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THE DEATH OF ILALOTHA

Black Lord of bale and fear, master of all confusion! By thee, thy prophet
saith, New power is given to wizards after death, And witches in corruption
draw forbidden breath And weave such wild enchantment and illusion As
none but lamiae may use; And through thy grace the charneled corpses lose
Their horror, and nefandous loves are lighted In noisome vaults long
nighted; And vampires make their sacrifice to thee — Disgorging blood as
if great urns had poured Their bright vermilion hoard About the washed and
weltering sarcophagi.

-- Ludar's Litany to Thasaidon.

According to the custom in old Tasuun, the obsequies of Ilalotha, lady-in-
waiting to the self-widowed Queen Xantlicha, had formed an occasion of
much merrymaking and prolonged festivity. For three days, on a bier of
diverse-colored silks from the Orient, under a rose-hued canopy that might
well have domed some nuptial couch, she had lain clad with gala garments
amid the great feasting-hall of the royal palace in Miraab. About her, from
morning dusk to sunset, from cool even to torridly glaring dawn, the
feverish tide of the funeral orgies had surged and eddied without
slackening. Nobles, court officials, guardsmen, scullions, astrologers,
eunuchs, and all the high ladies, waiting-women and female slaves of
Xantlicha, had taken part in that prodigal debauchery which was believed to
honour most fitly the deceased. Mad songs and obscene ditties were sung,
and dancers whirled in vertiginous frenzy to the lascivious pleading of
untirable lutes. Wines and liquors were poured torrentially from monstrous
amphorae; the tables fumed with spicy meats piled in huge hummocks and
forever replenished. The drinkers offered libation to Ilalotha, till the fabrics
of her bier were stained to darker hues by the spilt vintages. On all sides
around her, in attitudes of disorder or prone abandonment, lay those who
had yielded to amorous license of the fullness of their potations. With
halfshut eyes and lips slightly parted, in the rosy shadow cast by the
catafalque, she wore no aspect of death but seemