to know either
death or life as we do. They came from so very far that to touch us at
all they had to take a visible form among mankind--to incarnate
themselves in a material body through which, as through a door, they
might reach out and touch the bodies and minds of men. The form
they chose does not matter now--1 do not know it. It was a material
thing, and it has gone to dust so long ago that the very memory of its
shape has vanished from the minds of men. But that dust still exists.
Do you hear me? That dust which was once the first and the greatest
of all gods, still exists! It was that which those men hunted. It was that
they found, and fled in deadly terror of what they saw there. You look

to be made of firmer stuff. Will you take up the search where they left
it?"

Smith's pale stare met Yarol's black one across the table. Silence
hung between them for a moment. Then Smith said,

"Any objection to us having a little talk with those two over there?"

"None at all," answered the hoarse whisper promptly. "Go now, if you



like."

Smith rose without further words. Yarol pushed back his chair
noiselessly and followed him. They crossed the floor with the
spaceman's peculiar, shifting walk and slid into opposite chairs
between the huddling two.

The effect was startling. The Earthman jerked convulsively and turned
a pasty face, eloquent with alarm, toward the interruption. The
drylander stared from Smith's face to Yarol's in dumb terror. Neither
spoke.

"Know that fellow over there?" inquired Smith abruptly, jerking his
head toward the table they had quitted..

After a moment's hesitation the two heads turned as one. When they
faced around again the terror on the Earthman's face was giving way
to a dawning comprehension. He said from a dry throat, "He--he's
hiring you, eh?"

Smith nodded. The Earthman's face crumpled into terror again and
he cried,

"Don't do it. For God's sake, you don't know!"
"Know what?"

The man glanced furtively round the room and licked his lips
uncertainly. A curious play of conflicting emotions flickered across
his face.

"Dangerous--" he mumbled. "Better leave well enough alone. We
found that out.”

"What happened?"



The Earthman stretched out a shaking hand for the segir bottle and
poured a brimming glass. He drained it before he spoke, and the
incoherence of his speech may have been due to the glasses that
had preceded it.

"We went up toward the polar mountains, where he said. Weeks... it
was cold. The nights get dark up there... dark. Went into the cave that
goes through the mountain--a long way.... Then our lights went out--
full-charged batteries in new super-Tomlinson tubes, but they went
out like candles, and in the dark--in the dark the white thing came...."

A shudder went over him strongly. He reached out shaking hands for
the segir bottle and poured another glass, the rim clicking against his
teeth as he drank. Then he set down the glass hard and said
violently,

"That's all. We left. Don't remember a thing about getting out--or
much more than starving and freezing in the saltlands for a long time.
Our supplies ran low--hadn't been for him"--nodding across the table-
-"we'd both have died. Don't know how we did get out finally--but
we're out, understand? Out! Nothing could hire us to go back--we've
seen enough. There's something about it that--that makes your head
ache--we saw... never mind. But--"

He beckoned Smith closer and sank his voice to a whisper. His eyes
rolled fearfully.

"lt's after us. Don't ask me what... | don't know. But--feel it in the dark,
watching--watching in the dark...."

The voice sank to a mumble and he reached again for the segir
bottle.

"lt's here now--waiting--if the lights go out--watching--mustn't let the



lights go out--more segir."

The bottle clinked on the glass-rim, the voice trailed away into
drunken mutterings.

Smith pushed back his chair and nodded to Yarol. The two at the
table did not seem to notice their departure. The drylander was
clutching the segir bottle in turn and pouring out red liquid without
watching the glass--an apprehensive one-eyed stare turned across
his shoulder.

Smith laid a hand on his companion's shoulder and drew him across
the room toward the bar. Yarol scowled at the approaching bartender
and suggested,

"Suppose we get an advance for drinks, anyhow."
"Are we taking it?"
"Well, what d'you think?"

"lt's dangerous; You know, there's something worse than whisky
wrong with those two. Did you notice the Earthman's eyes?"

"Whites showed all around," nodded Yarol. "I've seen madmen look
like that."

"l thought of that, too. He was drunk, of course, and probably wouldn't
be so wild-sounding, sober--but from the looks of him he'll never be
sober again till he dies. No use trying to find out anything more from
him. And the other--well, did you ever try to find out anything from a
drylander? Even a sober one?"

Yarol lifted expressive shoulders. "l know. If we go into this, we go
blind. Never dig any more out of those drunks. But something



certainly scared them."

"And yet, "said Smith, "I'd like to know more about this. Dust of the
gods--and all that. Interesting. Just what does he want with this dust,
anyhow?"

"Did you believe that yarn?"

"Don't know--I've come across some pretty funny things here and
there. He does ~t half-cracked, of course, but--well, those fellows
back there certainly found something out of the ordinary, and they
didn't go all the way at that."

"Well, if he'll buy us a drink | say let's take the job, "said Yarol. "I'd as
soon be scared to death later as die of thirst now. What do you say?"

"Good enough," shrugged Smith. "I'm thirsty, too."

The little man looked up hopefully as they reseated themselves at the
table.

"If we can come to terms," said Smith, "we'll take it. And if you can
give us some idea of what we're looking for, and why."

"The dust of Pharol," said the husky voice impatiently. "I told you
that."

"What d'you want with it?"

The little bright eyes stared suspiciously across the table into Smith's
calm gaze.

"What business is it of yours?"

"We're risking our necks for it, aren't we?"



Again the bright, small eyes bored into the Earthman's. The husky
voice fell lower, to the very echo of a whisper, and he said, secretly,
"Il tell you, then. After all, why not? You don't know how to use it--it's
of no value to anyone but me. Listen, then--I told you that the Three
incarnated themselves into a material form to use as a door through
which they could reach humanity. They had to do it, but it was a door
that opened both ways--through it, if one dared, man could reach the
Three. No one dared in those days--the power beyond was too
terrible. It would have been like walking straight through a gateway
into hell. But time has passed since then. The gods have drawn away
from humanity into farther realms. The terror that was Pharol is only
an echo in a forgetful world. The spirit of the god has gone--but not
wholly. While any remnant of that shape which was once incarnate
Pharol exists, Pharol can be reached. For the man who could lay
hands on that dusk, knowing the requisite rites and formulae, all
knowledge, all power would lie open like a book. To enslave a god!"

The raw whisper rasped to a crescendo; fanatic lights flared in the
small, bright eyes. He had forgotten them entirely--his piercing stare
fixed on some shining future, and his hands on the table clenched
into white-knuckled fists.

Smith and Yarol exchanged dubious glances. Obviously the man was
mad....

"Fifty thousand dollars to your account in any bank you choose," the
hoarse voice, eminently sane, broke in abruptly upon their dubiety.
"All expenses, of course, will be paid. Il give you charts and tell you
all know about how to get there. When can you start?"

Smith grinned. Touched the man might be, but just then Smith would
have stormed the gates of hell, at any madman's request, for fifty
thousand Earth dollars.



"Right now,"he said laconically. "Let's go."
Il

Northward over the great curve of Mars, red slag and red dust and
the reddish, low-lying dryland vegetation gave way to the saltlands
around the Pole. Scrub grows there, and sparse, coarse grass, and
the snow that falls by night lies all the cold, thin day among the tough
grass-roots and on the hillocks of the dry salt soil.

"Of all the God-forsaken countries," said Northwest Smith, looking
down from his pilot seat at the gray lands slipping past under the
speed of their plane, "this must be the worst. I'd sooner live on Luna
or one of the asteroids."

Yarol tilted the segir bottle to his lips and evoked an eloquent gurgle
from its depths.

"Five days of flying over this scenery would give anyone the jitters,”
he pronounced. "I'd never have thought I'd be glad to see a mountain
range as ugly as that, but it looks like Paradise now," and he nodded
toward the black, jagged slopes of the polar mountains that marked
their journey's end so far as flying was concerned; for despite their
great antiquity the peaks were jagged and rough as mountains new-
wrenched from a heaving world.

Smith brought the plane down at the foot of the rising black slopes.
There was a triangular gap there with a streak of white down its side,
a landmark he had been watching for, and the plane slid quietly into
the shelter to lie protected under the shelving rock. From here
progress must be made afoot and painfully through the mountains.
Thete was no landing-place any nearer their goal than this. Yet in
measure of distance they had not far to go.



The two climbed stiffly out. Smith stretched his long legs and sniffed
the air. It was bitterly cold, and tinged with that nameless, dry salt
smell of eon-dead seas which is encountered nowhere in the known
universe save in the northern saltiands of Mars. He faced the
mountains doubtfully. From their beginnings here, he knew, they
rolled away, jagged and black and deadly, to the very Pole. Snow lay
thickly upon them in the brief Martian winter, unmarked by any track
until it melted for the canals, carving deeper runnels into the already
jig-sawed peaks.

Once in the very long-past days, so the little whispering fanatic had
said, Mars was a green world. Seas had spread here, lapping the
feet of gentler mountains, and in the slopes of those hills a mighty city
once lay--a nameless city, so far as the present generations of man
remembered, and a name-less star shone down upon it from a spot
in the heavens now empty--the Lost Planet, shining on a lost city. The
dwellers there must have seen the catastrophe which blasted that
sister planet from the face of the sky. And if the little man were right,
the gods of that Lost Planet had been saved from the wreckage and
spirited across the void to a dwelling-place in this greatly honored
city of the mountains that is not even a memory today.

And time passed, so the story went. The city aged--the gods aged--
the planet aged. At last, in some terrible catastrophe, the planet
heaved under the city's foundations, the mountains shook it into ruins
and folded themselves into new and dreadful shapes. The seas
receded, the fertile soil sluffed away from the rocks and time
swallowed up the very memory of that city which once had been the
dwelling-place of gods--which was still, so the hoarse whisper had
told them, the dwelling-place of gods.

"Must have been right around here somewhere," said Smith, "that
those two found the cave."



"Out around the slope to the left," agreed Yarol. "Let's go." He
squinted up at the feeble sun. "Not very long past dawn. We ought to
be back again by dark if things go right."

They left the ship in its shelter and struck out across the salt drylands,
the harsh scrub brushing about their knees and their breath clouding
the thin air as they advanced. The slope curved away to the left,
rising in rapid ascent to black peaks that were unscalable and
forbidding. The only hope of penetrating that wall lay in finding the
cavern that their predecessors had fled... and in that cavern- Smith
loosened the heat-gun in its holster at his side.

They had plodded for fifteen minutes through the scrub, dry snow
rising under their feet and the harsh salt air frosting their breath,
before the mouth of the cave they were hunting appeared darkly
under the overhanging rock they had been told of.

The two peered in doubtfully. That jagged floor might never have
known the tread of human feet, so far as one might know by the look
of it. Powdered snow lay undisturbed in the deep crannies, and
daylight did not penetrate very far into the forbidding dark beyond.
Smith drew his gun, took a deep breath and plunged into the
blackness and the cold, with Yarol at his heels.

It was like leaving everything human and alive for some frosty limbo
that had never known life. The cold struck sharply through their
leather garments. They took out their Tomlinson tubes before they
had gone more than twenty paces, and the twin beams illumined a
scene of utter desolation, more dead than death, for it seemed never
to have known life.-

For perhaps fifteen minutes they stumbled through the cold dark.
Smith kept his beam focused on the floor beneath them; Yarol's
roved the walls and pierced the blackness ahead. Rough walls and



ragged ceiling and teeth of broken stone projecting from the floor to
slash at their boots--no sound but their footsteps, nothing but the
dark and the frost and the silence. Then Yarol said, "lt's foggy in
here," and something clouded the clear beams of the lights for an
instant; then darkness folded round them as suddenly and completely
as the folds of a cloak.

Smith stopped dead-still, tense and listening. No sound. He felt the
lens of his light-tube and knew that it still burned--it was warm, and
the faint vibration under the glass told him that the tubes still
functioned. But something intangible and strange blotted it out at the
source... a thick, stifing blackness that seemed to muffle their
senses. It was like a bandage over the eyes— Smith, holding the
burning light-lens to his eyes, could not detect even its outline in that
all-cloaking dark.

For perhaps five minutes that dead blackness held them. Vaguely
they knew what to expect, but when it came, the shock of it took their
breath away. There was no sound, but quite suddenly around a bend
of the cavern came a figure of utter whiteness, seen at first
fragmentarily through a screen of rock-toothed jags, then floating full
into view against the background of the dark. Smith thought he had
never seen whiteness before until his incredulous eyes beheld this
creature--if creature it could be. Somehow he thought it must be
partly below the level of the floor along which it moved; for though in
that blind black he had no way of gauging elevation, it seemed to him
that the apparition, moving with an effortless glide, advanced
unopposed through the solid rock of the floor. And it was whiter than
anything living or dead had ever been before--so white that it
sickened him, somehow, and the flesh crept along his spine. Like a
cut-out figure of paper, it blazed against the flat black beyond. The
dark did not affect it, no shadows lay upon its surface; in two arbitrary
dimensions only, blind white superimposed upon blind dark, it



floated toward them. And it was tall, and somehow man-formed, but
of no shape that words could describe.

Smith heard Yarol catch his breath in a gasp behind him. He heard
no other sound, though the whiteness floated swiftly forward through
the rocky floor. He was sure of that now--a part of it extended farther
down than his feet, and they were planted upon solid rock. And
though his skin crawled with unreasoning terror, and the hair on his
neck prickled with the weird, impossible approach of the impossible
thing, he kept his head enough to see that it was apparently solid, yet
somehow milkily translucent; that it had form and depth, though no
shadows of that darkness lay upon it; that from where no face should
have been a blind, eyeless visage fronted him impassively. It was
very close now, and though the extremities of it trailed below the floor
line, its height lifted far above his head.

And a nameless, blind force beat out from it and assailed him, a
force that somehow seemed to be driving him into unnamable
things--an urge to madness, beating at his brain with the reasonless
buffeting of insanity, but a wilder, more incomprehensible insanity
than the sane mind could understand.

Something frantic within him clamored for instant, head-long flight--
he heard Yarol's breathing panicky behind him and knew that he too
wavered on the verge of bolting--but something insistent at the roots
of his brain held him firm before the whiteness bearing down in its
aura of madness--something that denied the peril, that hinted at
solution.

Scarcely realizing that he had moved, he found the heatgun in his
hand, and on a sudden impulse jerked his arm up and sent a long,
blue-hot streamer of flame straight at the advancing apparition. For
the briefest of instants the blue dazzle flashed a light-blade through
the dark. It struck the floating whiteness full--vanished--Smith heard a



faint crackle of sparks on the invisible floor beyond and knew that it
had passed through the creature without meeting resistance. And in
that flashing second while the blue gaze split the thickness of the
dark he saw it shine luridly upon a splinter of rock in its path, but not
upon the white figure. No blaze of blueness affected the deathly
pallor of it-he had a sudden conviction that though a galaxy of
colored lights were played upon it no faintest hint of color could ever
tinge it with any of man's hues. Fighting the waves of madness that
buffeted at his brain, he realized painfully that it must be beyond the
reach of men--and therefore-- He laughed unsteadily and holstered
his gun.

"Come on," he yelled to Yarol, reaching out blindly to grasp his
comrade's arm, and--suppressing a tingle of terror--plunged straight
through that towering horror.

There was an instant of blaze and blinding whiteness, a moment of
turmoil while dizziness swirled round him and the floor rocked under
his feet and a maelstrom of mad impulses battered through his brain;
then everything was black again and he was plunging recklessly
ahead through the dark, dragging a limply acquiescent Yarol behind
him.

After a while of stumbling progress, punctuated with falls, while the
white horror dropped away behind them, not following, though the
muffling dark still sealed their eyes--the almost forgotten light in
Smith's hand suddenly blazed forth again. In its light he faced Yarol,
blinking at the abrupt illumination. The Venusian's face was a mask
of question, his black eyes bright with inquiry.

"What happened? What was it? How did you--how could we--"

"It can't have been real," said Smith with a shaky grin. "I mean, not
material in the sense that we know. Looked awful enough, but--well,



there were too many things about it that didn't hitch up. Notice how it
seemed to trail through the solid floor? And neither light nor dark
affected it--it had no shadows, even in that blackness, and the flash
of my gun didn't even give it a blue tinge. Then | remembered what
that little fellow had told us about his three gods: that, though they had
real existence, it was on such a widely different plane from ours that
they couldn't touch us except by providing themselves with a material
body. | think this thing was like that also: visible, but too other-
dimensional to reach us except through sight. And when | saw that
the floor didn't offer any resistance to it | thought that maybe,
conversely, it wouldn't affect us either. And it didn't. We're through."

Yarol drew a deep breath.

"The master-mind," he gibed affectionately. "Wonder if anyone else
ever figured that out, or are we the first to get through?" .

"Don't know. Don't get the idea it was just a scarecrow, though. |
think we moved none too soon. A minute or two longer and--and--I
felt as if someone were stirring my brains with a stick. Nothing
seemed--right. | think | know now what was wrong with those other
two--they waited too long before they ran. Good thing we moved
when we did."

"But what about that darkness?"

"l suppose we'll never really know. Must have had some relation to
the other--the white thing, possibly some force or element out of that
other dimension; because just as dark couldn't touch the whiteness
of that thing, so light had no effect on the dark. | got the impression,
somehow, that the dark space is a fixed area there, as if a section
out of the other world has been set down in the cave, for the white
thing to roam about in—-a bather of blackness across the way. And |
don't suppose that it can move outside the darkness. But | may be



wrong--let's go!"
"Right behind you!" said Yarol. "Get along."

The cave extended for another fifteen-minute walk, cold and silent
and viciously rough underfoot, but no further mishap broke the
journey. Tomlinson lights gleaming, they traversed it, and the glow of
cold day at the far end looked like the gleam of paradise after that
journey through the heart of the dead rock.

They looked-out upon the ruins of that city where once the gods had
dwelt--jagged rock, great splintered teeth of stone upflung, the bare
black mountainside folded and tortured into wild shapes of
desolation. Here and there, buried in the debris of ages, lay huge
six-foot blocks of hewn stone, the only reminder that here had stood
Mars'holiest city, once, very long ago.

After five minutes of search Smith's eyes finally located the outline of
what might, millions of years ago, have been a street. It led strait
away from the slope at the cave-mouth, and the blocks of hewn
stone, the crevices and folded ruins of eaithquake choked it, but the
course it once had run was not entirely obliterated even yet. Palaces
and temples must have lined it once. There was no trace of them
now save in the blocks of marble lying shattered among the broken
stones.

Time had erased the city from the face of Mars almost as completely
as from the memories of man. Yet the trace of this one street was all
they needed now to guide them.

The going was rough. Once down among the ruins it was difficult to
keep in the track, and for almost an hour they clambered over broken
rock and jagged spikes of stone, leaping the crevices, skirting great
mounds of ruin. Both were scratched and breathless by the time they



came to the first landmark they recognized--a black, leaning needle
of stone, half buried in fragments of broken marble. Just beyond it lay
two blocks of stone, one upon the other, perhaps the only two in the
whole vast ruin which still stood as the hands of man had laid them
hundreds of centuries ago.

Smith paused beside them and looked at Yarol, breathing a little
heavily from exertion.

"Here itis," he said. "The old boy was telling the truth after all."

"So far," amended Yarol dubiously, drawing his heat-gun. "Well, we'll
see."

The blue pencil of flame hissed from the gun's muzzle to splatter
along the crack between the stones. Very slowly Yarol traced that
line, and in spite of himself excitement quickened within him. Two-
thirds of the way along the line the flame suddenly ceased to spatter
and bit deep. A blackening hole appeared in the stone. It widened
swiftly, and smoke rose, and there came a sound of protesting rock
wrenched from its bed of eons as the upper stone slowly ground half
around on the lower, tottered a moment and then fell.

The lower stone was hollow. The two bent over curiously, peering
down. A tiny breath of unutterable antiquity rose in their faces out of
that darkness, a little breeze from a million years ago. Smith flashed
his light-tube downward and saw level stone a dozen feet below. The
breeze was stronger now, and dust danced up the shaft from the
mysterious depths--dust that had lain there undisturbed for
unthinkably long ages.-

"We'll give it awhile to air out,” said Smith, switching off his light.
"Must be plenty of ventilation, to judge from that breeze; and the dust
will probably blow away before long. We can be rigging up some sort



of ladder while we wait."

By the time a knotted rope had been prepared and anchored about
a near-by needle of rock the little wind was blowing cleanly up the
shaft, still laden with that indefinable odor of ages, but breathable.
Smith swung over first, lowering himself cautiously until his feet
touched the stone. Yarol, when he came down, found him swinging
the Tomlinson-beam about a scene of utter lifelessness. A
passageway stretched before them, smoothly polished as to walls
and ceiling, with curious, unheard-of-frescoes limned in dim colors
under the glaze. Antiquity hung, almost tangibly in the air. The little
breeze that brushed past their faces seemed sacrilegiously alive in
this tomb of dead dynasties.

That glazed and patterned passageway led downward into the dark.
They followed it dubiously, feet stirring in the dust of a dead race,
light-beams violating the million-years night of the underground.
Before they had gone very far the circle of light from the shaft
disappeared from sight beyond the up-sloping floor behind them,
and they walked through antiquity with nothing but the tiny, constant
breeze upon their faces to remind them of the world above.

They walked a very long way. There was no subterfuge about the
passage, no attempt to confuse the traveler. No other halls opened
from it-—it led straight forward and down through the stillness, the
dark, the odor of very ancient death. And when at long last they
reached the end, they had passed no other corridor-mouth, no other
openings at all save the tiny ventilation holes at intervals along the
ceiling.

At the end of that passage a curving wall of rough, un-worked stone
bulged like the segment of a sphere, closing the corridor. It was a
different stone entirely from that under the patterned glaze of the way
along which they had come. In the light of their Tomlinson-tubes they



saw a stone door set flush with the slightly bulging wall that held it.
And in the door's very center a symbol was cut deep and vehement
and black against the gray background. Yarol, seeing it, caught his
breath.

"Do you know that sign?" he said softly, his voice reverberating in the
stillness of the underground, and echoes whispered behind him
down the darkness, "---know that sign... know that sign?"---

"l can guess," murmured Smith, playing his light on the black outline
ofit.

"The symbol of Pharol," said the Venusian in a near-whisper, but the
echoes caught it and rolled back along the passage in diminishing
undertones, "--Pharol... Pharol... Pharol!"

"I saw it once carved in the rock of an asteroid," whispered Yarol.
"Just a bare little fragment of dead stone whirling around and around
through space. There was one smooth surface on it, and this same
sign was cut there. The Lost Planet must really have existed, N.W.,
and that must have been a part of it once, with the god's name cut so
deep that even the explosion of a world couldn't wipe it out.”

Smith drew his gun. "We'll soon know," he said. "This will probably
fall, so stand back."

The blue pencil of heat traced the door's edges, spattering against
the stone as Yarol's had in the city above. And as before, in its
course it encountered the weak place in the molding and the fire bit
deep. The door trembled as Smith held the beam steady; it uttered
an ominous creaking and began slowly to tilt outward at the top.
Smith snapped off his gun and leaped backward, as the great stone
slab tottered outward and fell. The mighty crash of it reverberated
through the dark, and the concussion of its fall shook the solid floor



and flung both men staggering against the wall.

They reeled to their feet again, shielding blinded eyes from the
torrent of radiance that poured forth out of the doorway. It was a rich,
golden light, somehow thick, yet clear, and they saw almost
immediately, as their eyes became accustomed to the sudden
change from darkness, that it was like no light they had ever known
before. Tangibly it poured past them down the corridor in hurrying
waves that lapped one another and piled up and flowed as a gas
might have done. It was light which had an unnamable body to it, a
physical, palpable body which yet did not affect the air they breathed.

They walked forward into a sea of radiance, and that curious light
actually eddied about their feet, rippling away from the forward
motion of their bodies as water might have done. Widening circles
spread away through the air as they advanced, breaking soundlessly
against the wall, and behind them a trail of bright streaks steamed
away like the wake of a ship in water.

Through the deeps of that rippling light they walked a passage hewn
from ragged stone, a different stone from that of the outer corridor,
and somehow older. Tiny speckles of brightness glinted now and
again on the rough walls, and neither could remember ever having
seen just such mottled, bright-flecked rock before.

"Do you know what | think this is?" demanded Smith suddenly, after
a few minutes of silent progress over the uneven floor. "An asteroid!
That rough wall bulging into the corridor outside was the outer part of
it. Remember, the three gods were supposed to have been carried
away from the catastrophe on the other world and brought here. Well,
Il bet that's how it was managed--a fragment of that planet,
enclosing a room, possibly, where the gods'images stood, was
somehow detached from the Lost Planet and hurled across space to
Mars. Must have buried itself in the ground here, and the people of



this city tunneled in to it and built a temple over the spot. No other
way, you see, to account for that protruding wall and the peculiar
formation of this rock. It must have come from the lost world--never
saw anything like it anywhere, myself."

"Sounds logical," admitted Yarol, swinging his foot to start an eddy of
light toward the wall. "And what do you make of this funny light?"

"Whatever other-dimensional place those gods came from, we can
be pretty sure that light plays funny tricks there. It must be nearly
material--physical. You saw it in that white thing in the cave, and in
the dark that smothered our tubes. It's as tangible as water, almost.
You saw how it flowed out into the passage when the door fell, not as
real light does, but in succeeding waves, like heavy gas. Yet | don't
notice any difference in the air. | don't believe--say! Look at that!"

He stopped so suddenly that Yarol bumped into him from behind and
muttered a mild Venusian oath. Then across Smith's shoulder he
saw it too, and his hand swept downward to his gun. Something like
an oddly shape hole opening onto utter dark had appeared around
the curve of the passage. And as they stared, it moved. It was a
Something blacker than anything in human expenence could ever
have been before--as black as the guardian of the cave had been
white--so black that the eye refused to compass it save as a
negative quality, an emptiness. Smith, remembering the legends of
Pharol the No-God of utter nothingness, gripped his gun more firmly
and wondered if he stood face to face with one of the elder gods.

The Thing had shifted is shape, flowing to a stabler outline and
standing higher from the floor. Smith felt that it must have form and
thickness--at least three dimensions and probably more--but try
though he would, his eyes could not discern it save as a flat outline of
nothingness against the golden light.



And as from the white dweller in darkness, so from this black
denizen of the light there flowed a force that goaded the brain to
madness. Smith felt it battering in blind waves at the foundations of
his mind--but he felt more than the reasonless urge in this force
assailing him. He sensed a struggle of some sort, as if the black
guardian were turning only a part of its attention to him--as if it fought
against something unseen and powerful. Feeling this, he began to
see signs of that combat, in the black outlines of the thing. It rippled
and flowed, its shape shifted fluidly, it writhed in protest against
something he could not comprehend. Definitely now he felt that it
fought a desperate battle with some unseen enemy, and a little
shudder crawled down his back as he watched.

Quite suddenly it dawned upon him what was happening. Slowly,
relentlessly, the black nothingness was being drawn down the
passage. And it was--it must be--the flow of the golden radiance that
drew it, as a fish might be carried forward down a stream. Somehow
the opening of the door must have freed the pent-up lake of light, and
it was flowing slowly out down the passage as water flows, draining
the asteroid, if asteroid it was. He could see now that though they
had halted, the wake of rippling illumination behind them did not
cease. Past them in a bright tide streamed the light. And on that
outflowing torrent the black guardian floated, struggling but helpless.

It was closer now, and the beat of insistent impulses against Smith's
brain was stronger, but he was not greatly alarmed by it. The panic of
the thing must be deep, and the waves of force that washed about
him were dizzying but not deep-reaching. Because of this increasing
dizziness, as the thing approached, he was never sure afterward just
what had happened. Rapidly it drew nearer, until he could have put
out his hand and touched it--though instinctively he felt that, near as it
seemed, it was too far away across dimensional gulfs for him ever to
lay hand upon it. The blackness of it, at close range, was stupefying,
a blackness that the eye refused to comprehend--that could not be,



and was.

With the nearness of it his brain seemed to leave its moorings and
plunge in mad, impossible curves through a suddenly opened space
wherein the walls of the passage were shadows dimly seen and his
own body no more than a pillar of mist in a howling void. The black
thing must have rolled over him in passing, and engulfed him in its
reasonless and incredible dark. He never knew. When his plunging
brain finally ceased its lunges through the void and returned
reluctantly to his body, the horror of nothingness had receded past
them down the corridor, still struggling, and the waves of its blinding
force weakened with the distance.

Yarol was leaning against the wall, wide-eyed and gasping. "Did it
get you, too?" he managed to articulate after several attempts to
control his hurrying breath.-

Smith found his own lungs laboring. He nodded breathless.

"l wonder," he said when he had recovered a measure of normality,
"if that thing would look as white in the dark as it did in the light? Tll
bet it would. And do you suppose it can't exist outside the light?
Reminded me of a jelly-fish caught in a mill-race. Say, if the light's
flowing out that fast, d'you think it may go entirely? We'd better be
moving."

Under their feet the passage sloped downward still. And when they
reached the end of their quest, it came very suddenly. The curve of
the passage sharpened to an angle, and round the bend the corridor
ended abruptly at the threshold of a great cavity in the heart of the
asteroid.

In the rich golden light it glittered like the ceilter of a many-faceted
diamond--that vast crystal room. The light brimmed it from wall to



wall, from floor to ceiling. And it was strange that in this mellow flood
of radiance the boundaries of the room seemed hard to define--
somehow it looked limitless, though the walls were clear to be seen.

All this, though, they were realizing only subconsciously. Their eyes
met the throne in the center of the crystal vault and clung there,
fascinated. It was a crystal throne, and it had been fashioned for no
human occupant. On this the Mighty Three of measureless antiquity
had sat. It was not an altar--it was a throne where incarnate godhood
reigned once, too long ago for the mind to comprehend. Roughly
triform, it glittered under the great arch of the ceiling. There was no
knowing from the shape of it now, what form the Three had worn who
sat upon it. But the forms must have been outside modern
comprehension--nothing the two explorers had ever seen in all their
wanderings could have occupied it.

Two of the pedestals were empty. Saig and Lsa had vanished as
completely as their names from man's memory. On the third--the
center and the highest.... Smith's breath caught in his throat
suddenly. Here then, on the great throne before them, lay all that was
left of a god--the greatest of antiquity's deities. This mound of gray
dust. The oldest thing upon three worlds--older than the mountains
that held it, older than the very old beginnings of the mighty race of
man.

Great Pharol--dust upon a throne.

"Say, listen," broke in Yarol's matter-of-fact voice.

"Why did the image turn to dust when the room and the throne didn't?
The whole room must have come from that crystal temple on the

other world. You'd think--"

"The image must have been very old long before the temple was



built," said Smith softly. He was thinking how dead it looked, lying
there in a soft gray mound on the crystal. How dead! how
immeasurably old!--yet if the litle man spoke truly, life still dwelt in
these ashes of forgotten deity. Could he indeed forge from the gray
dust a cable that would reach out irresistibly across the gulfs of time
and space, into dimensions beyond man's understanding, and draw
back the vanished entity which had once been Great Pharol? Could
he? And if he could--suddenly doubt rose up in Smith's mind. What
man, with a god to do his bidding, would stop short of domination
over the worlds of space--perhaps of godhood for himself? And if
that man were half mad?...

He followed Yarol across the shining floor in silence. It took them
longer to reach the throne than they had expected--there was
something deceptive about the crystal of that room, and the clarity of
the brimming golden light.

The translucent heights of the triumvirate structure that had enthroned
gods towered high over their heads. Smith looked upward toward
that central pedestal bearing its eon-old burden, wondering what
men had stood here before him at the foot of the throne, what men of
nameless races and forgotten worlds, worshipping the black divinity
that was Pharol. On this crystal floor the feet of- A scrambling sound
interrupted his wondering. The irreverent Yarol, his eyes on the gray
dust above them, was climbing the crystal throne. It was slippery, and
never meant for mounting, and his heavy boots slid over the
smoothness of it. Smith stood watching with a half-smile. For long
ages no living man had dared approach this place save in
reverence, on his knees, not venturing so much as to lift his eyes to
that holy of holies where sat incarnate godhood. Now-- Yarol's foot
slipped on the last step of the ascent and he muttered under his
breath, reaching out to clutch the pedestal, where Great Pharol, first
of the living gods, had ruled a mightier world than any men inhabit
now.



At the summit he paused, looking down from an eminence whence
no eyes save those of gods had ever looked before. And he frowned
in a puzzled way as he looked.

"Something wrong here, N.W.," he said. "Look up. What's going on
around the ceiling?"

Smith's pale gaze rose. For a moment he stared in utter
bewilderment. For the third time that day his eyes were beholding
something so impossible that they refused to register the fact upon
an outraged brain. Something dark and yet not dark was closing
down upon them. The roof seemed to lower--and panic stirred within
him briefly. The ceiling, coming down to crush them? Some further
guardian of the gods descending like a blanket over theft heads?
What?

And then understanding broke upon him, and his laugh of sheer relief
echoed almost blasphemously in the silence of the place.

"The light's running out," he said. "Like water, just draining away.
That's all.”

And the incredible thing was true. That shining lake of light which
brimmed the crystal hollow was ebbing, pouring through the door,
down the passage, out into the upper-air, and darkness, literally, was
flowing in behind it. And it was flowing fast.

"Well," said Yarol, casting an imperturbable glance up-ward, "we'd
better be moving before it all runs out. Hand me up the box, will you?"

Hesitantly, Smith unslung the little lacquered steel box they had been
given. Suppose they brought him back the dust to weld it from--what
then? Such limitless power even in the hands of an eminently wise,



eminently sane and balanced man would surely be dangerous. And
in the hands of the little whispering fanatic-- Yarol, looking down from
his height, met the troubled eyes and was silent for a moment. Then
he whistled softly and said, though Smith had not spoken, "I never
thought of that.... D'you suppose it really could be done? Why, the
man's half crazy!"

"l don't know," said Smith. "Maybe he couldn't--but he told us the way
here, didn't he? He knew this much--I don't think we'd better risk his
not knowing any more. And suppose he did succeed, Yarol--
suppose he found some way to bring this--this monster of the dark--
through into our dimension--turned it loose on our worlds. Do you
think he could hold it? He talked about enslaving a god, but could
he? I haven't much doubt that he knows some way of opening a door
between dimensions to admit the thing that used to be Pharol--it can
be done. It has been done. But once he gets it opened, can he close
it? Could he keep the thing under control? You know he couldn't! You
know it'd break loose, and--well, anything could happen then."

"I hadn't thought of that," said Yarol again. "Gods! Suppose--"

He broke off, staring in fascination at the gray dust that held such
terrible potentialities. And there was silence for a while in the crystal
place.

Smith, looking upward at the throne and his friend, saw that the dark
was flowing in faster and faster. And the light thinned about them,
and long streaks of brilliance wavered out behind him as the light
ebbed by a racing torrent.

"Suppose we don't take it back, then," said Yarol suddenly. "Say we
couldn't find the place--or that it was buried under debris or
something. Suppose we--gods, but it's getting dark in here!"



The line of light was far down the walls now. Above them the black
night of the underground brimmed in relentlessly.

They watched in half-incredulous wonder as the tidemark of radiance
ebbed down and down along the crystal. Now it touched the level of
the throne, and Yarol gasped as he was plunged head and shoulders
into blackness, starring down as into a sea of light in which his own
lower limbs moved shimmeringly, sending long ripples outward as
they stirred.

Very swiftly the tide-race ran. Fascinated, they watched it ebb away,
down Yarol's legs, down beyond him entirely, so that he perched in
darkness above the outrunning tide, down the heights of the throne,
down to touch Smith's tall head with blackness. Uncannily he stood in
the midst of a receding sea, shoulder-deep--waist-deep-—-knee-
deep....

The light that so short a time before--for so many countless ages
before--had brimmed this chamber lay in a shallow, gleaming sea
ankle-deep on the floor.... For the first time in eons the throne of the
Three stood in darkness.

Not until the last dregs of illumination were snaking along a black
floor in rivulets that ran swiftly, like fiery snakes, toward the door, did
the two men awake from their wonder. The last of the radiance that
must have been lighted on a lost world millions of years ago,
perhaps by the hands of the first gods--ebbed doorward. Smith drew
a deep breath and turned in the blackness toward the spot where the
throne must be standing in the first dark it had known for countless
ages.

Those snakes of light along the floor did not seem to give out any
radiance--the place was blacker than any night above ground. Yarol's
light-tube suddenly stabbed downward, and Yarol's voice said from



the dark,

"Whew! Should have bottled some of that to take home. Well, what
d'you say, N.W.? Do we leave with the dust or without it?"

"Without it," said Smith slowly. "I'm sure of that much, anyhow. But we
can't leave it here. The man would simply send others, you know.
With blasting material, maybe, if we said the place was buried. But
he'd getit."

Yarol's beam shifted, a white blade in the dark, to the gray, enigmatic
mound beside him. In the glare of the Tomlinson-tube it lay
inscrutably, just as it had lain for all the eons since the god forsook it-
-waiting, perhaps, for this moment. And Yarol drew his gun.

"Don't know what that image was made of," he said, "but rock or
metal or anything else will melt into nothing in the full-power heat of a
gun."

And in a listening silence he flicked the catch. Blue-white and
singing, the flame leaped irresistibly from his muzzle--struck full in an
intolerable violence of heat upon that gray mound which had been a
god. Rocks would have melted under the blast. Rocket-tube steel
would have glowed molten. Nothing that the hands of man can
fashion could have resisted the heat-blast of a ray-gun at full strength.
But in its full blue glare the mound of dust lay motionless.

Above the hissing of the flame Smith heard Yarol's muttered "Shar!"
of amazement. The gun muzzle thrust closer into the gray heap, until
the crystal began to glow in the reflected heat and blue sparks
spattered through the darkness. And very slowly the edges of the
mound began to turn red and sullen. The redness spread. A little blue
flame licked up; another.



Yarol flipped off the gun catch and sat watching as the dust began to
blaze. Presently, as the brilliance of it grew stronger, he slid down
from his pedestal and made his precarious way along the slippery
crystal to the floor. Smith scarcely realized that he had come. His
eyes were riveted on the clear, burning flame that was once a god. It
burned with a fierce, pale light flickering with nameless evanescent
colors--the dust that had been Pharol of the utter darkness burning
slowly away in a flame of utter light.

And as the minutes passed and the flame grew stronger, the
reflections of it began to dance eerily in the crystal walls and ceiling,
sending long wavers downward until the floor was carpeted with
dazzles of flame. An odor of unnamable things very faintly spread
upon the air--smoke of dead gods.... It went to Smith's head dizly,
and the reflections wavered and ran together until he seemed to be
suspended in a space while all about him pictures of flame went
writhing through the dark--pictures of flame--nebulous, unreal
pictures waving across the walls and vanishing--flashing by
uncertainly overhead, running under his feet, circling him round from
wall to wall in reeling patterns, as if reflections made eons ago on
another world and buried deep in the crystal were waking to life at
the magic touch of the burning god.

With the smoke eddying dizzily in his nostrils he watched--and all
about him, overhead, underfoot, the strange, wild pictures ran blurrily
through the crystal and vanished. He thought he saw mighty
landscapes ringed by such mountains as none of today's world
know... he thought he saw a whiter sun than has shone for eons,
lighting a land where rivers thundered between green banks...
thought he saw many moons parading across a purple night wherein
shone constellations that haunted him with familiarity in the midst of
their strangeness... saw a green star where red Mars should be, and
a far pin-prick of white where the green point that is Earth hangs.
Cities reeled past across the crystal darkness in shapes stranger



than any that history records. Peaks and spires and angled domes
towered high and shining under the hot white sun--strange ships
riding the airways.... He saw battles--weapons that have no names
today blasting the tall towers into ruins, wiping great smears of blood
across the crystal--saw triumphant marches where creatures that
might have been the forerunners of men paraded in a blaze of color
through shining streets... strange, sinuous creatures, half seen, that
were men, yet not men.... Nebulously the history of a dead and
forgotten world flared by him in the dark.

He saw the man-things in their great shining cities bowing down
before a--something--of darkness that spread monstrously across
the white-lit heavens... saw the beginnings of Great Pharol... saw the
crystal throne in a room of crystal where the sinuous, man-formed
beings lay face down in worshipping windrows about a great triple
pedestal toward which, for the dazzle and the darkness of it, he could
not turn his eyes. And then without warning, in a mighty blast of
violence, all the wild pictures in the flickering flamelight ran together
and shivered before his dizzied eyes, and a great burst of blinding
light leaped across the walls until the whole great chamber once
more for an instant blazed with radiance--but a radiance so searing
that it did not illuminate but stunned, blinded, exploded in the very
brains of the two men who watched.

In the flash of an instant before oblivion overtook him, Smith knew
they had looked upon the death of a world. Then, with blinded eyes
and reeling brain, he stumbled and sank into darkness.

Blackness was all about them when they opened their eyes again.
The fire on the throne had burnt away into eternal darkness.
Stumblingly they followed the white guidance of their tube-lights down
the long passage and out into the upper air. The pale Martian day
was darkening over the mountains.
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A stone from the stars kept vigil, and a dead man smiled, as Steve
Vane bore a death token from Mercury to the man who had
promised him--murder!

Chapter 1

Stone from the Stars

The noise of pursuit was growing louder. Steve Vane's lungs ached
with each knife-thrust, gasping breath of the icy air. His gray prison
garments were no protection against the wintry breeze, and his thin
shoes were already wet with snow and beginning to freeze.

It was hard to keep going. It would be far easier to give up the mad
attempt, to stop and wait, with his hands in the air, till the guards
came and took him back to the bare gray walls of his cell. But--Vane
took a quick glance at the grim-faced man racing along beside him--
if tough little Tony Apollo could keep going, certainly husky, big-
shouldered Steve Vane could grit his teeth and stagger along. But
where would it end? The break had been hopeless from the start,
doomed to certain failure. Only the iron determination of Tony Apollo,



and the burning sense of injustice rankling within Vane had kept the
latter's will firm.

"Pasqual framed us both," Apollo had said, his dark face sombre
with hatred. "I've been in here longer than you have--but I'm getting
out now. If you're smart, you're coming with me. One of us has a
chance to get Pasqual before the cops nail us."

And so the two had planned and fled. Blue and shaking with cold,
they plunged along the bank of the river gorge toward the cabin
Apollo had said would serve as a hideout.

"How--how much further?" Vane managed to gasp, and hated
himself for the weakness his question betrayed. Apollo managed a
twisted grin.

"Just over the ridge, kid. Dunno if | can make it. Those damn guards-
-that bullet went into my lungs. Steve, if -if | croak, get Pasqual for
me. When he framed me into the big house, | told him I'd come back,
and he knows I've never broke my word. |--"

Apollo grimaced and coughed blood. He lurched; Vane gripped the
smaller man's arm and pulled him along for a few steps. Then the
gangster pulled free and plunged ahead, ploughing up snow as he
ran.

True enough, Vane thought, Apollo had never broken his word. The
whole set-up was fantastic. Two years ago Tony Apollo had been the
underworld king of Kentonville, and had tried to bribe Vane and
failed. For, in those days, Steve Vane had been a struggling,
idealistic lawyer in the slum district.

Then big Mike Pasqual, Apollo's lieutenant, had stepped in. Very
cleverly he had framed his chief. Apollo had gone to prison and



Pasqual reigned in his place. Anybody who got in his way was
crushed. As Steve Vane had been crushed--suspended from the bar
and given a long prison term because of certain papers Pasqual had
had forged. Now the two doomed men fled along the snowy brink of
the gorge in a gray, ominous half-light, with a wintry breeze numbing
their bodies. And behind them came men with guns.

Almost at the summit of the ridge it happened. Apollo clutched at his
side, lurched, and cried out sharply. Vane whirled; his hand went out
in a futile gesture. For already the little gangster was falling....

The treacherous snow banked on the edge of the abyss crumbled
beneath him. He was gone almost before Vane realized it. Sick with
horror, the lawyer moved forward and peered over. He saw the body,
far below, bound off a rock and vanish into the swift, turbulent river.

Tony Apollo was dead, and he had failed to keep his last promise.

A shout sounded eerily from the distance. Vane heard the noise of a
shot--the high whine and the sharp report. He glanced over his
shoulder, saw three dark forms, and caught his breath, hesitating.
What now? He had not realized before just how much he had come
to depend on Apollo's grim, iron will. But the gangster was gone--

The hideout! It lay just over the ridge. Perhaps there were guns there.
Vane broke into a stumbling run, topped the rise, and saw below him
a broad, shallow valley. A cabin, its roof pillowed with snow, was not
far away. Pines rose thickly from the whiteness of the ground. The
key was hidden in the hollow log Apollo had mentioned. Vane burst
into the cabin in a flurry of snow, kicking the door shut behind him
and barring it. His first glance showed him a rack of well-oiled rifles
within easy reach. The feel of the smooth stock was comforting to his
fingers.



He went to a window and peered out. The pursuers were just coming
over the rise. It would be easy to pick them off now, one by one.
Vane cuddled the rifle against his cheek; his finger tightened on the
trigger. But he did not fire.

He had never yet killed a man. Even though his ideals had changed,
in the slow torment of months of prison, into a dull, burning hatred
and resentment, yet he realized that this rage was focused on one
man only. Pasqual. The squat gangster chief who had framed him
into disgrace. The guards--well, they would not hesitate to shoot him
down, given the opportunity. But that was their job. Vane said "Hell"
under his breath and fired over the heads of the three.

They paused very briefly and then dived for cover. After a time Vane
could see them cautiously coming closer, taking advantage of every
hiding place. He fired again.

One of the guards yelled, "Come on out! You can't get away!"
"l've got plenty of ammunition," Vane shouted back. "And I'm staying
right here."

Then, without warning, it happened. A shrill keening almost above
the threshold of hearing grew suddenly louder. Vane, startled,
glanced up. Beyond the tops of the pines he saw the gray, cloudy
sky--

He screamed, dropping the gun, and flung up his arms to shield his
face, falling back in instant reaction. For rushing toward him from the
sky came a dot--a circle--a huge black thing that grew larger by split-
seconds. It was like standing on a railroad track and watching a
locomotive plunge toward you. One had only the single impression of
something--a meteor?--rushing, expanding, growing--



Earth-shaking and thunderous was the explosion. Vane felt the floor
rise up under his feet; he was hurled through the air, his ear-drums
almost broken by the violence of the sound. Swift movement, and a
flash of blinding light, and then darkness, complete and quiet....

He could not have been unconscious long. He woke to find himself
lying in the snow, his head throbbing with pain. Dazedly he heard a
voice say, "Alive, eh? You looked like a goner to me."

Vane sat up and looked around. He realized that there were
handcuffs on his wrists. He was under a pine, and some distance
away was what was left of the cabin. It was like a house of cards that
had collapsed. Only a miracle had enabled Vane to survive.

He looked up and saw the blue-jowled, bulldog face of a guard. The
man nodded and jerked his thumb down the slope.

"There," he said. "That's what hit. Airship or something."

Vane looked, and his eyes widened with amazement. An airship--no!
No Earthly vessel, obviously. Shaped like a tear-drop, it had fallen
thirty feet from the cabin and had dug a crater out of the snowy
ground. fts hull was split and riven in a dozen places by the shock of
the impact. A crystalline green powder carpeted the ground and
cloaked the trees for yards around.

The ship itself was perhaps twenty feet long, made of a dully-shining
metal, bluish in hue. The two remaining guards were busy, pulling
something through a yawning gap that split the hull.

The man standing over Vane bent and jerked the prisoner to his feet.
"Somebody was in it," he grunted. "Hurt or probably dead. Come
along." Vane let himself be pulled toward the wreck. Despite the sick
hopelessness that filled him at his capture, he was also conscious of



an overwhelming curiosity. Would it be that for the first time in human
history a--spaceship had reached the Earth? And its passenger--
what would he be like?

The two guards were kneeling beside the body, one of them trying to
force brandy between the alien being's lips. Vane's captor halted
behind them, his hand tightly gripping the lawyer's arm. A whistle of
amazement escaped his lips.

"Jeez!" he muttered. "What a freak!"

A freak, truly, Vane thought, in this world. Fully eight feet tall the being
was, man-shaped, with a tremendous barrel chest and thick legs
jointed in several places. The clothing was skin tight, ripped and torn
to reveal greenish skin that gleamed with pale radiance.

The lips, Vane saw, were broad, fleshy, and indigo-blue in color. And
there was but one eye; the other had vanished in a crimson smear
that matched in hue the red jewel that gleamed on the being's
forehead.

Vane stared at the strange gem, conscious of an inexplicable
fascination that seemed to radiate from it. Larger than a hen's egg, it
seemed to be embedded in the greenish flesh of the bulging
forehead and the bone beneath.

And--it lived!
Chapter 2

The Gift of Power

One guard took the bottle from the bluish lips. "lt's dead," he said
slowly. "l don't--"



The monster groaned. The massive head turned. The single eye
passed over the faces of the four men. Vane felt an odd sense of
shock as the weird gaze focused briefly upon him.

Simultaneously an icy chill shook Vane's mind. He went sick, giddy,
and momentarily blind. Beside him, he heard the guards gasp, and
realized that they felt as he did.

It passed. Vane heard a voice inside his mind.

Inaudible, yes--but clearer than any bell-tone he heard it.

"For Gawd's sake!" a guard said, amazedly. "I--'m hearing things--"
He paused.

The inaudible voice commanded, "Silence!" And the word's meaning
was somehow as clear to Vane as it would have been if spoken
aloud in modern English.

"l am Zaravin," the mental voice said. "I must give you four my
message swiftly, for | have little time left. | am from... the planet you
call Mercury. The innermost planet.”

Vane tried to draw back, but could not. His muscles seemed frozen
into paralysis. Sweat was cold on his forehead.

Unreasoning horror of the unknown made his stomach a sick void.
The telepathic voice went on.

"Listen.... Two months out from Mercury | fell ill... with the sleeping
death. When | awoke, all was lost. The ship needed continual
guidance. Since | could not carry sufficient fuel, | had to manufacture



it on the way... and | awoke too late. There was not enough fuel for
me to prevent this crash."

The jewel on Zaravin's forehead flamed with red, baleful light. It held
Vane's gaze.

The Mercutian went on:

"It is the Stone from the Stars that you see. It is the bestower of all
power. Ages ago it fell, embedded in a meteorite, brought from
some alien Universe, perhaps... itis alive. All knowledge, all strength,
is hidden in it. You doubt me, | see.... Jaeckel, Bester, Hanley....
Stephen Vane.... How, then, do | know the names of you four?"

There was silence. All around the green dust sparkled eerily, and
drifted down from the trees. A chill wind blew up flurries of snow. The
distant sound of the tumbling river seemed very loud in the utter
silence.

"The Stone from the Stars gives all power," Zaravin told the
Earthmen soundlessly. "It is... what you call... symbiosis. For it lives,
with a strange, silicate life of its own. Perhaps, in the unknown abyss
from which it came, it drew its life-force from rays... alien suns.... | do
not know. On Mercury, it feeds upon the life-energy of its host. And
now lam its host."

The blue, fleshy lips twisted in pain. Shining blood made a pool
around the bulbous head.

"It is a parasite and drains the lifeforce. But in return it shares its own
wonderful powers with the owner--powers of telepathy and will.
These powers must be used sparingly, for they are exhausting. The
owner of the gem at times falls into a state of suspended animation,
during which the jewel rests and revitalizes itself. When | started this



first interplanetary voyage, our ruler gave it to me, knowing that only
with its aid could | conquer the tremendous obstacles. And there was
only one way for the Stone to be removed. Once it finds a host, it
remains there during the entire life-span of that host. Our ruler was
forced to kill himself in order that | might have the gem...."

The weird, soundless voice grew urgent.

"The power of the jewel must not die! Even though it is lost to
Mercury, it will aid the men of Earth. Take it, one of you--use it! And
when your race has conquered space-travel, take the Stone from the
Stars back to my people. Remember--it gives all power to the
owner!"

The Mercutian's body twisted convulsively. A torrent of blood gushed
from between the thick blue lips. A choking gasp sounded as the
huge body jerked. The bulbous head rolled aside as the single eye
glazed in death.

And--the Stone from the Stars leaped from Zaravin's forehead!

Vane realized that the Mercutian was lifeless. His horrified eyes
followed the path of the jewel.

It soared out swiftly, turning over and over, rolled down a little slope of
snow, and then lay still and shimmering.

Silence. Time itself had stopped. The murmur of the river was a
deafening thunder.

One of the guards gave a curious gasping sound. It broke the spell.
Vane drew an unsteady breath, shivering a little. And then, before
any of his captors could move, he wrenched free from the grasp on
his arm and dived forward.



He fell on his knees. His handcuffed wrists hit together painfully. His
cupped fingers found the Stone from the Stars and lifted it.

It lay in his palm, red against the snow he had scooped up with it.
"Vane!" a guard roared. "Drop that--that--"

The Stone blazed, throwing unearthly reddish reflections on white
snow and cold-pallid skin.

It held fascination for Vane. He lifted it toward his forehead. A heavy
hand gripped his shoulder, flung him back. But too late.

The Stone from the Stars leaped from Vane's palm. He felt an instant
of grinding, sickening agony clashing within his brain. It lasted only a
moment, and was gone.

He stood up, throwing off the hand that held his shoulder. The guard--
it was bulldog-faced Hanley--went for his gun.

As he drew it, something made Vane say curtly, "Drop it! Drop the
gun, Hanley! Quick!"

"Like hell I will," the guard snarled. There was a soft little plop at his
feet. The automatic had fallen into the snow. Hanley said, "Whup!"
and started to bend over to recover the weapon.

Vane said, "Don't move!" Hanley froze. The lawyer whirled toward
the others. "Don't move, any of you!"

And the guards stood motionless. Jaeckel was caught off balance,
with one leg in the air. He wavered, toppled, and fell flat on his face.

Vane stood unmoving for a time. Presently he reached up and
gingerly touched the gem. His fingers groped searchingly.



The Stone had attached itself permanently to his forehead. It had
sunk in, blazing like a caste mark of some Hindu sect, above and
between his brows....

Unreasoning horror shook Vane. He clawed at the jewel, tried to
wrench it from its place. He could not budge the gem. His nails
slipped off the smooth, cold surface. His wrists began to bleed as
the handcuffs dug into them.

It was nightmare--the guards living statues, the jewel flaming in his
living flesh and bone, the dead silence, broken only by the river's
murmur....

Vane lowered his hands slowly and stood staring at the cuffs.
Apparently Zaravin had not lied. The Stone from the Stars gave its
possessor strange powers.

And that meant--

Suddenly Vane thought of Pasqual. Big Mike Pasqual, ruthless, all-
powerful lord of Kentonville's underworld. Too smart for the law. Too
strong for his enemies. All-powerful--

Like hell!

Vane's smile was not good to see. He was visualizing Pasqual,
frozen motionless as the guards had been, screaming for help,
facing the death he had arranged for so many others.

The lawyer turned to Hanley. His young face, with lines of bitterness
months of prison had engraved upon it, was hard.

"Unlock my handcuffs, one of you," he said quietly.



"Yeah?" Hanley's voice was strained but mocking. "l don't know what
you've done to me, but I'm not going to take those cuffs off. | won't--I
won't--"

His voice rose into a scream. Because all the time he was talking,
Hanley was reaching into his pocket, taking out a key-ring, selecting
a small key, walking forward and reaching toward Vane's extended
wrists....

"Thanks," Vane said as the lock clicked. He shook the cuffs off and
gingerly massaged his wrists. "Now--let's see. These prison clothes.
They won't do. But a guard's uniform--" He shook his head,
pondering.

"And | can't leave you here. You'd freeze in no time. | don't know why
the devil | care about that, but-- I've got it. Listen, the three of you. In
ten minutes you'll be perfectly normal again. You'll go directly back to
the prison. You won't remember anything that happened after you
came into this valley. Tony Apollo and | are dead. You saw us fall into
the gorge. We're dead. Do you understand?"

"We understand," the three chorused. Jaeckel's voice was muffled
as he lay face down in the snow.

Vane grinned suddenly. "Okay, boys," he said, turning. "Good luck!"
And he hurried up the slope toward the ridge and freedom....

His mind was furiously active. What now? First of all, he had to get
rid of these betraying clothes and find more suitable garments.

What about the guards? For a second Vane felt an unreasoning
premonition, but dismissed it casually. After all, he owned the magic
gem that gave its owner incredible powers. And--so far--it seemed to
work.



It worked on a tourist Vane stopped, too. The man was about his
build, he noticed, and was driving a sedan slowly along the highway
that twisted through the mountains near by. Vane simply stood
beside the road and commanded--inaudibly--"Slow down and stop.
Be careful." He did not wish to see the man kill himself by plunging
over the precipice that gaped across the highway.

The sedan stopped. The man got out. He stared at Vane and
gasped, "You're the escaped con! Don't shoot--"

"Take off your clothes," Vane said.

"l will not!" the man said in a shocked voice, shucking his overcoat.
He removed his necktie. "Undress in the open-air? I've never done
such a thing in my life!" He pulled off his pants. "l won't undress and
that's that!"

"Keep your underwear," Vane smiled, as the man continued to strip.
"Swell. Now get in back and cover yourself up with that afghan | saw
there."

"l won't," the man said, crawling into the back seat and pulling the
afghan over him. "lwon't."

"Now keep quiet."

There was no answer. Vane donned the garments and got in the
front seat. He found a comb in an inner pocket and adjusted his hair
till a lock of it fell over the jewel that flamed on his forehead. Still he
was not satisfied. He picked up the black Homburg that lay on the
seat beside him, turned down the brim, and pulled it over his eyes.
Peering into the rear-view mirror, he nodded, satisfied. It would do.
The gem was hidden from casual scrutiny.



Vane was whistling softly as he slid the car into gear and began the
long journey into Kentonville....

Chapter 3

The Man Who Was Dead

Six hours later, at five-thirty, Vane reached his destination. He
paused on the outskirts and bought a paper from an excited
newsboy.

"Big mystery, mister," the kid was yelping. "Men from Mars--escaped
convict--jeez!"

"Sure," Vane said, and gave the boy a dollar he found in his pocket.
Later he parked under a street light and examined the headlines. A
worried frown puckered his brows.

There was trouble he had not anticipated. His plan had not been
successful. The three guards had awakened ten minutes after he left
them and started plodding back to the prison. But before they topped
the rise they were halted by reinforcements the warden had sent out,
The newcomers saw the spaceship, and, worse, they had followed
the tracks in the snow.

They read the signs correctly. One of the escaped convicts had fallen
into the gorge. The other had escaped; his tracks ended at the
highway, where he had obviously boarded an automobile. The
dragnet was still out. The mystery of the surviving convict's identity
wasn't solved by Hanley, Jaeckel, or Bester. In the face of plain
evidence and sane logic, they continued to contend firmly that both
Apollo and Vane had fallen into the gorge.

The spaceship made headlines. Wild guesses were made as to its



origin. Naturally, the three guards added little light to the problem.
They had never seen the ship before. Obvious they were lying, since
their tracks in the snow told a different story. Jaeckel, Hanley, and
Bester were now protesting against their confinement in the
observation ward.

Vane grinned.

There was a watch in his vest pocket, he found. Five-thirty-five. And,
as the newspaper showed, this was Thursday. The lawyer shoved
the car into gear.

"Unless Pasqual has changed his methods since | was sent up," he
murmured, "his boys are making the rounds on East Third Street
right now. Wonder if Uncle Tobe's still in business?"

He had decided on a definite plan. Swiftly he treaded the familiar
streets of Kentonville, feeling an odd sense of pleasure at seeing
well-known sights again. The City Hall--the old Mattingly mansion--
Curlew Park--and the slums.

The tenement district, where Vane had been born and where he had
fought his way up from the gutter. The slums were part of Vane.
Beneath the squalor and the filth he saw something else, a high,
unwavering courage that kept on where all else failed. Kids playing
naked under the hydrants, bent old shopkeepers saving their
pennies to send their children to school, shapeless, tired-eyed
mothers slaving over oven-hot stoves in the blazing summers....

Vane parked the car and turned his head. He said to the man lying
under the afghan, "In two minutes you'll wake up and drive to your
home. You won't remember anything that's happened since | met
you."



There was no answer. Vane emerged from the car and crossed the
street, looking up at the twilit sky. Ramshackle tenements loomed all
around. Tiny, grimy little shops were visible everywhere. Pushcarts
were visible here and there.

Vane entered a small grocery whose window bore the legend: Elite
Grocery.

A bell tinkled as he stepped across the threshold, looking around the
gloomy interior. A glass showcase, filled with cheap candy, was at
his left. The place looked just the same--like any other grocery in
slumtown.

A boy came from the back--a sallow, taffy-haired kid whose thin face
was splashed with freckles. He stared at Vane.

"Steve! Jez--" He whirled. "Pop! Hey! Steve's here!"

"Eh? Who? What--" Uncle Tobe came into view. He looked like a
gnome, except for his lack of beard. His face was brown and
wrinkled as a walnut, and the faded blue eyes blinked at the intruder.

Then, suddenly, he was running forward unsteadily, gripping Vane's
arm with skeletal fingers, drawing him back into the store.

"Steve! Come in here, quick! They're all looking for you. Did anyone
see you come in?"

Vane smiled, but let himself be pulled back through faded curtains
into the back room, where Uncle Tobe lived with his adopted
grandson. He sank down on a rickety couch and pulled his hat lower
over his eyes. No use frightening his hosts.

"Hold on," he said. "I'm in no danger, Uncle Tobe. Really. --the police
can't touch me."



"You're cleared? They know you were framed?"

"Not--yet," Vane said slowly, and hurried on. "Listen, | want some
information. Does Pasqual still collect his protection dough from
you?"

"Yeah," the boy broke in. "He sure does. Raised the ante, too. That
dirty gorilla of his--he busted Uncle Tobe smack across the face
when we was half a buck short. We cleaned out the till, too, but we
couldn't make it."

The old man's eyes searched Vane's face. "Something's happened
to you, Steve," he said, frowning. "What is it?"

"Never mind that. When is the collector due again?"
"Today," the youngster burst out. "I'm going to stick a knife in--"

"Mickey!" Uncle Tobe's voice was sharp. "You want to grow up to be
a gangster? You shut up!"

Vane said, "Okay. 'm going to wait right here. | want some
information from Pasqual's thug, but when he comes | want you to
pay him off as usual."

Uncle Tobe bit his lips nervously. "I haven't the money this week,
Steve. I'm five dollars short. I've been trying to borrow it, but
everybody else is hard up too."

"Swell. Don't worry about that." Vane paused as he heard the sound
of a motor starting across the street. He smiled a little. His weird
power was still with him. He stood up and put his hand on the old
man's stooped shoulder.



"Don't worry about it, Uncle Tobe," he said quietly. "Remember when
I was a little kid, you used to slip me candy whenever | came in the
store? Remember why you did that?"

The other nodded. "Sure, Steve. You swiped a peppermint stick out
of the case once, and | caught you at it. You never did it again."

"No. | remember what you told me--that there was always a right way
and a wrong way of getting things, and the wrong way wasn't ever
necessary. You said if | wanted candy, you'd give it to me. Well--|
owe you plenty, Uncle Tobe. I've thought of what you said a lot of
times. And--"

The bell tinkled. Mickey went to the curtain and turned back a white
face. "lIt's Stohm. Uncle Tobe--don't go. Il go--"

The old man shook his head, smiling, and went past the boy into the
shop. Mickey followed. Vane stepped to the curtains, parted them a
trifle, and peered through the aperture.

Uncle Tobe was talking to a hulking, unshaved man who looked like
a prizefighter. His cauliflower ear seemed to verify that conclusion.
His neck made a beefy roll of red fat over a dirty collar. Small black
eyes, embedded in little pits of gristle, watched the old grocer.

Stohm's hand lay palm up on the counter. He turned it over and
smacked it against the wood.

"l can't help that," he grunted. "I want the dough. And now."

"Id give you all | have," Uncle Tobe said. "Il make up the rest next
week."

Stohm said nothing, but waited. Mickey stood against the counter
and glared, his freckles standing out against rage-pallid skin.



Slowly the old man counted out greasy bills, silver, and pennies into
the fat palm. Stohm thrust the money carelessly into his pocket.

He said, "Just to make sure you don't forget to make up the
difference next week." His heavy foot pushed against a showcase,
and it fell over with a shattering crash. Candy showered the floor.

Uncle Tobe sprang forward as Stohm turned to another case. The
blue-veined old hand clutched a brawny arm. With a contemptuous
grin the gangster swung his fist and knocked the grocer down.

From his hiding-place behind the curtain, Vane watched, feeling a
hot tide of rage surge through him at the sight. Before he could
move, however, Mickey had leaped forward and drove his small,
hard fist into Stohm's stomach.

The thug grinned. He picked up Mickey by the shirt, holding him
helpless in midair.

Stohm said, "Don't get smart with me, sprout. 'm gonna twist your
ears off--"

Vane's hand lifted. He brushed the hat off his head. The Stone from
the Stars flamed with unearthly crimson light.

The lawyer's lips moved silently. And Stohm stood helpless, frozen,
still gripping Mickey....

"Don't move, Stohm," Vane whispered softly. "Don't move a muscle.
Just stay like that...."

The gangster's eyes were wide. His face was twisted into a grimace.
He glared at Mickey as the boy twisted and struck out with his small,
fury-driven fists.



They drove into Stohm's face. They flattened his nose and split his
lips. They blacked his eyes and raised red welts on his cheeks.

"Leggo o'me!" Mickey shrilled. "Lemme go!"

But Stohm didn't relax his grip, He couldn't. He couldn't even yell for
help. Only his eyes spoke of stark horror as he continued to hold the
boy before him.

Blood spurted from the gangster's nose, dripped down his chin.
Uncle Tobe staggered forward and seized Mickey about the waist.
He tore the boy's shirt free from the iron fingers that held it.

"Mickey! Stop it! Stop!" He thrust the lad behind him. "Don't touch
him, Stohm. If you do--"

Uncle Tobe stopped, staring at the other.

Vane readjusted the hat on his head and stepped through the
curtains. He patted the grocer's shoulder.

"lt's okay, Uncle Tobe. | told you it'd be. You're a good scrapper,
Mickey. Now be quiet for a bit."

He turned to Stohm.
"Where's Pasqual?"

The gangster's face remained expressionless, but his voice said
thickly, "l dunno.”

"When were you to see him again?"

"Tonight. At eight. He's throwing a party tonight at his house. He's
celebrating because Tony Apollo's dead."



"Yeah," Vane said thoughtfully. "That's right. Pasqual was always
afraid of Apollo. Well, listen to me, Stohm. You're coming along to
headquarters, and you're going to confess--answer truthfully every
question that's put to you. Hear me?"

"Yes," Stohm said dully.

"My God!" Uncle Tobe's thin frame was shaking. "What'd you do to
him, Steve? Hypnotize him?"

"Call it that," Vane nodded. "See you later." He turned to the door.
"You can't go out in the street. You'll be recognized.”

The lawyer pulled the Homburg lower over his forehead. "Oh, | dunno.
Even if | am--I don't think Il be arrested." He grinned at the old
grocer. "You've helped me a lot, Uncle Tobe. And you, too, Mickey.
Fists are better than knives, aren't they?"

"Me," the boy said, eyeing his hands with awe, "they sure are,
Steve."

"Come on," Vane commanded Stohm, and the gangster followed
him out of the shop.

Realizing that the latter's bruised face would attract attention, Vane
soon managed to find a taxi. The driver was suspicious, but a brief
command from the lawyer had instantaneous effects.

"Police station," Vane directed, and settled back on the cushions
beside the dazed Stohm.

Newsboys were yelling extras as they rode on. "Spaceship from
Mars! Read all about it! Convict still at large!"



"Wonder why people figure Mars is the only planet that has life?"
Vane mused. "Well--" His thoughts turned to Pasqual. Eight o'clock.
He had a rendezvous with the underworld king at eight.... He was
conscious of an overwhelming hunger. What had the Mercurian
said? Vane tried to remember. The Stone from the Stars feeds on
life-energy--that would speed up his own basal metabolism, of
course. And there was something else--some warning Zaravin had
given. What--well, it didn't matter. Nothing could harm Vane as long
as the red jewel glowed on his forehead.

He was soon to learn how wrong he was in thinking this.

Chief of Police Lankershim looked up casually as his office door
opened. Then he caught his breath and rose half upright, staring at
the man on the threshold. Lankershim's hard-bitten, tired face was
suddenly ludicrous with amazement.

"Vuh--" he said, and tried again. "Vane!"
"Hello," the intruder smiled. "How are you, Chief?"

Lankershim's eyes flickered to Vane's hands, empty at his sides.
Then he looked again at the other's face.
I

"Give a dog a bad name," Vane observed. "I'm not armed."

"How the devil did you get in here? |-" The chief of police abruptly
shot out his arm toward the call-buzzer on his desk.

"Stop," Vane said.

Lankershim's forefinger touched the little button, but did not press it.
The chief stood there, his left hand flat on the desk, his right arm
extended. Slowly his gaze swiveled toward Vane.



His mouth gaped for a shout to summon aid, but no sound emerged.

"That's it," the lawyer nodded. "Remain perfectly quiet and don't say
a word. Just listen. I've got a prisoner for you. | left him outside--
Stohm, one of Pasqual's men. He'll talk. All you have to do is ask him
questions."

Vane glanced at his watch. "I've an appointment soon. See you later.
You're an honest cop, Lankershim, and | remember when you used
to pound the pavements on the East Side. So I'm turning Stohm over
to you. You won't need to third-degree him. For myself-" He
hesitated "--I'm not going back to prison. It'll do you no good to throw
out a dragnet for me."

Vane turned to the door. "You'll be all right in three minutes. Adios,
Chief."

He went out, leaving Lankershim an apoplectic statue. The hall
wasn't empty. Vane pulled the Homburg lower over his eyes and
walked swiftly toward the door. Uniformed men eyed him and turned
away.

But one man didn't turn. Vane saw his face light with recognition. He
opened his mouth and thrust out a finger in a swift gesture.

He stayed that way, briefly. He was paralyzed, immobile, with one
foot in the air and his arm extended. Then, off balance, he flopped to
the floor, while a nearby officer stared and came hurriedly forward to
administer first-aid.

No one else recognized Vane, and he left. Nobody expected to see
him in police headquarters, so he had no difficulty in walking out and
hailing a taxi. He was driven to Pasqual's home.



It was an old-fashioned mansion set alone amid wide grounds. Vane
noticed a number of cars parked near by. He remembered that Big
Mike was throwing a party that night.

He was again conscious of an overwhelming hunger, and a strange,
inexplicable lassitude that weakened him. He fought it down, staring
at the frog-faced man who opened the door.

"Yeah?"

"Tell Pasqual Steve Vane's here," the lawyer said.

The other stepped back a pace. His hand dived into his pocket.
Vane extended his arms slightly from his sides.

Frog-face said, "Come in," and closed the door as the lawyer
entered. Then he deftly frisked his guest. After that he nodded to a
chair set against the wall and vanished hurriedly.

Vane sat and looked around. This had once been a palatial
Georgian mansion, but Pasqual had redecorated it to suit himself.
The bright hall was furnished in the height of garishly bad taste. Vane
blinked sleepily. He felt very tired....

Frog-face returned. "Come along,” he grunted, and led the way
upstairs. He paused before a door, thrust it open, and gestured.
Vane stepped over the threshold.

He heard the door shut behind him--and lock. He was in a bare
room, empty save for curtains that covered one wall. There were no
windows. Two men stepped out from behind the drapes. They held
guns aimed unwaveringly at Vane.

"Pasqual's busy," one of them said jeeringly. "He sent us to--"



Briefly the odd lassitude left Vane as he realized the death that
menaced him. He snapped, "Drop those guns! Quick!"

"Like hell!"

The automatics clanked on the bare floor. The killers stared down at
them, at Vane, and simultaneously lunged forward. They halted in
mid-course, paralyzed.

Vane said, "Go tell Pasqual | want to see him."

The two turned Stimy and vanished behind the curtains. A door shut
metallically. The lawyer rubbed his forehead with a shaking hand,
wincing as he felt the chill surface of the jewel. He felt weak and sick.
And tired. His thoughts spun chaotically. What--

The room was moving. No, it was his dizziness. There was a
choking, unfamilar odor in Vane's nostrils. Reeling a little, he went to
the drapes and drew them aside.

There was a metal door in the wall. It was locked.
Vane felt icy cold. His head was bursting.

It was extremely difficult to move. He turned, staggered, and fell full
length on the bare floor.

His body was like ice. He could not move a muscle. He was
paralyzed....

Gas! Pasqual had pumped anaesthetic gas into the room. Vane
recognized the strange odor now. But what manner of gas could
have this effect? His brain was perfectly clear, yet he was immobile
as a statue. He lay, waiting.



Time passed. A burly man in a gas mask pulled through the drapes,
a gunin one hand. He paused to eye the figure on the floor. Then he
pocketed the gun, bent, picked up Vane, and carried him into the
next room, shutting the door carefully behind him.

Vane's vision was restricted. He could only stare up at the ceiling.
Then a new face appeared, swart, thick-lipped, and brutal. It was
Pasqual.

The stocky gangster stood looking down at Vane. His hoarse voice
asked, "Dead?"

"Yeah." The other man was removing his gas mask.

Pasqual put his palm flat on Vane's breast. He took a small mirror
from his pocket and held it to the lawyer's lips.

"He's stiff, all right," the gangster nodded, rising. "Didn't take much
gas to knock him out, either. | dunno what he did to Jim and Oscar,
but they said he hexed 'em. Well--" Pasqual's gold teeth flashed in a
grin. "That settles one thing. It was Tony Apollo who fell into the gorge
up in the mountains. This calls for a celebration, all right."

He pulled at his thick lip, pinching it between thumb and forefinger. "I
don't want Vane's body found here. Get the boys to dump him in the
river."

The Homburg was still jammed over Vane's forehead. Pasqual bent,
tugged at it, and changed his mind. He stood up again.

"Okay," he grunted. "Snap it up. When the boys get back, they can
help celebrate. | spent a cool thousand on champagne.”

He went out. Vane tried desperately to move, to speak. It was



useless. Yet he wasn't dead. He could hear and see. But he wasn't
breathing. His heart had stopped beating. Poison gas--that didn't
explainit.

Quite suddenly Vane remembered a sentence Zaravin, the
Mercutian, had emphasized.

"The owner of the gem at times falls into a state of suspended
animation, during which the jewel rests and revitalizes itself."

Suspended animation! Good God! How long would it last? Vane
thought frantically, Will | come back to life at the bottom of the river,
with rocks tied to my ankles? How long--

Rough hands lifted him. He was wrapped in sacking and carried.
Downstairs, by the feel of the jolting motion. Then he lay motionless,
till he heard the sound of a car's motor starting.

"Head for the river," a low voice commanded.

Traffic sounds came to him. Someone muttered, "Hurry up. There's a
police car next to us--"

And a siren began to scream ominously.

What was happening? Vane cursed silently, furiously. If he could only
move! But no, he could merely lie helpless as the roar of the motor
mounted louder and louder and the car jolted more uncomfortably.

"They're catching up...."

"Throw the stiff out," somebody suggested. "Under their wheels.
That'll stop 'em. If we don't--"

A door-latch clicked. Vane felt himself moving. He fell heavily, rolled



over and over, and lay still.

Brakes screeched. Footsteps pounded on the pavement. The gunny-
sacking was stripped from Vane's face.

Staring up glassily, he saw a uniformed officer bending over him,
dim against a star-sprinkled night sky.

"lt's Vane!" the man gasped. "The escaped con!"

He turned, shouting. "Keep on after those mugs. Radio headquarters
to send a car out. Tell 'em | got Vane--and he's dead!"

Chapter 4

The Road to Life

Vane lay on an operating table, a sheet over his naked body, and
stared blankly at a bare white ceiling. He could not move. He could
not tell the coroner or the medical examiner that he was alive, that an
autopsy would be murder, that he had agonizingly felt the cut of a
scalpel into his arm, though no blood flowed from the pale-lipped
wound.

The coroner, his face partly hidden under a gauze mask, came
forward, holding a probe. He bent over Vane and delicately felt
around the edges of the jewel on the lawyer's forehead.

"Funny," he said over his shoulder. "lI've never seen anything like it.
By rights it ought to have killed the man--it goes right through the
bone. Maybe it did kill him. | can't find any surface wounds on the
body."

A deeper voice growled, "Too damn bad the murderers got away. |



know Pasqual did this, but | can't pin a thing on him."
Vane realized that Chief of Police Lankershim was speaking.

"And there's something funny about this whole thing, Doc," the official
went on. "When Vane walked into my office an hour or two ago--well,
I told you what happened, didn't I?"

The coroner's gray eyebrows drew together. Level dark eyes
scrutinized the jewel on Vane's forehead as the medico nodded.

"About Stohm? Yes. He confessed, didn't he?"

Lankershim expelled his breath with an angry sound. "He started to--
answered every question | asked him. But he was so bruised up |
sent him to the hospital for first and. And--now he's dead."

"Dead?"

"Poisoned. | don't know how. 'm checking up on the trustees and the
internes. One of 'em tied up with Pasqual, | know, and he managed
to kill Stohm before the man could sign a confession. And now Vane-

Lankershim came into the lawyer's range of vision. The hard,
seamed face was very tired.

"| feel sorry for the kid. Maybe he was framed, maybe he wasn't. The
cards were stacked against him, anyhow. And now he's cooling on a
slab--" The chief's lips tightened. "Go ahead and find out what killed
him, Doc. If | can pin this on Pasqual, so help me, [l send him to the
chair.”

A scalpel gleamed in the bright white glare. Vane felt a wave of
hopeless sickness. His body tingled with expectation of the searing



pain of sharp steel.
His body... tingled....

Yes. It felt like--like pins-and-needles, the prickling sensation in a
limb when circulation is restored to it after a long time. A pulsating,
faint stir, too brief to be called a movement, came....

His heart! It was beginning to beat again! But already the coroner
was placing the point of his scalpel below Vane's sternum, preparing
for the incision.

Vane tried desperately to move. He managed to make one eyelid
quiver. Neither the medico nor Lankershim noticed. The lawyer threw
all his will into a silent, frantic command.

The coroner hesitated, bent again to his task.

Suddenly he threw his arm out in a convulsive gesture. The scalpel
flew from his hand and rebounded off the wall, to clatter upon the
floor.

Lankershim said, "What the hell--"

"I--funny! | couldn't help it! Some reflex--"

It was no reflex. As life returned to Vane, the power of the Stone from
the Stars waxed strong. His heartbeat was distinctly detectable now.

The coroner recovered the scalpel, stared at it, and thrust it into a
sterilizer. He donned another pair of rubber gloves, and, with a
different scalpel, advanced again upon the corpse.

Then he stopped. His eyes and mouth expanded to their ultimate
limits of flexibility. He gurgled inarticulately.



Behind him, Lankershim gasped, "My God! Look at that!"
The corpse sat up.

Vane winced, stretched out his arms, and yawned. He swung his feet
from the table and sat eyeing the two astounded men.

The coroner whispered, "You're dead! You're dead!"
Lankershim came out of his trance. He sprang forward.

Vane frowned and said, "Don't move, either of you." His voice was
harsh, husky. His throat felt tight and dry.

Water. He needed that, first. Clutching the sheet about him, he went
to a cooler in the corner and drank nearly a quart of icy liquid. After
that he felt better. He turned to stare at the two men, who were
immobile statues.

A warm stickiness on his arm drew his gaze. The incision the
coroner had made was beginning to bleed as blood flowed again
through Vane's arteries. Luckily, the wound was not deep, and there
was adhesive tape in a glass cabinet nearby. Gingerly he fingered
the jewel on his forehead. It was still there, chill, glassy, alien.

He thought swiftly. Pasqual was a shrewd, ruthless antagonist, and
he himself was not as powerful as he had imagined. These trances
might overtake him at any time. Again he felt the tug of painful
hunger. Food was the immediate necessity. He was weak as a cat.

Food--and clothing. Neither the coroner nor Lankershim wore
garments large enough to fit Vane's big-boned frame. The lawyer
hesitated and finally said, "You'll both wake up in half an hour.
Lankershim, I'm going to have a show-down with Pasqual tomorrow



morning. At six a. m. I'm going to his office on the East Side. | want
you to be there, and Iwant you to see that Pasqual's there, too. | don't
care how you do it, but that's an order. Understand?"

"lunderstand,” Lankershim said dully.
"Swell. Now--Ill need some decent clothes...."

Gray dawn broke over the East Side. Smoke rose greasily from the
chimneys. People rose early in the slums; they had to. Garbage
trucks, milk wagons rattled past. Pushcarts were loaded for the day's
trade.

In the back of Uncle Tobe's grocery, Steve Vane stood up from the
table. Mickey was watching him with awed eyes. The lawyer smiled
at the boy.

"Gosh, you can sure stow it away! | never seen a guy eat so much."

Vane pulled the hat lower over his eyes. "l was hungry. Don't wake
Uncle Tobe. Il be seeing you."

He pushed through the curtains, went through the shop, unlocked the
front door. He stepped out in the street, and, with a quick glance
around, began to walk swiftly southward. It was nearly six a.m. Time
for the rendezvous.

Pasqual's office was a dingy, mean little place squeezed in between
tenements. Through the glass window Vane could see the squat
gangster seated uncomfortably at his desk, shooting occasional
glances behind him, where, no doubt, Lankershim was hidden. Vane
wondered what means of coercion the chief had used on Pasqual to
induce the gangster to keep this appointment. Well, that didn't
matter. The lawyer's lips tightened grimly.



He walked into the store. Pasqual shot up from his chair. His hand
was hidden in his coat. Vane smiled.

m unarmed,” he said.
The gangster's thick lips twisted. He called, "Lankershim! Quick!"

From the back of the office came the sound of hurrying feet. The
chief, flanked by four uniformed patrolmen, stepped into view. He
walked toward Vane.

"l don't know why | did this," he said. "But | had to, somehow. Vane,
you're under arrest. Put up your hands."

Vane said, "All right," and obeyed. He was thinking fast. At a word
from him he could force Pasqual to commit suicide. Certainly the
gangster deserved death....

No. There was another way. But--

Lankershim was walking forward, handcuffs clinking as he held them.
"Come on, Vane."

"Wait a minute.”
The chief stopped.

Vane looked at Pasqual. The squat gangster still kept his right hand
out of sight under his flashy sport coat. His little eyes were fixed on
the lawyer. He snarled. "For God's sake, put those cuffs on him!"

"l just wanted to tell you something, Pasqual,” Vane said, very softly.
"Remember Tony Apollo? Remember how he used to lick the tar out
of you when we were kids? Remember how much you hated and
feared him? Tony swore to get you, Pasqual, and he never broke his



word."
"Apollo's dead," the gang chief lashed out.
"He told me nothing could kill him till he'd kept his last promise."

Pasqual started to reply, but no sound came from the thick lips. The
tiny eyes turned toward the door. It was opening, very slowly.

Tony Apollo stood on the threshold.

Pasqual sucked in his breath sharply. A sound came from his throat.
It wasn't intelligible.

Lankershim whispered, "Apollo!" He reached for his gun.

Vane said, "Don't move, Chief." His glance took in the four
patrolmen. "Or you either. This is between Pasqual and Tony
Apollo."

Pasqual glanced around frantically. His face was a sickly butter-
color.

Tony Apollo walked forward.

Pasqual screamed and clawed out his gun. He fired point-blank at
the other.

Blood gushed from Apollo's chest. He didn't stop. He ignored the
wounds. He kept on walking toward Big Mike Pasqual.

And Big Mike Pasqual wasn't big any more. He was just a terrified
little rat, yelling and picking up the telephone from the desk and
hurling it at Apollo. The latter's nose was crushed by the impact. The
fixed, unchanging smile did not fade.



Tony Apollo kept on walking forward.

Pasqual seized a chair, lifted it, and smashed it down on Apollo’s
head.

"Keep away from me!" he mouthed. "Damn you, leave me alone! |
never framed you! For God's sake, Tony--"

Pasqual picked up a heavy lamp from the desk and used it like a
club. He kept hitting again and again at his opponent's face. Apollo
didn't try to resist or protect himself. He just stood there, while his
features slowly vanished in a mangle of red, pulped flesh.

Tony Apollo came walking on.....

Horrified gasps went up from the crowd outside. Pasqual whirled
suddenly and made for the door. He forced his way through the mob,
and men and women alike shrank from the hysterical lord of the
underworld--now a shaking, shrieking wreck. Pasqual looked over
his shoulder.

Tony Apollo was following.

Vane said to Lankershim, "Come on, all of you." He nodded at the
officers, and they trailed him out on the sidewalk. Amid the seething
crowd, they stared after Pasqual.

The gangster was climbing a fire-escape, in a frantic attempt to
escape from his pursuer. Up and up he went, five stories above the
ground to the roof. White faces watched him from the tenement's
windows. On the summit Pasqual vanished for an instant, and then
reappeared, holding in his hands a brick he had wrenched from a
crumbling chimney.



Tony Apollo was climbing the fire-escape.

And Tony Apollo wasn't a man any longer. He was a red butchered
Thing from which blood dripped in a steady stream to the pavement
below. The street was filled now with a huge mob; hundreds of eyes
were turned up to the roof.

"Keep away from me! | didn't frame you! Stay back!"

The brick shot down with the force of a bullet. It smashed against
Apollo's shoulder. The man's body was torn from its grip. It
plummeted down through the air.

Silence, after that a dull, heavy thud. Then, suddenly, Pasqual
screamed like a damned soul. For Tony Apollo was getting up,
slowly, carefully, and starting to climb the fire-escape again.

Pasqual found more bricks and hurled them down. Some found their
mark; some missed. But Apollo did not lose his grip again. He
reached the third story--the fourth--the fifth. White faces watched him
with horror from the windows. Apollo ignored them.

He had no face. Blood was literally pouring from his body. And he
kept on smiling, silently, horribly, as he climbed.

Pasqual suddenly began to scream, "Stop, Tony! | framed you! |
framed you! But I'l give everything back--everything! Only don't come
any closer--"

Tony Apollo pulled himself over the edge of the roof. He stood up.
Pasqual staggered back, clawing at the air, sobbing hysterically.

Then he fell, and was hidden beyond the parapet of the roof. Tony
Apollo fell, too.



Vane turned to Lankershim. "Better send your men up to the roof. |
think our friend Pasqual will talk now. If he's still sane...."

The chief barked a command. Two officers raced forward,
clambered up the fire-escape. After a moment one returned, while
the other, carrying Pasqual's limp body, followed more slowly.

The first officer halted before Lankershim. His voice was puzzled.
"Apollo wasn't up there."
"He got away?"

The patrolman swallowed conwulsively. "I--I guess so. There wasn't
any blood on the roof--"

Lankershim expelled his breath in disbelief. "No blood! Why, the
pavement's covered with it. Look!" He pointed--and then his jaw
dropped.

There wasn't any blood visible. It had vanished....

A month had passed. Vane sat in the back of Uncle Tobe's shop,
eating Hasenpfeffer with gusto. The old man was smoking a battered
corncob and nodding thoughtfully.

"Business is better for everyone now that Pasqual's gang is broken
up. He confessed everything, didn't he--how he framed you--
everything?"

"That's right."
Uncle Tobe suddenly leaned over the table. "I've been thinking,

Steve--they never found Tony Apollo after he disappeared from that
roof."



"Probably dead," Vane grunted. "A wonder he kept alive as long as
he did."

The grocer smiled. "l have been thinking of various things," he said,
apparently at random. "The way you hypnotized Stohm when he
knocked over my showcase--and that red stone you used to have on
your forehead."

Vane looked up sharply. His face was immobile for an instant. Then,
abruptly, he grinned.

"Allright," he said. "You saw the jewel, eh?"

"l got a glimpse of it, yes. And now there is a little scar in the center
of your forehead--"

"Operation. I'd figured that I'd have to wear that stone till | died, like
the original owner. But he wasn't--exactly human." Vane hesitated.
"Maybe his race didn't know much about surgery. Maybe their
nervous structure was more sensitive. | dunno. An operation
removed the jewel, and I'm still alive.”

"I see. And what really happened to Tony Apollo?"

"He died the first day after we broke out of prison. Before that, he
asked me to get Pasqual for him if he failed. Tony Apollo was a
crook and a gangster, but he played square, in his own way. And he
never broke a promise."

"But it wasn't Apollo who followed Pasqual up that fire-escape.”

Vane smiled grimly. "Pasqual saw him. The Chief saw him. The
whole crowd saw him--so did you."



"Yes, | saw him," Uncle Tobe nodded. "But--did you?"
There was a brief silence. Then Vane shook his head.

"No, I didn't see him. He wasn't there, except in the minds of Pasqual
and the chief and all the rest. -well, let's say | used hypnotism."
Involuntarily the lawyer's hand went up to the scar on his forehead.

Uncle Tobe tugged at his lower lip, "The red jewel? You still have it?
What did you do with it?"

"It's safe," Vane said. "Some day--perhaps | may be forced to use it
again. Anyway--" He picked up his fork "--this Hasenpfeffer is swell.
How about another helping?"

"The Cold Gray God"
Published in Weird Tales, Vol. 26, No. 4 (October 1935).

Snow fell over Righa, pole city of Mats. Bitter snow, whirling in ice-
hard particles on the thin, keen wind that always seems to blow
through Righa's streets. These cobblestoned ways were nearly
empty today. Squat stone houses crouched low under the assaults of
that storm-laden wind, and the dry snow eddied in long gusts down
the reaches of the Lakklan, Righa's central street. The few
pedestrians along the Lakklan huddled collars high about their ears
and hurried over the cobbles.

But there was one figure in the street that did not hurry. It was a
woman's figure, and by the swing of her gait and the high poise of
her head one might guess that she was young, but it would be no
more than a guess, for the fur cloak she clutched about her muffled
every line of her body and the peaked hood of it hid her face. That fur
was the sleek white hide of the almost extinct saltland snow-cat, so
that one might presuppose her wealth. She walked with a swinaing



grace rarel)7 encountered in Righa's streets. For Righa is an outlaw
city, and young women, wealthy and beautiful and unattended, are
seldom seen upon the Lakklan.

She strolled slowly down the broad, uneven way, her long hooded
cloak making a white enigma of her. But she was somehow alien to
this bleak, bitter scene. That almost dancing litheness which
attended her motion, eloquent even through the concealing folds of
rich snow-cat fur, was not a characteristic of Martian women, even
the pink beauties of the canals. Indefinably she was foreign--
exotically foreign.

From the shadow of her hood an eager gaze roved the street, avidly
scanning the few faces she passed. They were hard-featured faces
for the most part, bleak and cold as the gray city about them. And the
eyes that met hers boldly or slyly, according to the type of passer-by,
were curiously alike in their furtiveness, their shadow of alert and
hunted watching. For men came to Righa quietly, by devious ways,
and dwelt in seclusion and departed without ostentation. And their
eyes were always wary.

The girl's gaze flicked by them and went on. If they stared after her
down the street she did not seem to know, or greatly to care. She
paced unhurriedly on over the cobbles.

Ahead of her a broad, low door opened to a burst of noise and
music, and warm light streamed briefly out into the gray day as a
man stepped over the sill and swung the door shut behind him.
Sidelong she watched the man as he belted his heavy coat of brown
pole-deer hide and stepped briskly out into the street. He was tall,
brown as leather, hard-featured under the pole-deer cap pulled low
over his eyes. They were startling, those eyes, cold and steady, icily
calm. Indefinably he was of Earth. His scarred dark face had a faintly
piratical look, and he was wolfishly lean in his spaceman's leather as



he walked lightly down the Lakklan, turning up the deer-hide collar
about his ears with one hand. The other, his right, was hidden in the
pocket of his coat.

The woman swerved when she saw him. He watched her subtly
swaying approach without a flicker of expression on his face. But
when she laid a milkily white hand upon his arm he gave a queer little
start, involuntarily, like a shiver quickly suppressed. A ripple of
annoyance crossed his face briefly and was gone, as if the muscular
start had embarrassed him. He turned upon her an absolutely
expressionless stare and waited.

"Who are you?" cooed a throatily velvet voice from the depths of the
hood.

"Northwest Smith." He said it crisply, and his lips snapped shut
again. He moved a little away from her, for her hand still lay upon his
right arm, and his right hand was still hidden in the coat pocket. He
moved far enough to free his arm, and stood waiting.

"Will you come with me?" Her voice throbbed like a pigeon's from
the shadow of her hood.

For a quick instant his pale eyes appraised her, as caution and
curiosity warred within him. Smith was a wary man, very wise in the
dangers of the spaceways life. Not for a moment did he mistake her
meaning. Here was no ordinary woman of the streets. A woman
robed in snow-cat furs had no need to accost casual strangers along
the Lakklan.

"What do you want?" he demanded. His voice was deep and harsh,
and the words fairly clicked with a biting brevity.

"Come," she cooed, moving nearer again and slipping one hand



inside his arm. "l will tell you that in my own house. Itis so cold here."

Smith allowed himself to be pulled along down the Lakklan, too
puzzled and surprised to resist. That simple act of hers had amazed
him out of all proportion to its simplicity. He was revising his
judgment of her as he walked along over the snow-dust cobbles at
her side. For by that richly throaty voice that throbbed as colorfully as
a dove's, and by the milky whiteness of her hand on his arm, and by
the subtle swaying of her walk, he had been sure, quite sure, that she
came from Venus. No other planet breeds such beauty, no other
women are born with the instinct of seduction in their very bones.
And he had thought, dimly, that he recognized her voice.

But no, if she were Venus-bred, and the woman he half suspected
her of being, she would never have slid her arm through his with that
little intimate gesture or striven to override his hesitation with the
sheer strength of her own charm. His one small motion away from
her hand on his arm would have warned a true Venusian not to
attempt further intimacy. She would have known by the look in his still
eyes, by the wolfish, scarred face, tight-mouthed, that his weakness
did not lie along the lines she was mistress of. And if she were the
woman he suspected, all this was doubly sure. No, she could not be
Venus-bred, nor the woman her voice so recalled to him.

Because of this he allowed her to lead him down the Lakklan. Not
often did he permit curiosity to override his native caution, or he
would never have come unscathed through the stormy years that lay
behind him. But there was something so subtly queer about this
woman, so contradictory to his preconceived opinions. Very vital to
Smith were his own quick appraisements, and when one went all
awry from the lines he intuitively expected, he felt compelled to learn
why. He went on at her side, shortening his strides to the gliding gait
of the woman on his arm. He did not like the contact of her hand,
although he could not have said why.



No further words passed between them until they had reached a low
stone building ten minutes'walk on down the Lakklan. She rapped on
the heavy door with a quick, measured beat, and it swung open upon
dimness. Her bare white hand in the crook of Smith's arm pulled him
inside.

A gliding servant took his coat and fur cap. Without ostentation, as
he removed the coat he slipped out the gun which had lain in his right
hand pocket and upon which his hand had rested all the while he was
in the street. He tucked it inside his leather jacket and followed the
still cloaked woman down a short hallway and through a low arch
under which he had to stoop his head. The room they entered was
immemorially ancient, changelessly Martian. Upon the dark stone
floor, polished by the feet of countless generations, lay the furs of
saltland beasts and the thick-pelted animals of the pole. The stone
walls were incised with those inevitable, mysterious symbols which
have become nothing more than queer designs now, though a million
years ago they bore deep significance. No Martian house, old or
new, lacks them, and no living Martian knows their meaning.

Remotely they must be bound up with the queer, cold darkness of
that strange religion which once ruled Mars and which dwells still in
the heart of every true Martian, though its shrines are secret now and
its priests discredited. Perhaps if one could read those symbols they
would tell the name of the cold god whom Mars worships still, in its
heart of hearts, yet whose name is never spoken.

The whole room was fragrant and a little mysterious with the
aromatic fumes of the braziers set at intervals about the irregularly
shaped room, and the low ceiling pressed the perfume down so that
it hung in smoky layers in the sweet, heavy air.

"Be seated," murmured the woman from the depths of her hood.



Smith glanced about in distaste. The room was furnished in the
luxuriant Martian style so at odds with the harsh characteristics of the
Martian people. He selected the least voluptuous-looking of the
couches and sat down, regarding the woman obliquely as he did so.

She had tuned a litle away from him now and was slowly
unfastening her furs. Then in one slow, graceful motion she flung
back the cloak.

Smith caught his breath involuntarily, and a little shiver rippled over
him, like the queer shock which had shaken his usually iron poise in
the street. He could not be certain whether it were admiration or
distaste he felt more strongly. And this despite her breath-taking
beauty. Frankly he stared.

Yes, she was Venusian. Nowhere save upon that sunless, mist-
drenched planet are such milk-white women bred. Voluptuously slim
she was, in the paradoxical Venusian way, and the sweet, firm
curves of her under velvet were more eloquent than a love-song. Her
deeply crimson robe swathed her close in the traditional Venusian
way, leaving one arm and rose-white shoulder bare and slit so that at
every other step her milky thigh gleamed through. Heavy lids veiled
her eyes from him as she turned. Unmistakably, exquisitely, she was
Venusian, and from head to foot so lovely that despite himself
Smith's pulses quickened.

He bent forward, eyes eager upon her face. It was flawlessly lovely,
the long eyes subtly tilted, the planes of her cheekbones and the set
of her chin eloquent of the beauty which dwelt in the very bones
beneath her sweet white flesh, so that even her skull must be lovely.
And with an odd little catch in his breath, Smith admitted to himself
that she was indeed the woman he had guessed. He had not
mistaken the throbbing richness of her voice. But--he looked closer,
and wondered if he really did catch some hint of--wronaness-in that



delicately tinted face, in the oddly averted eyes. For a moment his
mind ran backward, remembering.

Judai of Venus had been the toast of three planets a few years past.
Her heart-twisting beauty, her voice that throbbed like a dove's, the
glowing charm of her had captured the hearts of every audience that
heard her sing. Even the far outposts of civilization knew her. That
colorful, throaty voice had sounded upon Jupiter's moons and sent
the cadences of Starless Night ringing over the bare rocks of
asteroids and through the darkness of space.

And then she vanished. Men wondered awhile, and there were
searches and considerable scandal, but no one saw her again. All
that was long past now. No one sang Starless Night any more, and it
was the Earth-born Rose Robertson's voice which rang through the
solar system in lilting praise of The Green Hills of Earth. Judai was
years forgotten.

Smith knew her in the first glimpse he had of that high-cheeked,
rose-tinted face. He had felt before he saw her that surely no two
women of the same generation could speak in a voice so richly
colored, so throbbingly sweet. And yet there was a hint of something
alien in those gorgeously rich tones; something indefinably wrong in
her unforgettable face; something that sent a little shock of distaste
through him in the first glimpse he had of her beauty.

Yes, his ears and his eyes told him that she was Judai, but that
infallible animal instinct which had saved him so often in such subtly
warning ways told him just as surely that she was not--could not be.
Judai, of all women, to make such un-Venusian errors of intuition!
Feeling a little dizzy, he sat back and waited.

She glided across the floor to his side. The subtly provocative sway
of her body as she moved was innately Venusian, but she moved to



the couch beside him and allowed her body to touch his in a brushing
contact that sent a little thrill through him involuntarily, though he
moved away. No, Judai would never have done that. She would have
known better.

"You know me--yes?" she queried, richly murmurous.
"We haven't met before," he said non-committally.

"But you know Judai. You remember. | saw it in your eyes. You must
keep my secret, Northwest Smith. Can | trust you?"

"That--depends." His voice was dry.

"| left, that night in New York, because something called which was
stronger than I. No, it was not love. It was stronger than love,
Northwest Smith. | could not resist it."

There was a subtle amusement in her voice, as if she told some
secret jest that had meaning to none but her. Smith moved a little
farther from her on the couch.

"l have been searching a long while," she went on in her low, rich
voice, "for such a man as you--a man who can be entrusted with a
dangerous task." She paused.

"What s it?"

"There is a man in Righa who has something | very much want. He
lives on the Lakklan by that drinking-house they call The Spaceman's
Rest."

Again she paused. Smith knew the place well, a dark, low-roofed
den where the shadier and more scrupulously wary transients in
Righa gathered. For the Spaceman's Rest was owned by a grim-



jawed, leathery old drylander named Mhici, who was rumored to
have great influence with the powers in Righa; so that a drink in The
Spaceman's Rest was safely taken, without danger of interruption.
He knew old Mhici well. He turned a mildly inquiring eye upon Judai,
waiting for her to go on.

Her own eyes were lowered, but she seemed to feel his gaze, for
she took up her story again instantly, without lifting her lashes.

"The man's name | do not know, but he is of Mars, from the canal-
countries, and his face is deeply scarred across both cheeks. He
hides what | want in a little ivory box of drylander carving. If you can
bring that to me you may name your own reward."

Smith's pale eyes turned again, reluctantly, to the woman beside
him. He wondered briefly why he disliked even to look at her, for she
seemed lovelier each time his gaze rested upon that exquisitely
tinted face. He saw that her eyes were still lowered, the feather
lashes brushing her cheeks. She nodded without looking up as he
echoed,

"Any price lask?"
"Money or jewels or--what you will."

"Ten thousand gold dollars to my name in the Great Bank at
Lakkjourna, confirmed by viziphone when | hand you the box."

If he expected a flicker of displeasure to cross her face at his matter-
of-factness, he was disappointed. She rose in one long gliding
motion and stood quietly before him. Smoothly, without lifting her
eyes, she said,

"It is agreed, then. | will see you here tomorrow at this hour."



Her voice dropped with a note of finality and dismissal. Smith
glanced up into her face, and at what he saw there started to his feet
in an involuntary motion, staring undisguisedly. She was standing
quite still, with downcast eyes, and all animation and allure were
draining away from her face. Uncomprehending, he watched
humanity fading as if some glowing inward tide ebbed away, leaving
a husk of sweet, inanimate flesh where the radiant Judai had stood a
moment before.

An unpleasant little coldness rippled down his back as he watched.
Uncertainly he glanced toward the door, feeling more strongly than
ever that inexplicable rewulsion against some inner alienness he
could not understand. As he hesitated, "Go, go!" came in an
impatient voice from between her scarcely moving lips. And in
almost ludicrous haste he made for the door. His last glance as it
swung to of its own weight behind him revealed Judai standing
motionless where he had left her, a still figure silhouetted white and
scarlet against the immemorial pattern of the wall beyond. And he
had a curious impression that a thin gray fog veiled her body in a
lowly spreading nimbus that was inexplicably unpleasant.

Dusk was falling as he came out into the street again. A shadowy
servant had given him his coat, and Smith departed so quickly that
he was still struggling into the sleeves as he stepped out under the
low arch of the door and drew a deep breath of the keen, icy air in
conscious relief. He could not have explained, even to himself, the
odd revulsion which Judai and her house had roused in him, but he
was very glad to be free of them both and out in the open street
again.

He shrugged himself deep into the warm fur coat and set off with
long strides down the Lakklan. He was headed for The Spaceman's
Rest. Old Mhici, if Smith found him in the right mood and
approached him through the proper devious channels, might have



information to give about the lovely lost singer and her strange
house--and her credit at the Great Bank of Lakkjourna. Smith had
small reason to doubt her wealth, but he took no needless chances.

The Spaceman's Rest was crowded. Smith made his way through
the maze of tables toward the long bar at the end of the room,
threading the crowd of hard-faced men whose wide diversity of
races seemed to make little difference in the curious similarity of
expression which dwelt upon every face. They were quiet and
watchful-eyed and wore the indefinable air of those who live by their
wits and their guns. The low-roofed place was thick with a pungent
haze from the nuari which nearly all were smoking, and that in itself
was evidence that in Mhici's place they considered themselves
secure, for nuari is mildly opiate.

Old Mhici himself came forward to the voiceless summoning in
Smith's single pale-eyed glance as it met his in the crowd about the
bar. The Earthman ordered red segir-whisky, but he did not drink it
immediately.

"l know no one here," he observed in the drylander idiom, which was
a flagrant misstatement, but heavy with meaning. For the hospitable
old saltlands'custom demands that the proprietor share a drink with
any stranger who comes into his bar. It is a relic from the days when
strangers were rare in the saltlands, and is very seldom recalled in
populous cities like Righa, but Mhici understood. He said nothing,
but he took the black Venusian bottle of segir by the neck and
motioned Smith toward a corner table that stood empty.

When they were settled there and Mhici had poured himself a drink,
Smith took one gulp of the red whisky and hummed the opening bars
of Starless Night, watching the old drylander's pointed, leathery
features. One of Mhici's eyebrows went up, which was the equivalent
of a start of surprise in another man.



"Starless nights," he observed, "are full of danger, Smith."
"And of pleasure sometimes, eh?"

"Ur-r! Not this one."

"Oh?"

"No. And where | do not understand, | keep away."
"You're puzzled too, eh?"

"Deeply. What happened?”

Smith told him briefly. He knew that it is proverbial never to trust a
drylander, but he felt that old Mhici was the exception. And by the old
man's willingness to come to the point with a minimum of fencing and
circumlocution he knew that he must be very perturbed by Judai's
presence in Righa. Old Mhici missed little, and if he was puzzled by
her presence Smith felt that his own queer reactions to the Venusian
beauty had not been unjustified.

"l know the box she means," Mhici told him when he had finished.
"There's the man, over there by the wall. See?"

Under his brows Smith studied a lean, tall canal-dweller with a
deeply scarred face and an air of restless uneasiness. He was
drinking some poisonously green concoction and smoking nuari so
heavily that the clouds of it veiled his face. Smith grunted
contemptuously.

"If the box is valuable he's not putting himself into any shape to guard
it," he said. "He'll be dead asleep in half an hour if he keeps that up."



"Look again," murmured Mhici. And Smith, wondering a little at the
dryness of the old man's voice, turned his head and studied the
canal-dweller more carefully.

This time he saw what had escaped him before. The man was
frightened, so frightened that the nuari pouring in and out of his lungs
was having little effect. His restless eyes were hot with anxiety, and
he had maneuvered his back to the wall so that he could command
the whole room as he drank. That in itself, here in Mhici's place, was
flagrant. Mhici's iron fist and ready gun had established order in The
Spaceman's Rest long ago, and no man in years had dared break it.
Mhici commanded not only physical but also moral respect, for his
influence with the powers of Righa was exerted not only to furnish
immunity to his guests but also to punish peace-breakers . The
Spaceman's Rest was sanctuary. No, for a man to sit with his back
to the wall here bespoke terror of something more deadly than guns.

"They're following him, you know," Mhici murmured over the rim of his
glass."He stole that box somewhere along the canals, and now he's
afraid of his shadow. | don't know what's in the box, but it's damn
valuable to someone and they're out to get it at any cost. Do you still
want to relieve him of it?"

Smith squinted at the drylander through narrowed eyes. How old
Mhici learned the secrets he knew, no one could guess, but he had
never been caught in error. And Smith had little desire to call down
upon himself the enmity of whatever perils it was which kindled the
fear of death in the canal-dweller's eyes. Yet curiosity rode him still.
The puzzle of Judai was a tantalizing mystery which he felt he must
solve.

"

"Yes," he said slowly. "I've got to know."

Il get you the box," said Mhici suddenly. "l know where he hides it,



and there's a way between here and the house next door that will let
me atit in five minutes. Wait here.”

"No," said Smith quickly. "That's not fair to you. Il get it."

Mhici's wide mouth curved.
"I'm in little danger," he said. "Here in Righa no one would dare--and
besides, that way is secret. Wait."

Smith shrugged. After all, Mhici knew how to take care of himself. He
sat there gulping down segir as he waited, and watching the canal-
dweller across the room. Terror played in changing patterns across
the scarred face.

When Mhici reappeared he carried a small wooden crate labeled
conspicuously in Venusian characters. Smith translated, "Six Pints
Segir, Vanda Distilleries, Ednes, Venus."

"It's in this," murmured Mhici, setting down the box. "You'd better stay
here tonight. You know, the back room that opens on the alley.”

"Thanks," said Smith in some embarrassment. He was wondering
why the old drylander had taken such pains in his behalf. He had
expected no more than a few words of warning. "Il split the money,
you know."

Mhici shook his head.

"l don't think you'll get it," he said'candidly. "And | don't think she
really wants the box. Not half so much as she wants you, anyhow.
There were any number of men who could have got the box for her.
And you remember how she said she'd been looking a long time for
someone like yourself. No, it's the man she wants, | think. And | can't
figure out why."



Smith wrinkled his brows and traced a design on the tabletop in spilt
segir.

ve got to know," he said stubbornly.
"I've passed her in the street. I've felt that same rewulsion, and | don't
know why. | don't like this, Smith. But if you feel you have to go
through with it, that's your affair. Il help if | can. Let's drop it, eh?
What are you doing tonight? | hear there's a new dancer at the
Lakktal now."

Much later, in the shifting light of Mars'hurrying moons, Smith
stumbled up the little alley behind The Spaceman's Rest and entered
the door in the rear of the bar. His head was a bit light with much
segir, and the music and the laughter and the sound of dancing feet
in the Lakktal's halls made an echoing beat through his head. He
undressed clumsily in the dark and stretched himself with a heavy
sigh on the leather couch which is the Martian bed.

Just before sleep overtook him he found himself remembering
Judai's queer little quirking smile when she said, "I left New York
because something called--stronger than love...." And he thought
drowsily, "What is stronger than love?..." The answer came to him
just as he sank into oblivion. "Death."

Smith slept late the next day. The tri-time steel watch on his wrist
pointed to Martian noon when old Mhici himself pushed open the
door and carried in a tray of breakfast.

"There's been excitement this morning," he observed as he set down
his burden.

Smith sat up and stretched luxuriously.



"What?"
"The canal man shot himself."

Smith's pale eyes sought out the case labeled "Six Pints Segir"
where it stood in the corner of the room. His brows went up in
surprise.

"Is it so valuable as that?" he murmured. "Let's look at it."

Mhici shot the bolts on the two doors as Smith rose from the leather
couch and dragged the box into the center of the floor. He pried up
the thin board that Mhici had nailed down the night before over the
twice-stolen box, and pulled out an object wrapped in brown canvas.
With the old drylander bending over his shoulder he unwound the
wrappings. For a full minute thereafter he squatted on his heels
staring in perplexity at the thing in his hands. It was not large, this little
ivory box, perhaps ten inches by four, and four deep. Its intricate
drylander carving struck him as remotely familiar, but he had been
staring at it for several seconds before it dawned upon him where he
had seen those odd spirals and queer twisted characters before.
Then he remembered. No wonder they looked familiar, for they had
stared down upon him bafflingly from the walls of countless Martian
dwellings.

He lifted his eyes and saw a band of them circling the walls above
him now. But they were large, and these on the box intricately tiny, so
that at first glance they looked like the merest waving lines incised
delicately all over the box's surface.

Not until then, following those crawling lines, did he see that the box
had no opening. To all appearances it was not a box at all, but a
block of carved ivory. He shook it, and something within shifted
slightly, as if it were packed in loose wrappings. But there was no



opening anywhere. He turned it over and over, peering and prying,
but to no avail. Finally he shrugged and wrapped the canvas back
about the enigma.

"What do you make of it?" he asked.
Mhici shook his head.

"Great Shar alone can tell," he murmured half in derision, for Shar is
the Venusian god, a friendly deity whose name rises constantly to the
lips of the Hot Planet's dwellers. The god whom Mars worships,
openly or in secret, is never named aloud.

They discussed the puzzle of it off and on the rest of the afternoon.
Smith spent the hours restlessly, for he dared not smoke nuari nor
drink much, with the interview so close ahead. When the shadows
were lengthening along the Lakklan he got into his deer-hide coat
again and tucked the ivory box into an inner pocket. It was bulky, but
not betrayingly so. And he made sure his flame-gun was charged
and ready.

In the late afternoon sun that sparkled blindingly upon the snow
crystals blowing along the wind', he went down the Lakklan again
with his right hand in his pocket and his eyes raking the street warily
under the shadow of his cap. Evidently the pursuers of that box had
not traced it, for he was not followed.

Judai's house squatted dark and low at the edge of the Lakklan.
Smith fought down a rising revulsion as he lifted his hand to knock,
but the door swung open before his knuckles had touched the panel.
That same shadowy servant beckoned him in. This time he did not
put his gun away when he shifted it from his coat pocket. He took the
canvas-wrapped box in one hand and the flame-pistol in the other,
and the servant opened the door he had passed last night upon the



room where Judai was waiting.

She 'stood exactly as he had left her in the center of the floor, white
and scarlet against the queer traceries on the wall beyond. He had
the curious notion that she had not stirred since he left her last night.
She moved a little sluggishly as she turned her head and saw him,
but it was a lethargy which she quickly overcame. She motioned him
toward the divan, taking her seat at his side with the flowing, feline
ease of every true Venusian. And as before, he shrank involuntarily
from the contact of that fragrant, velvet-sheathed body, with an inner
revulsion he could not understand.

She said nothing, but she held out her two hands cupped up in
entreaty, and she did not lift her eyes to his face as she did so. He
laid the box in her upturned palm. At that moment for the first time it
occurred to him that not once had he met her eyes. She had never
lifted those veiling lashes and looked into his. Wondering, he
watched.

She was unwrapping the canvas with quick, delicate motions of her
pink-stained fingers. When the box lay bare in her hands she sat
quite motionless for a while, her lowered eyes fixed upon the carven
block of the thing which had cost at least one life. And her quiet was
unnatural, trance-like. He thought she must have ceased to breathe.
Not a lash fluttered, not a pulse stirred in her round white wrists as
she held the litle symbol-traced box up. There was something
indescribably horrid in her quiet as she sat and stared, all her being
centered in one vast, still concentration upon the ivory box. Then he
heard such a deep breath rush out through her nostrils that it might
have been life itself escaping, a breath that thinned into a high,
shuddering hum like the whine of wind through wires. It was not a
sound that any human creature could make.

Without realizing that he had moved, Smith leaped. Of their own



volition his muscles tensed into a spring of animal terror away from
that high-whining thing on the couch. He ground himself half crouched
a dozen paces away, his gun steady in a lifted hand and his hair
stiffening at the roots as he faced her. For by the thin, high,
shuddering noise he knew surely that she was not human.

For a long instant he crouched there, taut, feeling his scalp crawl with
a prickling terror as his pale eyes searched for some reason in this
madness which had come over them both. She still sat rigid, with
lowered eyes, but though she had not stirred, something told him
unerringly that his first instinct had been right, his first intuitive
flinching from her hand on his arm--she was not human. Warm white
flesh and fragrant hair and subtle, curving roundness of her under
velvet, all this was camouflage to conceal-to conceal--he could not
guess what, but he knew that loveliness for a lie, and all down his
back the nerves tingled with man's involuntary shudder from the
unknown.

She rose. Cradling the ivory box against the sweet high curve of her
bosom, she moved slowly forward, her lashes making two dim
crescents on her exquisitely tinted cheeks. He had never seen her
lovelier, or more hideously repulsive. For in some obscure part of his
brain he knew that the humanity which she had clutched like a cloak
about her was being dropped. In another instant....

She paused before him, very near, so near that the muzzle of his half-
forgotten gun was pressed against the velvet that sheathed her body,
and the fragrance of her rose in a vague cloud to his nostrils. For one
tense instant they stood so, she with lowered lashes, cradling her
ivory box, he rigid with prickling revulsion, gun nosing her side, pale
eyes set in a narrow-lidded stare as he waited shudderingly for what
must come next. In the split second before her eyelids rose, he
wanted overwhelmingly to fling up a hand and shut out the sight of
what lay behind them, to run blindly out of the room and out of the



house and never stop until the doors of The Spaceman's Rest closed
shelteringly upon him. He could not stir. Caught in a frozen trance, he
stared. The lashes fluttered. Slowly, very slowly, her lids rose.

The cold shock that jolted him into incredulity then made every detail
of the picture so clear that he was never to forget, no matter how
hard he tried, the vividness of that first glimpse into Judai's eyes. Yet
for a full minute he did not realize what he saw. It was too incredible
for the brain to grasp. With thickly beating heart he stood rigid,
staring into the weird face turned to his.

From under those deep-curved lashes looked out no such luminous
depths of darkness as he had expected. There were no eyes behind
Judai's creamy lids. Instead he was looking into two lash-fringed,
almond-shaped pits of gray smoke, smoke that seethed and shifted
and boiled within itself, unresting as smoke from the fires of hell. He
knew then that there dwelt in the curved and milk-white body which
had been Judai's a thing more evil than any devil hell's fire ever
spawned. How it came into that body he never knew, but he did know
that the real Judai was gone. Looking into that restlessly seething
smoky blindness, he was sure of that, and revulsion surged through
him as he strained at his own body for the will to blast this hell-
tenanted beauty into nothingness, and could not stir. Helpless in the
frozen grip of his own horror, he watched.

She-it stood straight before him, staring blankly. And he was aware
of a slow seepage from the gray pits of the eyes. Smoke was curling
out into the room in delicate whirls and plumes. Sickness came over
him as he realized it, and an extravagant terror, for it was not the
sweet-smelling, clean smoke of fire. There was no physically
perceptible odor to it, but from the unspeakably evil stench his very
soul shuddered away. He could smell evil, taste it, perceive it with
more senses than he knew he possessed, despite the intangibility of
the swirling stuff that billowed now in deepening waves from under



the lash-fringed lids that once had been Judai's. Once before he had
been dimly aware of this, when he had looked back as he left, the
night before, to see that vague gray veiling a woman's milk-
whiteness in obscurity that was somehow--unpleasant. Even that
remote hinting at what he saw now in full strength had been enough
to send a warning shudder through him. But now--now it billowed
about him in thickening deeps through which he could scarcely make
out the pale shape of the figure before him, and the grayness was
seeping through his body and mind and soul with a touch more
dreadful than the touch of every ugly thing in creation. It was not
tangible, but it was slimier and more unclean than anything he could
have named. Not upon his flesh but upon his soul that wet slime
crawled.

Dimly through the swirl of it he saw the lips of Judai's body move. A
ghost of a voice fluted into the grayness, a sweet, rich, throbbing
thread of sound. So lovely had been Judai's voice that even the
horror which stirred it now into speech could not evoke discords from
a throat that had never uttered any sound but music.

"l am ready to take you now, Northwest Smith. The time has come to
discard this body and these ways of seduction, and put on a man's
strength and straightforwardness, so that | may complete what |
came to do. | shall not need it long, but your force and vitality | must
have before | surrender them ufjjj to mighty -----—-- . And then I may go
forth in my true form to bring the worlds under great -----—-- 's reign."

Smith blinked. There had been a gap in her words where he should
have heard a name, but it had not been a gap of silence. Her lips
had moved, though no sound came forth, and the air shook with a
wordless cadence so deeply stirring that he felt involuntary awe--if it
were possible to feel awe at the utterance of a word without sound.

That sweetly murmurous voice was whispering through the fog that



had thickened now until he could scarcely see the outlines of the
figure before him.

"l have waited so long for you, Northwest Smith--for a man with a
body and a brain like yours, to serve my needs. | take you now, in
great —----— 's name. In that name, | bid you surrender your body. Go!"

The last word cracked through the mist, and abruptly blindness swept
over him. His feet no longer pressed the floor. He was wallowing in a
fog of such revolting horror that his very soul writhed within him for
escape. Slimily the gray stuff seeped through his being, crawling and
sliding and oozing, and the touch of it upon his brain was a formless
madness, so that the soul which shuddered from such indescribable
dreadfulness would have fled into hell itself to escape.

Dimly he knew what was happening. His body was being made
untenable to force his consciousness to leave it. And knowing this,
realizing what its portent was, yet he found himself struggling
desperately for release. The crawling ooze was a slime upon his very
soul. There could be no alternative so frightful as this sickening
reality. Madness was in the frightened writhing of self to escape the
horror that enfolded him. Frantically he fought for release.

It came, suddenly. He was aware of a distinct snapping, as of
something tangible, and then freedom. On the instant those gray,
crawling swaths of revulsion ceased to be. He floated free and light
and impalpable in a void without light or dark, conscious of nothing
but the blessed release from torment.

Gradually realization came back to him. He had no form or
substance now, but he was aware. And he knew that he must seek
his body again; how, he did not know, but the thought of it was a
poignant longing, and his whole intangible being so concentrated
upon that thought that in a moment or two the room he had left began



to take shape about him, and his own tall figure swam hazily through
the veiling fog. With a mighty effort he bent his thoughts upon that
figure, and at last began to understand what was taking place.

He could see now with clear, unhampered vision around all points of
the compass at once. Floating in nothingness, he watched the room.
It was a little difficult at first to see any one thing, for he no longer had
the focus of eyes to help him and the room was a wide panorama
without center. But after a while he learned the trick of concentration,
and saw clearly for the first time his own relinquished self, broad and
tall and leather-brown, standing rigid in the midst of a sliding fog that
curled about it in thick, slimy glidings which brought back memories
of sickening vividness. At the feet of that brown, fog-veiled shape lay
the body of Judai. Exquisitely graceful, it stretched in a glimmer of
white and scarlet across the dark floor. He knew she was dead now.
The breath of alien life which had been infused into her was
withdrawn. Death's curious flatness was eloquent in the piteously
lovely body rounding under the velvet robe. The Thing was done with
her.

He turned his attention again to his own body. That horribly alive fog
had thickened still more, into heavy, half-palpable robes of sliding
slime that crawled unceasingly over and around the tall figure. But it
was disappearing. It was seeping slowly, remorselessly, into the
flesh he had vacated. Now it was more than half gone, and into that
frozen body a semblance of life was stealing. He watched while the
last of the gray stuff which was the Thing took possession of his lost
self, waking it into a cold and alien life. He saw it seize upon the
nerves and muscles he had trained, so that its first motion was the
familiar quick gesture to slip the flame-gun into its holster under his
arm. He saw his own broad shoulders shrug unconsciously to be
sure the strap was in place. He watched himself crossing the room
with the long, light steps that had once been his. He saw his own
hands pick up the ivory box from the slim, pink-stained fingers of



Judai.

Not until then did he realize that thoughts were open to his reading
now, as clearly as words had been before. The only thoughts in the
room had been the alien ones of the Thing and until this moment they
had not taken forms human enough to have meaning to him. But now
he began to understand many things, and the strangeness of them
whirled through his consciousness in half-incomprehensible patterns.

Then abruptly a name flashed through those thoughts, and the power
of it struck him with such force that for an instant his hold upon the
scene slipped and he whirled back into that void again where neither
light nor darkness dwelt. As he fought his way back into the room his
unbodied mind was struggling to put together the pieces of newly
acquired knowledge, in which that name flamed like a beacon, the
center and focus for all the patterns of the knowledge.

It was the name his ears had not been able to hear when Judai's lips
spoke it. He knew now that though human lips could frame its
syllables, no brain that was wholly human could send the impulses for
that framing; so that it could never be spoken by a sane man, nor
heard or understood by him. Even so, the wordless vibrations of it
had eddied through his brain in waves of awe. And now, when its
unveiled force struck full upon his unprotected consciousness, the
mightiness of that name was enough to send him reeling all out of
focus and control.

For it was the name of a Thing so powerful that even in his unreality
he shuddered at the thought; a thing whose full might no flesh-veiled
consciousness could grasp. Only in his disembodied awareness
could he realize it, and he turned his mind away from that awful name
even as he delved deeper into the alien thoughts that flashed before
him from the creature which wore his semblance.



He knew now why the Thing had come. He knew the purpose of that
which bore the name. And he knew why the men of Mars never
spoke their cold god's title. They could not. It was not a name human
brains could grasp or human lips utter without compulsion from
Outside. Slowly the origins of that curious religion took shape in his
mind.

The name had dwelt like some vast, brooding shadow among the
earliest ancestors of Martian men, millions upon millions of years
ago. It had come from its lair Outside, and dwelt dreadfully among
mankind, sucking life from its worshippers and reigning with such
awe and terror that even now, after countless eons had gone by,
though its very existence was forgotten, that terror and awe lived yet
in the minds of these remote descendants.

Nor was the name wholly gone, even now. It had withdrawn, for
reasons too vast for comprehension. But it had left behind it shrines,
and each of them was a little doorway into that presence, so that the
priests who tended them furnished tribute. Sometimes they were
possessed by the power of their god, and spoke the name which
their devotees could not hear, yet whose awful cadences were a
storm of power about them. And this was the origin of that strange,
dark religion which upon Mars has been discredited for so long,
though it has never died in the hearts of men.

Smith understood now that the Thing which dwelt in his body was a
messenger from Outside, although he could never quite grasp in
what capacity. It might have been a part of that vast composite
power which bore the name. He never knew. Its thoughts when they
wandered in that direction were too alien to carry any meaning into
his mind. When it even turned those thoughts backward toward its
origin, and the might of the name flashed through them, Smith quickly
learned to shrink within himself, withdrawing his consciousness until
that thought had passed. It was like gazing through an opened door



into the furnaces of hell.

He watched himself turn the box slowly over between his hands,
while his own pale eyes searched its surface. Or were they his eyes?
Did there dwell now under his own lids the grayness of the Thing? He
could not be sure, for he could not bring himself to concentrate
directly upon that foggy dweller within his body. lts touch was so
alien, so repulsive.

Now his hands had found some hidden opening. He could not tell
exactly what happened, but suddenly he saw himself wrenching at
the ivory box, with a queer, twisting motion, and the two halves of it
fell apart along an uneven line of cleavage. Out of it a thick mist rose,
a heavy, semitangible stuff in which the hands of his body groped as
if through folds of cloth.

Sluggishly the mist spilled floorward, while from the box he saw
himself drawing a thing which cleared away a little of the mystery that
shrouded so much of what had happened. For he recognized the
curious symbol that had lain in the mist-filled box. It was wrought from
a substance which has no duplicate anywhere on the three worlds, a
translucent metal through whose depths a smoky dimness was
diffused in vague curls and plumes. And its shape was the duplicate
of a symbol repeated often in the wall-carvings of every Martian
house. Smith had heard whispers of this talisman passed from
mouth to mouth in the secrecy of space-pirates'rendezvous. For its
very existence was a secret to all save those rovers of the space
ways from whom nothing is wholly hidden.

The symbol, so those whispers said, was a talisman from the old
religion, used in the worship of the nameless god in the ages before
discredit had forced the worship into secrecy--a thing of terrible
power had any living man known how to use it. It was said to be kept
in inviolable hiding somewhere in one of the canal cities. He



understood now in what terror the canal-dweller with the scarred face
must have gone, knew why he had not dared face the consequences
of his own theft. The priests of the name were held in the more terror
for the darkness of their calling.

The story behind that theft he was never to know. It was enough that
the Thing had the priceless talisman now. Through his own efforts
that immemorial symbol had fallen into the only hands which would
know how to wield it: paradoxically, the hands that had once been
his. Helplessly he watched.

His own fingers lifted it up familiarly. t was not more than twelve
inches long, a thing of subtle curves and arcs. Suddenly he knew
what the symbol meant. From the cloudy alienness of the mind which
dwelt where his mind had dwelt, he drew the certainty that the
talisman had been wrought into the shape of the written name: that
unspeakable word, crystallized into nameless metal. The Thing
handled it with a sort of unhuman awe.

He watched himself turning slowly round as if in an effort to orient his
body with some unknown point at a measureless distance. His hand,
holding the symbol, rose high. The room was ful of a tense
solemnity, an unbreathing hush, as if some long-awaited moment of
tremendous awe and portent had been reached at last. Slowly, with
stiff steps, his lost body paced toward the eastern wall, the symbol
held rigidly before it.

At that tracery-incised wall it stopped, and with a gesture full of
ritualistic slowness lifted the talisman and set its curved apex against
an identical symbol on the wall, the carven counterpart of the name.
And from that point it drew the talisman down and crosswise as if it
were painting an unseen curve on the wall. As he watched that
moving apex Smith realized what was happening. Invisibly, with the
metal-wrought talisman following lines in the symbols on the wall, it



was tracing that name. And the ritual was invested with a depth of
power and a nameless portent that sent sudden terror thrilling
through him. What was the meaning of it? Cold with a bodiless chill
of foreboding, he watched the rite to its close. The talisman sketched
the last lines of that pattern upon the wall, completely enclosing a
space that covered perhaps six square feet of tracery. And then his
own tall body flourished the metal symbol like one who welcomes a
caller through an opened door, and dropped to its knees before the
outlined pattern.

For a minute--for two minutes--nothing happened. Then, watching the
wall, Smith thought he could discern the shape of the symbol that had
been traced. Somehow it was becoming clear among the painted
characters. Somehow a grayness was spreading within the outlines
he had watched his own hands trace, a fogginess that strengthened
and grew clearer and clearer, until he could no longer make out the
traceries enclosed within its boundaries, and a great, misty symbol
stood out vividly across the wall.

He did not understand for a moment. He watched the grayness take
on density and grow stronger with each passing moment, but he did
not understand until a long curl of fog drifted lazily out into the room,
and the grayness began to spill over its own edges and eddy and
billow as if that wall were afire. And from very far away, over
measureless voids, he caught the first faint impact of a power so
great that he knew in one flash the full horror of what he watched.

The name, traced upon that wall with its own metal counterpart, had
opened a doorway for the Thing which bore the name to enter. It was
coming back to the world it had left millions of years ago. It was
oozing through the opened door, and nothing he could do would stop
it.

He was a bodiless awareness drifting through voids that held neither



light nor dark--he was a nothingness, and he must watch his own
body bring down the destruction of the worlds he had dwelt in without
any strength to oppose a feather's weight of resistance.

Despairingly he watched a long plume of the dawning terror brush
his body's bent head. At the contact that body rose stiffly, as if in
answer to a command, and backed slowly across the room to where
the body of Judai lay sprawled upon the floor. It stooped like an
automaton and lifted her in its arms. It came forward again, walking
mechanically, and laid her down under the billowing symbol that was
a gateway into deeper depths than hell. The smoke wreathed
downward hungrily, hiding the white and scarlet of her from view.

For an instant it writhed and boiled about the spot where she had
been engulfed, and the impact of greater force struck in one mighty
blow against Smith's consciousness. For across the measureless
gulfs the power of the name was nearing. Whatever of energy it had
absorbed from the body of Judai had brought it nearer with a long
leap, so that now the might of it echoed round and round the symbol-
walled room like the beat of drums. There was triumph in that
beating. Remotely, in the recurrent waves of thunderous power, he
understood at last the purpose of those symbols.

All this had been planned eons ago, when the Unnamable One
departed from Mars. Perhaps the ages had been no more than a
moment to its timeless might. But it had left with full meaning to
return, and so had given more deeply than time could erase on the
minds of its worshippers the need for those symbols upon their walls.
Only the need; not the reason. They were to make full access into this
world possible again. The remote touch which its priests kept
through their shrines to the Nameless One were like tiny windows,
but here, hidden among the traceries, opened a mighty gateway
through which all that measureless power could sweep irresistibly
when the hour came. And it had come.



Dimly he caught a vision of triumph from the mind of the Thing which
stood rigid in his body before the billowing wall, a vision of other
worlds wherever the symbols were graven opening like doors for the
great gray surges to come flooding through, a vision of worlds
engulfed and seething in one unbroken blanket of gray that writhed
and eddied and sucked avidly at the bodies and souls of men.

Smith's consciousness shuddered in the void where it drifted, raged
against its own helplessness, watched in horror-struck fascination
the surges of billowing gray that rolled slowly into the room. The body
of Judai had wholly vanished now. And the long fog-fingers were
groping blindly as if in search for other food. In a swimming horror he
watched his own tall body stumble forward and sink to its knees
under the plumes of ravenous gray.

Somehow the vivid despair of that moment was strong enough to do
something which nothing that preceded it had accomplished. The
prospect of the world's destruction had made him sick with a
hopeless dread; but the thought of his own body offered up as a
sacrifice to the flooding gray, leaving him to drift for eternity through
voids, cracked like a whiplash against his consciousness in one
flash of hot rebellion that jerked him all out of focus to the scene he
watched. Violent revolt surged up in him against the power of the
Thing and the awful force of that which bore the name.

How it happened he did not know, but suddenly he was no longer
floating disembodied through nothingness. Suddenly he was bursting
the bonds that parted him from reality. Suddenly he was violently
back again into the world from which he had been thrust, fighting
desperately to gain access once more into his body, struggling in
panic terror to force an entry against the thick grayness of what dwelt
there now. It was a nauseous and revolting struggle, so close to the
slimy presence of the Thing, but he scarcely heeded its nearness in



his frenzy to save the body that was his.

For the moment he was not striving for full possession, but he
pushed and raged and fought to seize his own muscles and drag his
body back from the billows that were rolling hungrily toward it. It was
a more desperate struggle than any hand-to-hand combat, the
struggle of two entities for a single body.

The Thing that opposed him was strong, and firmly entrenched in the
nerve-centers and brain-cells that had been his, but he was fighting
the more hotly for the familiarity of the field he sought to win. And
slowly he won entrance. Perhaps it was because he was not striving
at first for full possession. In its struggles to cling fast to what it held,
the Thing could not oppose his subtle sliding in among the centers
that controlled motion, and by jerky degrees he dragged his own
body to its feet and backward, step by hotly contested step, away
from the seething pattern that cozed upon the wall. Sick to the very
soul with the closeness of the Thing, he fought.

He was struggling now to force it wholly out, and if he was not driving
it away, at least he held his own. It could not dislodge him from the
foothold he had won. There were flashes when he saw the room
through his own eyes again, and felt the strength of his body like a
warm garment about the nakedness of the self which strove for its
possession, yet a body through which crawled and slid the
dreadfulness of that sickening fog-fluid which was a slime upon his
innermost soul.

But the Thing was strong. It had rooted its tendrils deep in the body
he fought for, and would not let go. And through the room in recurrent
thunders beat the might of the coming name, impatient, insistent,
demanding sustenance that it might pass wholly through the
gateway. Its long fog-fingers stretched clutchingly out into the room.
And in Smith a faint hope was growing that it must have his body



before it could come farther. If he could prevent that, perhaps all was
not yet lost. If he could prevent it--but the Thing he struggled with was
strong....

Time had ceased to have meaning for him. In a dream of horror he
wallowed amid the thick and sickening slime of his enemy, fighting
for a more precious thing than his own life.

He fought for Death. For if he could not win his body, yet he knew he
must enter it long enough to die somehow, by his own hand, cleanly;
else he would drift through eternity in the void where neither light nor
darkness dwelt. How long it went on he never knew. But in one of
those moments when he had won a place in his own body again, and
perceived with its senses, he heard the sound of an opening door.

With infinite effort he twisted his head around. Old Mhici stood in the
opening, flame-gun in hand, blinking bewilderedly into the fog-dim
room. There was a dawning terror in his eyes as he stared, a terror
deep-rooted and age-old, heritage from those immemorial
ancestors upon whose minds the name had been graven too deeply
for time to efface. Half comprehending, he stood in the presence of
the god of his fathers, and Smith could see a paralyzing awe
creeping slowly across his face. He could not have known from the
sight of that fog-oozing wall what it was he looked upon, but an inner
consciousness seemed to make clear to him that the thing which
bore the name was a presence in the room. And it must have
realized Mhici's presence, for about the walls in tremendous beats of
command roared the thunderous echoes of that far-away might,
ravenous to feed again upon man. Old Mhici's eyes glazed with
obedience. He stumbled forward one mechanical step.

Something cracked in Smith's consciousness. If Mhici reached the
wall, all his struggles would be for nothing. With that nourishment the
name might enter. Well, at any rate he could save himself--perhaps.



He must die before that happened. And with all the strength that was
in him summoned up in one last despairing surge he crowded the
Thing that dwelt with him momentarily out of control, and fell upon
Mhici with clawed hands clutching for his throat.

Whether the old drylander understood or not, whether he could see in
the pale eyes that had been his friend's the slow writhing of the
Thing, Smith could not guess. He saw the horror and incredulity upon
the leathery features of the Martian as he lunged, and then, in
blessed relief, felt wiry fingers at his own neck. Yet he knew that
Mhici was striving not to injure him, and he struggled in desperation
to lash the old drylander into self-defensive fury. He struck and
gouged and tore, and felt in overwhelming relief the old man's strong
grip tighten at last about his neck.

He relaxed then in the oncoming oblivion of those releasing fingers.

From very far away a hoarse voice calling his name dragged Smith
up through layer upon layer of cloudy nothingness. He opened heavy
eyes and stared. Gradually old Mhici's anxious face swam into focus
above him. Segir was burning in his mouth. He swallowed
automatically, and the pain of his bruised throat as the fiery liquid
went down roused him into full consciousness. He struggled to a
sitting position, pressing one hand to his reeling head and blinking
dazedly about.

He lay upon the dark stone floor where oblivion had overtaken him.
The patterned walls looked down. His heart suddenly leaped into
thick beating. He twisted round, seeking that wall which had oozed
grayness through a door that opened upon Outside. And with such
relief that he sank back against Mhici's shoulder in sudden
weakness, he saw that the Unnamable One no longer billowed out
into the room. Instead, that wall was a cracked and charred ruin
down which long streams of half-melted rock were congealing. The



room was pungent and choking with the odor of a flame-gun's blast.

He turned questioning eyes to Mhici, croaking something inarticulate
in the depths of his swollen throat.

"I-1burnt it," said Mhici in a strange half-shame.

Smith jerked his head round again and stared at the ruined wall, a
hot chagrin flooding over him. Of course, if the pattern were
destroyed, that door would close through which the One which bore
the name was entering. Somehow that had never occurred to him.
Somehow he had wholly forgotten that a flame-gun was sheathed
under his arm during all the long struggle he had held with the Thing
co-dwelling in his body. He realized in a moment why. The awful
power which in his bodiless state had thundered about him from that
infinity of might which bore the name was so measureless that the
very thought of a flame-gun seemed too futile to dwell upon. But
Mhici had not known. He had never felt that vast furnace-blast of
force beating about him. And quite simply, with one flash of his ray-
gun, he had closed the door to Outside.

His voice was beating insistently in Smith's ears, shaking with
emotion and reaction, and cracking a little now and then like the
voice of an old man. For the first time old Mhici was showing his age.

"What happened? What in your own God's name--no, don't tell me
now. Don't try to talk. -l-you can tell me later." And then rapidly, in
disjointed sentences, as if he were talking to drown out the sound of
his own thoughts, "Perhaps | can guess--never mind. Hope | haven't
hurt you. You must have been crazy, Smith. Better now? After you--
you--when | saw you on the floor, there was a--well, a fog, | guess--
thick as slime, that came rolling up from you like--I can't say what.
And suddenly | was mad. That awful gray, rolling out of the wall--I
don't know what happened. First | knew | was blazing away into the



depths of it, and then the wall beyond cracked and melted, and the
whole fog mass was fading out. Don't know why. Don't know what
happened then. | must have been--out--a little while myself. It's gone
now. | don't know why, but it's gone....

"Here, have some more segir."

Smith stared up at him unseeingly. A vague wonder was circling in
his mind as to why the Thing that had tenanted his body surrendered.
Perhaps Mhici had choked life out of that body, so that the Thing had
to flee and his own consciousness could enter unopposed. Perhaps-
-he gave it up. He was too tired to think about it now. He was too
tired to think at all. He sighed deeply and reached for the segir bottle.

"Dr. Cyclops"
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Chapter |

Camp in the Jungle

Bill Stockton stood in the compound gate, watching Pedro driving
the mules down to the river pasture. The swarthy half-breed's face
was split by a broad grin; he twirled his black mustache and sang
loudly of a cantina in Buenos Aires, thousands of miles to the east.



"How the devil does he do it?" Stockton moaned, shaking the
perspiration out of his eyes. "l can hardly drag myself around in this
heat. And that guy actually sings—-" Yet it wasn't only the heat,
Stockton knew. There was more to it than that. A feeling of sombre
menace hung heavy above this wilderness encampment. During the
weeks of jungle travel from the Andes, through tropical swamp and
pest-infested jungle, the feeling had grown stronger. it was in the
humid, sticky air. It was in the sickly-sweet, choking perfume of the
great orchids that grew outside the stockade. Most of all, it was in
the actions of Dr. Thorkel.

"He's supposed to be the greatest scientific wizard of the age,”
Stockton thought skeptically. "But for my money he's nuts. Sends a
message to the Royal Academy demanding the services of a
biologist and a mineralogist, and then asks us to look into a
microscope. That's all. Won't even let us get inside that mud house of
his!"

There was reason for Stockton's bitterness. He had been literally
forced into this adventure. Hardy, the mineralogist, had been takeniill
at Lima, and Dr. Bulfinch, his colleague, had sought vainly for a
substitute. None was available. None, that is, save for a certain
beachcomber who was going rapidly to hell with the aid of a native
girl, bad gin, and rubber checks.

Bulfinch's assistant, Dr. Mary Phillips, had solved the problem. She
had bought up the bad checks, threatened Stockton with jail if he
refused to come along. Under the circumstances, the one-time
mineralogist had shrugged and acceded. Now he was wondering if
he had made a mistake.

There was menace here. Stockton sensed it, with the psychic
keenness of a professional adventurer. Secrecy was all around him.
Why was the mine yard generally kept locked, if the mine actually



was worthless, as Thorkel contended? Why had Thorkel seemed so
excited when Stockton had mentioned the iron crystals, crystals
Thorkel had been unable to see because of his weak vision?

Then, too, there was the matter of the Dicotylinae--certain bones
Mary Phillips had found. They were the bones of a native wild pig, but
the molar surfaces had proved it a species of midget swine entirely
unknown to science--four inches long at maturity. That was odd.

Finally, only an hour ago, Thorkel had blandly said good-bye, only
twenty-three hours after the arrival of his guests. Bulfinch had,
Stockton mused with a chuckle, thrown a fit. The goatish face had
gone gray; the unkempt Vandyke had bristled.

"Are you attempting to intimate that you summoned me--Dr. Rupert
Bulfinch--ten thousand miles just to look into a microscope?" he had
roared.

"Correct," Thorkel had answered, and went back to his mud house.

So far, so good. But there was trouble ahead. Neither Bulfinch nor
Mary would think of leaving, even though that meant defiance of
Thorkel. And Thorkel, Stockton felt, was a dangerous customer, cold-
blooded and unscrupulous. His round face, with its bristling
mustache and bald dome, could settle into grim, deadly lines.

Moreover, from the first a quiet, unspoken sort of conflict had arisen
between Thorkel and Baker, the guide who had accompanied the
party from the Andes. Stockton shrugged and gave it up.

Dr. Bulfinch came up behind Stockton and touched his arm. There
was repressed excitement in the biologist's goatish face.
"

"Come along," he said softly. "I've found something."



Stockton followed Bulfinch into a nearby tent. Mary Philips was
there, mounting the bones of the midget pig. She was, Stockton
thought, much too pretty to be a biologist. A wealth of red-gold hair
cascaded over her shoulders, and she had a face that belonged on
the silver screen rather than in the lab. She also had a hell of a
temper.

"Hello, beautiful," said Stockton.

"Oh, shut up," the girl murmured. "What's the matter, Dr. Bulfinch?"
The biologist thrust a rock sample at Stockton.

"Test this."

The younger man's eyes widened.

"This isn't--hell, it can't be!"

"You've seen pitchblende before," Bulfinch said with heavy sarcasm.
"Where'd you get it?" Stockton asked, excited.

"Baker found it near the mine shaft.”

"lt's uranium ore," he said quietly, "and it's a hundred times richer
than any deposit ever discovered. No wonder Thorkel wants to get
rid of us!" Mentally Stockton added, "And [l bet he wouldn't stop at
murder to shut us up!"

"Good God!" Bulfinch whispered. "Radium! Think of the medical
benefits of such a find--the help it can give to science!"

There was an interruption. A black streak shot into the tent, followed
by a gaunt, disreputable dog, barking wildly. The two circled a table



and fled outside again. There was the sound of a scuffle.

Hastily Stockton raised the tent-flap. Pedro, Thorkel's man-of-all-
work, was holding the dog, while a cat retreated hastily into the
distance.

The half-breed looked up with a flash of white teeth. "l am sorry. This
foolish Paco--" He pulled the dog's tail. "He does not know he can
never catch Satanas. He just wants to play, though. Since Pinto went
away, he is lonesome."

"Yeah?" Stockton asked, eying the man. "Who was Pinto?"

"My litle mule. Ah, Pinto was smart. But not smart enough, |
suppose.”

Pedro shrugged expressively. "Poor mule."

A man came out of the gathering twilight--a tall, rangy figure, with a
hard-bitten, harsh face--a Puritan gone to seed.

"Hello, Baker," Stockton grunted.

"Bulfinch told you about the radium?" Baker said, without preamble.
"lt's valuable, eh?"

"Yeah. Plenty valuable." Stockton's eyes narrowed. "lve been
wondering about that. Wondering why you were so anxious to come
along when you could have sent a native. Maybe you'd heard about
this radium mine, eh?"

Baker's harsh face did not change, but he sent a glance of sheer
black hatred toward the house.

"l don't blame you," he said under his breath. "It does look screwy.



But-listen, Bill, | had a good reason for wanting to come here. If I'd
come alone, Thorkel would have been suspicious--shot me on sight,
maybe. I'd have had no chance at all to investigate--"

"Investigate what?" Stockton asked impatiently.

"l used to know a little native girl. Nice kid. Mira, her name was. |-
well, | thought a lot of her. One day she went off to act as Thorkel's
housekeeper. And that was the last | ever heard of the girl."

"She isn't here now," Stockton said. "Unless she's in the house."

Baker shook his head. "I've been talking to Pedro. He says Mira was
here--and disappeared. Like Pinto, his albino mule."

The swift tropic night had fallen. A bright moon silvered the
compound.

And suddenly the two men heard the faint, shrill neigh of a horse,
from the direction of Thorkel's house.

Simultaneously the figure of Pedro appeared, running from behind a
tent. He cried, "Pinto! My mule Pinto is in the house. He has come
back!"

Before the half-breed could reach the door of the house, it opened
abruptly. Thorkel appeared. In the moonlight his bald head and
gleaming, thick-lensed spectacles looked oddly inhuman.

"Well, Pedro?" he asked quietly, in a sneering voice.

The other jerked to a halt. He moistened his lips.

"Itis Pinto, senor--" he whispered.



"You are imagining things," Thorkel said, with cold emphasis. "Go
back to your work. Do you think I'd keep a mule in the house?"

A new voice broke in.
"Just what do you keep in there, Doctor?"

It was Bulfinch. The biologist emerged from the tent and approached,
a lean, gaunt figure in the moonlight. Mary was behind him. Baker
and Stockton joined the group. Thorkel held the door closed behind
him.

"That is nothing to you," he said, icily.

"On the contrary," Bulfinch snapped, "as | told you, | intend to remain
here until | have received an explanation.”

"And as | told you," Thorkel said, almost whispering, "you do so at
your own peril. | will not tolerate interference or prying. My secrets are
my own. | warn you: | shall protect those secrets!"

"Are you threatening us?" the biologist growled.
Thorkel suddenly smiled.

"If | showed you what | have in my house, | think you would--regret it,"
he observed, a suggestion of subtle menace in his silky tones. "I
wish to be left alone. If | find you still here tomorrow morning, | shall
take... protective measures."

His eyes, behind the thick-lensed spectacles, included the group in
one ominous glance. Then, without another word, he reentered the
house, locking the door behind him.

"Still staying, Doc?" Stockton asked.



Bulfinch growled. "l certainly am!"

There was a brief pause. Then Pedro, who had been listening
intently, made a commanding gesture.

"Come with me. | will show you something--" He hurried around the
corner of the house, trailed by the dog Paco.

Bulfinch, his thin lips working, followed, and so did the others.

A tall bamboo fence blocked their way. Pedro pointed, and applied
his eye to a crack. Stockton tested the gate, which had previously
been open. It was barred now, so he joined Pedro and the others .

"Wait," the half-breed whispered. "l have seen this before."
They could see the mine-shaft, with a crude windlass surmounting it.

And then a gross, strange figure entered their range of vision. It
resembled, at first glance, a man in a diving suit. Every inch of the
stocky body was covered with the rubberlike fabric. A cylindrical
helmet shielded the head.

Through two round eyeplates could be seen the heavy spectacles of
Dr. Thorkel.

"Uh-huh," Stockton whispered. "Protective suit. Radium's dangerous
stuff.”

Thorkel went to the mine and began to turn the windlass. Abruptly
Stockton felt a hand touch his arm. He turned.

It was Baker.

"Come along," the other said softly. "I've opened the door. Cheap



lock--and Mary uses hairpins. Now we'll be able to see what he's got
hidden in that house."

"Si! The doctor will be busy in the yard for a long time--" Pedro said,
nodding.

Silently the group retraced their steps. The door of the mud house
was ajar.

From within came the sound of a shrill neigh, incredibly high and
thin....

Chapter I
The Little People

The room was disappointingly bare. Across from the front door was
another, apparently leading to the mine yard. Another door was in the
right-hand wall, and a small mica window was let into it.

There were heavy wooden chairs, a work-bench, and a table bearing
microscope and notebooks. On the bench were several small wicker
baskets.

Littered carelessly about the floor were a rack of test-tubes, books, a
beaker, two or three small boxes, and a dirty shirt or two.

Pedro pointed to the floor.
"Hoof prints--Pinto was here, yes!"

Mary bent over the microscope, while Bulfinch examined the
notebooks.

"Thieves!"



Thorkel stood in the doorway leading to the mine yard, his eyes
glaring behind the glasses. He was whitely livid with rage.

"So you would steal my discoveries. You have no right here! You are
merely my employees whom | have discharged and instructed to
leave!"

He saw the notebook in Bulfinch's hand, and his voice rose to a
scream of rage.

"My notes!"

Stockton and Baker seized him as he sprang at the biologist.
Bulfinch smiled coldly.

"Restrain yourself, Dr. Thorkel. Your actions are not reassuring."
Thorkel relaxed, panting.
"l--you have no right here."

"You are behaving irrationally. For your own good, and for the benefit
of science, | must demand an explanation. To leave you here in the
jungle would be nothing short of criminal. You are grossly
overworked. You are not"--he hesitated--"not in a normal state
mentally. There is no reason to be suspicious or to fear persecution.”

Thorkel sighed, removed his glasses, and rubbed his blind eyes with
a weary gesture. "l am sorry," he murmured. "Perhaps you are right,
Doctor. -1am experimenting with radioactivity.”

He went to the mica-paned door and opened it, revealing a small
closet, plated with lead. From the ceiling hung a projector,
resembling the type used medically to treat cancer by radium rays.



"This is my condensor," Thorkel said. "You may examine it, Dr.
Bulfinch. | must trust you--I have shown this to no one else in the
world."

Bulfinch entered the closet. The others were at his heels, intently
scrutinizing the projector which seemed the heart of the mystery.

Pedro paid no attention. He was opening, one by one, the boxes on
the bench. And, abruptly, he paused, transfixed with astonishment.
His lips formed the word, "Pinto!"

A white mule was within the box. An albino mule, no more than eight
inches high!

"Pedro!" Thorkel called sharply. The half-breed sprang up. His elbow
overturned the box, which clattered to the floor.

The midget mule was flung out. Only Thorkel and Pedro saw the
beast as it struggled up and raced across the floor.

The door was still ajar. The mannikin animal fled out into the night.
For a second Thorkel's eyes clashed with Pedro's.

"Come here," the scientist said tonelessly. "l want you to see this,
too."

The half-breed went toward Thorkel, his face blank with amazement.
"What--what has happened to--"

Thorkel smiled. He pointed to the closet where the others were still
examining the projector. Pedro turned to look.

Thorkel moved with the swiftness of an uncoiled steel spring. He
struck at Pedro. Caught unawares, the half-breed was hurled into the



closet. The door slammed shut behind him.

Thorkel locked it with a swift movement. His hand closed on one of
the switches nearby; he pulled it down. Instantly there was a low hum,
which rose swiftly to a sibilant crackling buzz.

Green light blazed through the mica window.

From a shelf Thorkel took a heavy helmet and donned it. He leaned
forward to peer through the mica pane.

"Thieves!" he whispered. "I told you to go! | could not force you--but if
you insist on staying, | must be sure that you will not interfere with my
experiments or try to steal my secret. So you wished to help me, Dr.
Bulfinch? Well, you shall--but not quite as you expected!" Thorkel's
laughter rose above the crackling snarl of the condensor.

The infra-red lamp suspended from the ceiling sent down a rich,
warm glow.

Beneath it was a glass dish, containing a colorless liquid that was
boiling gently, warmed by an electrode. From the dish steamed a
whitish vapor which shrouded the floor, almost hiding the dim
outlines nearby.

One of these figures writhed and sat up, tearing away the silken
wrappings that bound it. The swart face of Pedro appeared. He
sprang up, knee-deep in the white vapor, coughing and choking for
breath.

Beside him another form stirred. Bill Stockton rose shakily, breathing
in great gasps.

"Air--air's better up here... what the hell!" Discovering that he was
naked save for the silk shroud, he adjusted it, looking rather like a



Roman, with his harsh eagle face and keen eyes.

Mary and Baker were the next to appear. Then came the grim face of
Dr. Bulfinch. For a moment each was busy adjusting their makeshift
garments.

"Where are we?" Pedro gasped. "l cannot see--" He choked and
coughed.

"Calm down," Bulfinch said curtly. "We won't be asphyxiated." He
sniffed and glanced at the light above. "Ozone, ammonia, humidity,
temperature--calculated to revive consciousness."

"Where are we?" Mary asked. "In the mine?"

They could not see beyond the small circle of light. Stockton gripped
Pedro's arm.

"You know this place better than we do. Where are we? What's
Thorkel done?"

Suddenly horror grew in Pedro's eyes as he remembered
something.

"Pinto," he gasped. "He has made Pinto-little!"

"Nuts," Stockton grunted. "Let's grab hands and feel our way around.
Come on!"

"He has made me little like my mule!" Pedro whispered.

Without warning the faint red glow of the lamp faded and died. It was
almost utterly black. Stockton felt Mary's hand tighten in his own, and
squeezed it reassuringly.



Light shafted in whitely. Instantly Stockton saw that they were in a
cellar, at the foot of a flight of stairs that led up to an opening door.

On the threshold stood Dr. Thorkel, looking down at them. Satanas,
the cat, crouched by the scientist's feet.

"He has made us little!" Pedro screamed.

And it was true! Thorkel was--a giant! A thirty-foot titan towered over
them! The cellar door seemed as big as a two-story house; Satanas
was a sabre-toothed tiger!

Bulfinch was chalk-white. He sprang back suddenly as Satanas spat
down at the tiny group. Thorkel hastily bent down and picked up the
cat.

His voice was booming thunder.

"No, no--you must not frighten them," he told the cat. Thorkel stepped
down into the cellar, and the others shrank from this colossus. Mary's

voice rose in a scream.

"Good," said Thorkel. "Vocal cords unimpaired, eh? You have no
temperature? Dr. Bulfinch, will you be good enough to take the pulse
of your companions?"

Pedro broke and raced for the stairway. Thorkel nodded, smiling.
"Little creatures--their first instinct is to escape. Run if you like, then."
And the wee folk fled....

Climbing those stairs was a feat. Each tread came up to their
breasts.



But, pushing, pulling, scrambling, the miniature humans swarmed up
toward the light. Soon they were gone from sight. Thorkel put down
the cat and followed, shutting the cellar door. He turned to glance
around the room.

The little people had hidden themselves.
"Come out. You have nothing to fear," he said smoothly.
Thorkel waited, and then sank down into a chair.

"Where is your scientific spirit, Dr. Bulfinch?" He smiled. "Did you not
wish to join me in my experiments?" He mopped perspiration from
his bald head and slid the chair away from the patch of sunlight that
slanted in through the window fronting the mine yard.

Bulfinch's head appeared cautiously from behind one of Thorkel's
discarded boots. He walked toward the giant.

"Come closer," Thorkel urged.

Bulfinch obeyed, staring up at the other.

"What is the matter?" Thorkel said fearfully. "Can you not speak?"
The biologist's voice was thin and high.

"Yes, | can speak. What have you done--and why?"

Thorkel leaned forward, his huge hand reaching toward the tiny figure
on the floor. Bulfinch retreated in alarm.

"l only wish to weigh and measure you," he said softly. He rose and
settled back in his chair. "Come out. | won't eat you. As you can see,
I have reduced your size."



His pale eyes, behind the thick glasses, watched intently as,
emboldened, the others appeared one by one. Pedro had been
hiding behind a chair leg; the others behind a stack of books on the
floor.

They advanced until they were in a group with Bulfinch.

"You should be proud,” Thorkel said. "You are almost the first
successful experiment--Pinto was the first, Pedro. Too bad you let
him escape. Again | thank you, Mr. Stockton, for identifying the iron
crystals. They gave me the last clue.”

He blinked down at then. "Till you came, | could reduce organic
substances, but life could not be preserved in them. It is a matter of
electronic compression of matter under ray bombardment. The
radium in the mine gave me unimaginable power. Look." He lifted a
sponge from the table and squeezed it in his fist. "That is it.
Compression. But energy is required, rather than brute force--"

Baker spoke up suddenly. "Did you do this to Mira?"

"The native girl--my housekeeper? Why, yes. But | failed--she was
reduced in size, but she was dead. How do you know of her?"
Thorkel did not wait for an answer. He rubbed his eyes wearily. "l am
very tired. It has taken days to reduce you, and | have not had one
moment's sleep...." His voice trailed off wearily. Sleep smothered
him.

Stockton was staring around.

"We've got to get out of here. Do you realize that this fiend intends to
kill us all?"

Bulfinch looked a question. "That scarcely--"



"He told us he murdered the native girl, didn't he? He's a cold-
blooded devil."

Instinctively they glanced at the door. The bar that locked it from the
inside was thrice the height of Stockton's head.

Human beings--scarcely more than half a foot tall!

On the floor nearby a book stood on end--Human Physiology, by
Granger.

Stockton went to stand beside it. His head scarcely came to the top
of the volume.

"Well?" he asked bitterly. "Any suggestions?"

Bulfinch nodded. "Yes. Books are handy things. If we can pile them
up and reach the door-latch...."

It took time, but Thorkel did not awaken. A pencil, used as a lever,
opened the door a crack. And then the little people were outside in
the compound. Strange sight! A cactus patch not far away was taller
than the tallest tree. The camp tables were fantastically high. A
chicken was moving jerkily in its quest for food--and its bobbing
comb rose higher than Stockton's head!

If it saw them, it made no hostile move. Slowly the tiny group moved
forward, toward Bulfinch's tent. Each box and crate was a mountain
to be skirted. The rough ground hurt their bare feet.

Pedro was glancing around nervously. Abruptly he cried out and
pointed.

Stockton whirled with the others, and he showed his panic.



Out of a crumbling hole in the mud hut's base Satanas, the cat, was
crawling. The creature's eyes were intent on the little people.

More formidable than a tiger, it wriggled free and bounded toward
them, sharp fangs bared!

Chapter Il

Death in the Jungle

Stockton seized Mary by the hand and dragged her toward the
shelter of the cactus clump. The others were not slow in following.
Baker paused to hurl a pebble at the cat, but the gesture was futile.

Snarling, Satanas came on. The cacti were too far away for safety.
Hopelessness tore at Stockton as he realized that none of them
could reach the clump. He could almost feel sharp fangs sinking into
his flesh.

The cat spat viciously. There was an uproar of furious barks. As the
little people miraculously found concealment amid the cactus spines,
they turned to see Satanas fleeing from Paco, Pedro's dog.

"Whew!" Baker gasped. "That was a close one."

Bulfinch regarded him sombrely, tugging at his Vandyke. "There will
be more 'close ones,™ he said with grim meaning. "Every creature
larger than a rat is apt to be a deadly menace.”

"What can we do?" Mary asked.

"First--food, weapons," Stockton said. "Then we'll deal with Thorkel
and find some way out of this."



The day dragged on, and Thorkel still slept. Satanas did not
reappear.

Mary engaged herself in making sandals, a difficult task at best, and
worse when the knife is larger than you are.

As for Stockton, he managed to take the screw out of a pair of
scissors, and one blade provided him with a serviceable weapon,
about the size of a sword.

Thorkel's voice startled them when it came. He was leaning out the
window, like a giantin the sky, regarding them.

"You are resourceful, my small friends," his voice boomed out. "But
now come back. | must weigh and measure all of you."

The group drew together. Thorkel laughed evilly at them.
"l won't harm you. Come, Dr. Bulfinch," he said silkily.

"I demand that you restore us to our normal size," the biologist
shapped.

"That is impossible," the other said. "At present, anyway. All my
energies have been devoted to the problem of atomic shrinkage--
compression. Perhaps, in time, | can find the antidote, the ray that
will turn men to giants. But it will take months of research and
experiment--perhaps years."

"Do you mean we must remain like this--"
"I shall not harm you," Thorkel smiled. "Come--" He leaned forward.

Bulfinch drew back, and, with an impatient grunt, Thorkel
disappeared from the window. His feet thudded across the floor.



Bulfinch hastily fled back to the others.
"The cactus," he gasped, panting. "Let's hide!"

But already Thorkel was emerging from the door. His figure loomed
gigantic. A few quick strides, and he had cut off the retreat of his
quarry. He crouched down, spreading his fingers wide.

Escape was impossible. Mary and Baker were gathered up in one
titan hand.

With the other Thorkel reached for the fleeing Bulfinch.

Pedro had secured a fork from somewhere, and held it like a spear.
He thrust at the huge hand.

Chuckling, Thorkel brushed the weapon aside, knocking Pedro
headlong.

Contemptuously he stood up, still gripping Mary and Baker.
"Dr. Bulfinch!" His voice was thunderous. "Listen to me!"
The biologist was peering out from the depths of the cactus. "Yes?"

"l wish to weigh and measure you. You are a scientist; your reactions
will be more valuable than those of the others. | am conducting an
experiment for Germany--my fatherland. i my reduction method
proves successful, we will be able to reduce our armies to miniature
size. Our men will be able to steal into enemy territory, sabotage
industrial centers. And no one will suspect the destruction due to--
men in miniature. You will not be harmed. | promise you that. Will you
come out?"

Bulfinch shook his head stubbornly. His whole being revolted at the



ruthless plan outlined by this sinister genius. A plan that might mean
the death of thousands of innocent civilians.

"No? Then, perhaps, if | apply a little pressure--a very little--to these
tiny people | hold so gently in my hand--" The constricting fingers
tightened. From Baker's lips came a grunt of pain. Mary's voice rose
ina scream.

"Oh, damn!" Bulfinch snarled. "All right, Thorkel. You win. Put them
down." He emerged from the cactus as the scientist gently deposited
Baker and Mary on the ground. They were unharmed, but so giddy
from the rapid descent that they could scarcely stand.

Calmly, Thorkel picked up Bulfinch's tiny figure. The biologist made
no resistance. The others were left staring as Thorkel walked back to
the mud house; then, swiftly, they fled into the cactus. There was
silence.

"He won't hurt him," Pedro said, without conviction.

Stockton stepped out from the protection of the cactus. "Il just make
sure. Wait here." He started toward the house, gripping his scissor-
blade harder than was necessary.

It was minutes later when he reached the door, still slightly ajar. He
peered through the crack, just in time to hear Bulfinch's cry and
witness the murder of the biologist.

Thorkel was seated at his table. With one hand he gripped the tiny
Bulfinch; with the other he pressed a wad of cotton down over his
victim's face.

Then, swiftly, he dropped the limp body into a glass beaker. Stockton
drew back, sick with horror, and his improvised sword made a noise
against the door. Thorkel alanced down and saw the small watcher.



"So you would spy on me?" he asked quietly, and without haste
picked up a butterfly net from the table. As he rose Stockton fled.

Thorkel got to the door just in time to see him disappear into the
cactus.

Nodding, he found a shovel and followed his quarry.

It took ten minutes to clear and break down the cactus bed. And then
Thorkel realized that he was looking at the outlet of a tile drain pipe
that extended to and under the compound wall. He straightened,
staring nearsightedly across the barrier.

"You had better come back!" Thorkel shouted. "You cannot live an
hour in the jungle--and there is a storm approaching!"

Storm in the jungle--the greatest rain forest in the world. Bear, deer,
and monkey fleeing from thunderbolt and unchained devils of the
lightning.

The screaming of parrots clinging to their wind-buffeted perches.
The black hell of night closed upon the jungle.

Through that madness fled the little people. And, by sheer luck, they
found a cave in which they cowered through the eternal, dragging
hours of shaking fury, helpless, hopeless beings in a world of
gigantic menace....

It was dawn. Chilled, dispirited, and shivering, the little people
emerged from their refuge. In the dawn light they examined each
other.

"We look like hell," Stockton said.



m glad you include yourself," Mary told him, trying to adjust her
tangled hair. "l wish I had a few pins."

"They'd be as big as you are, about. What now?"

Baker had been talking to the half-breed. Now he turned to face the
others.

"Pedro has an idea. If we can get to the river and find a boat, we can
float downstream to civilization. There'll be help there."

"That's anidea," Stockton nodded. "Which way is the water, Pedro?"

The half-breed pointed, and without delay they set out, plodding
through the rain-wet jungle. Once a monkey, larger to them than a
gorilla, swung down uncomfortably close, and once the inconceivable
ferocity of a bear crossed their path, luckily without seeing them.

They kept to a well-trodden path, but on all sides the monolithic trees
stretched up, higher than skyscrapers. The weedy grass rose above
their heads. It was a world of stark fantasy and lurking menace.

Once Stockton, lagging behind the others, saw Paco, the dog. He
was frisking about an albino colt which was diligently cropping grass.
For a second Stockton considered the idea of catching and riding
the colt, but gave it up immediately. The beast was much too large.
He shrugged and followed the rest of the band.

The river bank did not prove an insurmountable obstacle, though it
took time to descend. They went upstream to a little cove, where
Pedro, he said, had moored his canoe. Picking their way around a
thick patch of weeds, they reached the craft. It was gigantic.
Beached on the sand, it remained immovable no matter how they
strained and pushed.



"Great idea," Stockton grunted. "lt's like trying to move a steamship."
"Well, even that can be done," the girl told him. "If you use rollers."

"Isn't she smart?" Pedro said with naive admiration. "We can cut
bamboo--"

"Sure!" Baker joined in. "We can rig up a lever and windlass--it'l
take time, but that's all right.”

It took even more time than they had thought. With their crude tools,
and the unexpected toughness of the plant-life to tiny hands, it took
hours, and the morning dragged on with little accomplished.

Pedro lifted his head and dashed sweat from his dripping mustache.
"l hear--Paco, I think," he said doubtfully.

"Never mind Paco,” Baker told him. "Lend a hand with this
windlass."

"But Paco--he is a hunting dog. Dr. Thorkel knows that. If he--"

"Time to rest," Stockton decreed, and straightened, rubbing his
aching back. Mary, who had been toiling with the rest, sank down
with a groan. She tossed her red-gold hair back from her tired young
face.

Stockton made a cup out of a tiny leaf and brought the girl water from
the river. She drank it gratefully.

"No use to boil it," the man explained. "If there're any germs in the
water, we can see 'em without a microscope.”

Pedro and Baker flung themselves down full length on the sand and



lay panting. "This is devil work," the half-breed observed with
conviction. "If I live, | shall burn twenty candles before my patron
saint."

"If llive, Il kill twenty bottles," Baker said. "But there's one guy I'd like
to kill first." His face darkened. He was remembering Mira, the native
girl, whom Thorkel had murdered so casually. And poor Bulfinch.

"What about you, Bill?" Mary asked.

He glanced at her. "I know what you mean. Well--| wouldn't even
make a good beachcomber now. | might go native with the field
mice."

Abruptly Stockton turned to face her. "No. | didn't mean that. This is
pretty terrible, but it's shown me something. All this--" He flung out an
arm toward the towering grasses in the background. "Wonder and
strangeness, which we never quite realize--until we're small. I was
a good mineralogist once. | could be again. Remember those
checks | tore up, Mary? I'm going to pay you back every cent they
cost you. That's rather important to me now...." He frowned. "Iif we
come out of this alive--"

In the distance Paco barked again. Pedro stood up, shading his
eyes with a calloused palm. "It is Dr. Thorkel," he stated. "He carries
a specimen box, and Paco leads him."

"Damn!" Stockton snapped. "We've got to hide. Take to the water, to
break the trail."

"No," Pedro said. "There are alligators." He nodded toward the tall
patch of grass near them. "We can hide in—-" He stopped, and horror
grew in his eyes.

Mary, followina his alance. gave a little gasp and recoiled.



For something was coming out of the high grasses. Dragonlike and
hideous it slid forward, cold eyes intent on the little people. The
sunlight gleamed on rough, warty scales.

Only a lizard--but to Thorkel's victims it was like a triceratops, a
dinosaur out of Earth's ferocious past!

Stockton barely had time to snatch up his scissor-blade sword
before the reptile rushed. He was bowled over by that blind charge.
Gasping, still clinging to his weapon, he scrambled to his feet.

Mary was backed up against a tall weed-stem, her eyes abrim with
fear.

Before her Pedro had planted his squat form. He gripped a bit of
wood, holding it like a cudgel-a matchstick in the hands of a
mannikin!

The lizard came back, jaws agape, hissing. Baker had found a
sharpened splinter of bamboo, and held it as a spear. He thrust, and
the point glanced off the reptile's armored flank.

The barking of Paco was thunderously loud. A shadow fell on the
group.

Something seemed to swoop down out of the sky--and the vast face
of Dr. Thorkel stared at them as the man crouched down.

"So there you are!" he boomed. "What is this? A lizard? Wait-" In
his left hand he gathered the struggling forms of Mary and Pedro.
They struck vainly at the huge, imprisoning fingers. He reached
toward Stockton.

Simultaneously the lizard rushed again. Stockton drove his blade at



the gaping jaws; Baker thrust at the wattled throat. The creature gave
back, writhed aside. Thorkel's hand reached out. The reptile's jaws
closed upon it! Thorkel screamed in pain as he jerked back, cursing
with agonized fury. Mary and Pedro dropped unnoticed from the
scientist's other hand.

Stockton fled toward them. "The bushes! Quick!"

Habit made him say that. Actually, they darted into the concealing
stems of the high grasses, thicker than a forest of bamboo. Behind
them they heard Thorkel cursing; then he fell silent.

Paco barked.
"That damn dog of yours," Baker growled. "He's a hunter, all right."

Thorkel's voice sounded. "Come out! | know you're in the grass.
Come out or [l fire it."

Stockton glanced at Mary's white face, and whispered an oath.
Baker's thin lips were grim. Pedro rubbed his mustache.

"Paco--he will follow me," the half-breed said. "You stay here."
And he was gone, racing through the grass forest.

There was a moment of silence. Then Stockton, galvanized into
activity, crept forward, parting the fronds till he could see Thorkel.

The scientist was holding a match-box in his fingers.
Blood dripped from the hand to the ground.

Paco's bark came from further away. Thorkel hesitated, looked
around, and then extracted a match.



From downstream came Pedro's voice.
"Paco! Fuera! Fuera!"
Thorkel, lighting the match, looked up.

Abruptly he dropped it and snatched at the rifle he had laid down. He
took steady aim.

The boom of the gun was deafening thunder.
Pedro screamed once. There was a faint splash from far away.

Sickness tugged at Stockton's stomach as he saw Thorkel go
striding off.

He went back to the others.
"Pedro's done for. That leaves three of us."

"Damn Thorkel!" Baker ground out. Mary said nothing, but there was
both pity and sorrow in her eyes. They heard Paco go racing past, to
leap into the river and swim out.

Then the first coiling tendrils of smoke drifted through the grasses.

Instantly Stockton remembered the lit match that Thorkel had
dropped.

He seized Mary's hand and urged her forward.

"Come on, Steve," he said urgently to Baker. "He's trying to smoke
us out. We can't stay here--"

"Come out!" roared the bellowing voice of Thorkel. "Hear me?" His



huge boots stamped through the grass patch.
And the fire spread, remorselessly, hungrily.
Mary was gasping with strain. "l can't--go any further, Bill."

"That's right," Baker seconded. "If we come out in the open, he'll see
us. We're trapped.”

Stockton stared around. The flames were closing in upon them.
Black smoke billowed up. Abruptly Stockton saw something that
made his eyes widen.

The specimen case!
Thorkel's box, lying at the edge of the grasses!

Without a word Stockton raced toward it. He still had his improvised
sword, and, leaping to a rock beside the box, he used it as a lever to
pry the lid open. Instantly the others saw his intention.

Awkwardly, frantic with the need for haste, they clambered in. The lid
had scarcely fallen before a jolt and a sense of swinging movement
told them that Thorkel had remembered his property.

Through the small ventilators, covered with copper-wire mesh,
daylight slanted in vaguely.

Would Thorkel open the case? they wondered.
Chapter IV

The Cyclops

It was night before Thorkel gave up the search. Wearily he pushed



open the door of the mud house, put the shotgun on a chair, and
dropped the specimen case on the table.

"They must be dead," he groaned. "But | must be sure. | must!"

He polished his spectacles, peering at them vaguely. His watery
eyes blinked in puzzlement. Then he went to the door of the radium
room and peered through the mica panel. Something he saw there
made him turn to the mine-yard door. He flung it open, switched on a
floodlight, and went out, leaving the door ajar.

As soon as he had left, the lid of the specimen case lifted. Three tiny
people emerged. Fearfully they clambered out, crossed the plain of
the table-top, and leaped down to the seat of Thorkel's chair. They
gained the floor, and went toward the open door.

"He's busy with the windlass," Mary whispered. "Hurry!"

Stockton halted suddenly. "Okay," he said. "But-I've stopped
running. You two go on. 'm going to stay and--kill Thorkel, somehow."

The others stared at him. "But Billl" Mary gasped. "lt's impossible! If
we reach civilization--"

Stockton laughed bitterly. "We've just been fooling ourselves all
along. We can never reach civilization. If we launched a boat, we
could never get ashore. We'd starve to death, or crack up in the
rapids. We're imprisoned here, as surely as though we were in jail.
We can't get away."

"If we--" the girl began.

Stockton cut her short. "lt's no use! We can't live long in the forest.
Only luck has saved us so far. If we were savages--Indians, perhaps-
-but we're not. If we go out in the jungle again, it means death."



"And if we stay here?" Baker asked.

Stockton's smile was grim. "Thorkel will kill us. Unless we murder
him first."”

"All right, suppose we manage to kill Thorkel," Mary asked quietly.
"What then?"

"Then? We live." Stockton nodded, a queer look in his eyes. "l know.
The projector only works one way. We can't regain our normal size,
ever. Even if we were large enough to operate the machine, if we
could rig up some windlass or lever, it wouldn't help. Thorkel is, |
think, the only man in the world who could work out the formula for
returning us to our normal size. There's not much chance of his doing
that."

Baker said slowly, "If we kill Thorkel, we'll have to remain--like this--
forever?"

"Yeah. And if we don't--he'll get us, sooner or later. Well?"
"lt's a--a hard choice," Mary whispered. "But at least we'd be alive--"

Baker nodded, and pointed to where Thorkel's discarded gun lay
across the chair.

It was aimed at the scientist's cot.
"By God!" Stockton grunted. "That's it!"

Having come to a decision, the three acted quickly. They climbed the
chair, and using books as props and the scissor-blade as a lever,
adjusted the shotgun.



"Sight it at his pillow," Stockton told Baker, who was looking down
the gun barrel. "Up a little... there! Right at his left ear!”

Mary was tying a piece of thread to the gun. "Can you cock it, Bill?"

"Yeah." He was straining with the lever. "Okay." But, despite
Stockton's apparent assurance, he was feeling slightly sick. The
choice was--horrible! To die at Thorkel's hands, or else to remain in
this world of littleness forever....

"Thorkel's coming back!" There was panic in Mary's voice.

The three scurried to cover. Stockton managed to capture the
thread's dangling end, and ran with it around a box, out of sight. Mary
and Baker found shelter beside him.

The scientist's shadow fell across the threshold. He entered, yawning
wearily.

Carelessly he scaled his hat on a corner and sat down on the cot,
unlacing his boots.

Stockton's hand tightened on the thread. Would the titan notice the
altered position of the shotgun?

Thorkel dropped his boots to the floor and started to lie down. Then,
struck by a thought, he rose again and went to a cupboard, taking
from it a dish of smoked meat and some cassava bread.

Placing this on the table, he drew up a chair and began to eat.

Apparently his eyes ached. Several times he polished his glasses,
and presently discarded them entirely, substituting another pair
which he took from a tray on the table. He ate slowly, nodding with
weariness.



And at last he removed the new pair of spectacles and slumped
down, pillowing his head in his arms.

He slept.

"Oh, damn!" Baker said with heart-felt fury. "We can't use the gun
now. We couldn't prop it up at the right angle. It looks like the jungle,
after all--unless maybe we can use a knife on him."

Stockton looked speculatively at the scissor-blade. "Wouldn't be
sure enough. We've got to kill him, not disable him."

"Disable him--that's it!" Mary said suddenly. "Bill, he's blind without
his glasses!"

The three stared at each other, new hope springing to life within them
"That's it!" Stockton approved. "We can hide them, and bargain with
him, perhaps--"

"We must be quiet," Mary warned.

But Thorkel slept heavily. He did not stir when the little people
climbed up to the table, and, one by one, handed down the
spectacles till they could be thrust out of sight through a hole in the
floor.

"That's the last pair," Mary said with satisfaction, peering down into
the depths. "He won't find them in a hurry."

"The last but one," Baker denied. "Bill--" He stopped. Stockton was
gone.

They saw him back on the table-top, tip-toeing toward the sleeping
Thorkel. He skirted the specimen box and approached the



spectacles, gripped in the scientist's huge hand.

Gingerly he attempted to disengage them. Thorkel stirred. He
mumbled something, and his head lifted, slow with sleep.

Fear tightened Stockton's throat. On impulse he jerked the
spectacles from Thorkel's hand and fled behind the specimen box.

Blinking, Thorkel felt around for the glasses. His pale eyes stared
unseeingly.

There was a little thud. Stockton, crouching at the table-edge, saw
the spectacles hit the floor, without breaking. He did not see Thorkel
rise and fumble toward the specimen box.

Mary's voice was ice-shrill. "Jump, Bill, jump!"

Hastily, Stockton slipped over the edge, hung by his hands, and
dropped. The floor rushed up to meet him. He landed heavily, but
sprang up and fled before Thorkel could see the movement.

The scientist said, a curious tremor in his voice, "So you've come
back. So you are here, eh?"

There was no answer. Thorkel stumbled to the back door, closed it,
and put his back against it.

And, for the first time, Thorkel knew fear.
Thorkel tugged at his mustache. His voice shook when he spoke.

"You would dare attack me? Well, that is a mistake. You are shut up
in this room. And | will find you--" He whirled at a fancied movement
or sound, glaring blindly, swinging his bald head from side to side
with a slow, jerky motion.



"l will find you!"

Stockton pulled Mary back farther into their place of concealment
behind a crate. "He's crazy with fear. Keep quiet!"

Thorkel began to stumble around the room, kicking aside apparatus,
boxes, clothing.

He fell, and when he rose there was blood trickling from the corner of
his mouth.

His hand closed on the shotgun. He snatched it up, and stood silent,
waiting.

Without warning Thorkel flung up the gun and fired. The crashing
echoes filled the room. Stockton peered out, saw that there was a
gaping, splintered hole in the bottom of the back door.

Thorkel waited. Then a grim smile twisted his lips. He felt his way to
the table and sought for the tray of extra glasses. His hand
encountered nothing. The room was utterly still.

"Then--this is war?" Thorkel asked slowly. With a sudden furious
motion he broke down the shotgun and gripped the barrel, holding it
like a club.

He dropped to hands and knees and felt beneath the table. Slowly he
advanced. In a moment, Stockton realized, he would find the glasses
where they lay.

Stockton's sandaled feet made no sound as he raced forward.
Before Thorkel could react, the geologist had sprung beneath his
nose, snatched up the glasses, and smashed them against the table-
leg.



Thorkel swung viciously with the gun-barrel.

Stockton, perforce, dropped the glasses and fled. The huge metal
club missed him by inches. He vanished into the shadows.

Crouching in their hiding-places, the three little people stared, frozen,
as the titan form of Thorkel rose above the table-edge. He was
donning his glasses. One lens was splintered and useless.

Blood-stained, dirt-smeared, and terrible, the giant towered there.
His voice rose in a shout of laughter.
"Now!" he roared. "Now you can call me Cyclops!"

Swiftly he strode forward. With methodical haste he began to search
the room, overturning boxes, flinging the cot aside to examine some
cases beneath it. Stockton made a peremptory signal. Mary and
Baker dashed out from their hiding-place between Thorkel's
discarded boots.

They followed Stockton swiftly toward the back door.

"Outside, quick!" he whispered. "He can't see us. The cot's in the
way."

They clambered through the gaping hole the shotgun charge had
made. It was not easy, and Mary's clothing caught on a sharp
splinter.

The cloth ripped as Stockton jerked at it.

Footsteps thudded across the floor. The door was flung open.
Thorkel switched on the floodlight.



His shadow momentarily hid the three as they raced forward. The
mouth of the mine-shaft loomed up before them, a plank stretched
across the pit.

"Down there!" Stockton gasped. "lt's our only chance."

It was the only possible place of concealment. But Thorkel's one
good eye did not miss the little people's movements as they
scrambled over the brink and down the steep rock of the shaft-walls.
Skirting the windlass, he fell to his hands and knees and crawled out
upon the plank, steadying himself with one hand on the rope that ran
down into black depths.

Stockton, clinging to a rock, realized that he still held his scissor-
blade sword.

He lifted it in futile threat.

There was a splintering crack as Thorkel struck at his quarry. The
gun-barrel clashed on rock. And, abruptly, the plank caved in and
dropped.

Thorkel still gripped the windlass-rope with one hand, and that saved
him.

For a second he swung wildly, while the echoing crash of the falling
wood and the gun-barrel echoed up from the depths. Then his grip
became surer.

Panting, he hung there briefly, his bald head gleaming with sweat.
He began to climb up the rope.

Stockton glanced around quickly. Mary was clinging to a sloping
rock, her white face turned toward the giant.



Baker was looking at the mineralogist, and his gaunt gray features
were twisted with hopeless fury.

Stockton made a quick gesture, pointed to his sword, and began to
swarm back up to the surface.

Instantly Baker caught his meaning. If the rope to which Thorkel clung
could be cut-- But it was thick, terribly thick, for a tiny man and a
scissor-blade!

Thorkel pulled himself slowly upward. In a moment Baker saw, he
would reach safety. The trader's lips drew back from his teeth in a
mirthless grin; he abruptly rose and edged forward a few paces.

Then he sprang.

Out and down he went, and his clutching hands found Thorkel's
collar.

Before the scientist could understand what had happened, Baker
was clawing and snarling like a terrier at his throat. Thorkel almost
lost his grip.

Gasping with fear and rage, he shook his head violently, trying to
knock his assailant free.

"You dirty killer!" Baker snarled.

He was tossed about madly, once almost crushed between Thorkel's
chin and chest. And then, suddenly, Thorkel was falling.

With a whine and a whir the windlass ran out as the rope was
severed.



Along, quavering cry burst from Thorkel's throat as he dropped away
into the darkness. Higher and higher it rose--and ended.

Stockton ran to the brink and peered over. Mary was clambering
weakly up toward him. And, behind her, was Baker.

Bill was standing beside an upright book, a curious expression on
his face. He looked around vaguely.

"The machine--" he told Mary. "Can you work it?"

Mary was poring over Thorkel's notebooks. She said despondently,
"lt's no good, Bill. The device is only a condensor. It can't bring
people back to normal size. We'll have to remain this size the rest of
our lives. And now, we've got to get back to civilization, somehow--"

"As we are?" Baker's face fell. "That's impossible."

"Wait a minute," Stockton interrupted. "lI've a hunch--do you
remember when we first saw Thorkel, after he reduced us?"

"Yeah. So what?"

"He wasn't trying to kill us then. He just wanted to weigh and measure
us. But after he examined Dr. Bulfinch, he turned into a vicious Killer.
Why do you suppose that happened?”

"He probably intended to kill us all along. For trying to steal his
secrets," Baker suggested. "He was probably afraid that we would
warn the Allies of his plans.”

"Maybe. But he wasn't in any hurry at first. He knew he could dispose
of us any time he wanted. Only after he examined Dr. Bulfinch he--
found out something that made it necessary to get rid of us in a
hurry."



Mary caught her breath. "What?"

"| saw a white mule in the jungle a while ago. A colt. Paco was
playing with it. At first | figured it might be Pinto's colt, but mules are
sterile, of course. That meant two albino mules here--which isn't very
probable--or else it was Pinto. Remember, Pedro said the dog used
to play with the mule."

"How big was the mule?" Baker asked abruptly.

"The size of a half-grown colt. Listen, Steve, when we first came out
of the cellar | measured myself against that book--Human
Physiology. It was just higher than my head. But now it only comes up
to my chest!"

"We're growing!" Mary whispered. "That's it."

"Sure. That's what Thorkel found out when he examined Dr. Bulfinch,
and why he tried to kill us before we grew back to normal size. | think
it's a progressively accelerative process. In two weeks, or perhaps
ten days, we'll be back to normal."

"It's logical," the girl commented. "Once the compressive force of
radium power is removed, we expand--slowly but elastically. The
electrons swing back to their normal orbits. The energy we absorbed
under the ray will be liberated in quanta--"

"Ten days," Baker murmured. "And then we can go back down the
river again!"

But it was a month before the three, once more normal in size,
reached the Andean village that was their first destination. The sight
of human beings, no longer gigantic, was warmly reassuring. Indians
leaned against the huts, scratching lazily for fleas. Peering down the



archway along the street, a ragged Bill Stockton turned to grin at
Mary.

"Looks good, eh?"

Baker was absorbed in thought. "We've got to decide," he said,
scratching his stubbled chin. "One way, we get our pictures in the
paper and tanks of free pulque. But it's just as likely we'llend up in a
padded cell if we tell the truth. If we don't tell the truth--" He paused,
stiffening. A mangy cat had appeared from beyond the arch.

Baker's muscles tensed; his breath burst out in an explosive "Scat!"
as he sprang forward.

The cat vanished, shocked to the core.

Baker's chest inflated several inches. "Well," he said, with the quiet
pride of achievement, "did either of you see that?"

"No," murmured Stockton, who was seizing the opportunity to kiss
Mary. "Go away. Quietly. And quickly."

Baker shrugged and followed the cat, a predatory gleam in his eye.
"The Bright llusion”
Published in Astounding Stories, Vol. 14, No. 2 (October 1934).

Through the blinding shimmer of sun upon sand, Dixon squinted
painfully at the curious mirage ahead. He was reeling with thirst and
heat and weariness, and about him the desert heaved in long,
blurred waves, but through the haze of his own weakness, and
through the sun haze upon the desert, he peered anxiously at the
thing and could not make it out.



Nothing he had ever seen or heard of could cause such a mirage as
this. It was a great oval of yellow light, bulging up convexly from the
earth like some translucent golden egg half buried in the sand. And
over its surface there seemed to be an immense busyness, as if it
was covered with tiny, shimmering things that moved constantly. He
had never seen anything remotely resembling it before.

As he toiled through the sand toward the bright illusion, he became
aware of darker specks around it haphazardly, specks that as he
approached took on the aspect of men grotesquely sprawled in
attitudes of death. He could not make it out. Of course it was a
mirage, yet it did not recede as he advanced, and the details of
those sprawled bodies became clearer and clearer, and the great
translucent oval loomed up against the sky mystifyingly.

He thought he must be dreaming, or perhaps a little unbalanced by
the heat and thirst. He had been struggling through this burning sand
under this burning sun for a long while now, and there were times
when the rush of illusion swallowed him up, and he could hear water
splashing and fountains tinkling in the empty desert about him. This
must be a hallucination, then, for it could scarcely be a mirage. He
was almost upon it, and it had so real a look--those bodies,
sprawling-- He stumbled over the first, for somehow his muscles did
not co-ordinate very well now. It was the sun-withered body of an old
man in the Legion uniform, his kepi fallen forward over his face. The
next was that of an Arab in a tangle of dirty white garments, and
beyond him was the almost-fresh corpse of a boy in khaki shorts and
sun helmet.

Dixon wondered dully what had happened to them and why the
bodies were in such varying stages of decomposition. He lifted a
dragging head and peered at the great egg-shape thing bulging up
from the sand. It reminded him of a huge bubble of golden water,
save that bubbles were round, and-- Belatedly, caution returned to



him. These dead men must have met their deaths somehow through
the presence of the great egg. He had better advance more
cautiously or-- And then the pull seized him. He had come too near.
Something inexorable and slow was dragging him forward--or was it
that the great bubble was advancing toward him?

Sky and sand reeled. And the distance between him and the great
egg-shaped thing lessened and lessened and--and somehow he
found himself flat against a great golden translucency that shivered
against him with the strangest motion, as if it was alive and hungry
for-- He felt that he should be afraid, yet somehow he was not aware
of fear at all. The golden light was closing over him and around him
with a queer, engulfing motion. He shut his eyes and relaxed utterly in
the impassive grip of the thing.

Dixon was lying motionless in the midst of a golden radiance that
seemed crystal clear, yet so obstructed his vision that he could see
only a few yards away, and the desert landscape outside was as
unreal as a dream. The most delicious sensation of rest and well-
being was surging through him in slow waves that succeeded one
another like ripples on a shore, each leaving an increasing residue
of serenity and luxurious comfort. Thirst and hunger and weariness
had vanished in a breath. He knew no fear or anxiety. In a trancelike
calm he lay there, feeling the waves flow through him unbroken,
staring up into the lucid golden light without wonder or surprise.

How long he lay there he never knew. In the perfect peace of the glow
enfolding him, he was very dimly aware that the all-penetrating waves
were washing through him in a way which queerly suggested
searching. They permeated every atom of him, flooding his brain with
light and calmness.

In his tranced quiet he knew, without actually realizing, that memory in
lightning flashes was reeling through his mind. Abstract memories of



things he had learned in college and in afterlife. Snatches of
literature, fragments of sciences. Mathematical problems solved in
breathtaking speed and supplanted by chemical formulas that
melted into the bits of psychology remembered from schooldays.
Impassively he lay there, scarcely realizing the flashing reviews that
passed through his light-flooded brain.

And then the tempo of the ripples that went over him began to
change. His mind awoke by degrees from its pleasant coma, though
his body still lay relaxed. And now the wavelets in the queerest way
were beating upon his brain tantalizingly. Little fragments of thoughts
not his own blew through his mind and faded.

He struggled to grasp them. He clutched at the vanishing tags,
striving to weld them together, feeling obscurely that if he could retain
each small flutter as it wavered through his mind, if he could put them
together and fuse them in a unit, he might understand.

Very slowly he succeeded. Very slowly the waves as they flowed
through him began to surrender their meanings to his clutching mind:
meanings that solidified and amplified with each succeeding wave,
building themselves up slowly as ripple after ripple washed serenely
through the straining brain that was learning so painfully to
comprehend their significance.

By degrees Dixon realized that some intelligence was striving to
communicate with him. The knowledge did not come in words or
even word forms introduced into his brain. But it came, slowly and
inexorably, building up and up as wave after measured wave flowed
through him and vanished, leaving a residue of knowledge to be
increased by the next.

And the vast, the almost divine, impersonality of it staggered him.
This being-intelligence, presence--was so utterly abstract a thing



that even in the knowledge it imparted to him there was no hint of
personality or consciousness of individual being. There could have
been no "I" in its supervocabulary of thought ripples. Divinely serene,
divinely abstract, it allowed knowledge to flow through the brain of the
man suspended in its heart. And by measured degrees that
knowledge built itself up in his mind.

He had been chosen. For a long while this being had been waiting
here, trapping the men who came near enough, sending its light
waves in floods through their minds to illuminate their thoughts and
their capacity for knowledge, probing their intelligences. All those
others, lying outside had been found wanting. The being had
discarded them and waited, in its serene passivity, until the right man
came by.

This much flowed through his brain. Then there was a hiatus, to
permit him to absorb the knowledge, to understand. After a while the
wavelets began to beat through him again in their measured
slowness. He became aware of vast, dim voids, blank stretches
empty of space or time or any of the myriad dimensions. He knew
that through these, while long periods elapsed which yet had no
relation to the time he understood, the great light-bubble had traveled
from some origin unthinkably far away, on a quest. He realized that it
had at last emerged from those gray, formless voids into the
interstellar space of his own universe; that it had made its way here,
driven by a vast purpose he could not grasp, and had come to rest
upon the desert sands, to lie in wait.

Again there was a gap in the thought waves, and again Dixon lay
still, assimilating that stunning knowledge. And yet, somehow, he
was not greatly surprised or in the remotest way skeptical. He
waited.

Presently the flow began again. There was, in another part of space,



a world which this being desired--or no, not desired; there was
nothing so human or personal a thing as desire about it. A world
which it meant to have; a very alien world, he gathered, from the sort
he knew. Peopled by alien creatures and built in other dimensions
than those which formed his own universe.

These people worshiped a powerful god. And it was this worship--
this godhood--which the being that enfolded him meant to possess. It
tried to give him a glimpse of why, but the thought waves which
flowed through his brain were incomprehensible and remote--not
knowledge, but a jumble of unrelated impressions, without
coherence. After a few vain attempts to instill the reason for its
purpose into his mind, the being apparently dismissed the point as
unnecessary and went on.

This god which it meant to dispossess was very powerful, so
powerful that of itself the being could do nothing to overthrow it, could
not even pass the barriers set up to guard the strange world. It had
need of an intelligent, animate creature from a world different enough
in structure so that the god's peculiar powers would have no effect
upon him.

Gradually the measured beats made it clear to Dixon that he was the
chosen envoy. He was to be transported there, armed in potent
ways, sent out into the new world to overthrow the god's domain and
make way for his sponsor to take possession.

There was a long hiatus after that. Dixon lay quiet, rather stunned by
the magnitude of the thing. The being which engulfed him must have
sensed the growing rebellion in his mind, for after a while the beats
began again. And Dixon knew that the proposition was not a
compulsory one. But--the knowledge flowed casually through him--
though he was free to be released and set back upon his journey if
he refused the plan, he would inevitably die soon, die very



unpleasantly.

There was no water within any possible reach, and a band of veiled
Tuaregs was scouring the desert nearby in search of that Arab who
lay in a huddle of dirty white robes outside the egg-shaped bubble. If
he did not die of thirst before they caught him, he would die in a
manner infinitely more undesirable at their hands. But, of course, if
he so desired, he was free to go.

Dixon digested this information thoughtfully, hesitatingly, though he
knew he had no choice. His blind stumbling through the desert could
have no other end than slow death, as he had been aware even
before he came upon the great bubble. And if there were Tuaregs
near-- Even in the bodily trance that cradled him he shuddered. He
had seen victims of Tuareg tortures, miraculously alive after days
and days of-- He turned his mind from that. No; he had no choice.

And gradually a little spark of excitement began to burn in him. What
an adventure! And though death might lie at the end of it, there was
at least a hope for life, and he knew he had not even that if he
refused. Consent was forming in his mind, but, even before it
crystallized, the being must have known, for about him the lucid
radiance suddenly began to cloud and change. Milkiness flooded
through it and through his body and his brain. Oblivion swallowed him
up.

When realization returned to Dixon it came slowly. Layer by layer the
oblivion melted from his mind. He had a vague impression of vast
spaces traversed and barriers surmounted, and somehow he
sensed an indefinable difference in the space that surrounded the
bubble, though it was indefinite how he knew it. A little beat quivered
through him, and another, clearing away the fogs of his
consciousness. Then knowledge began to pulse again through him
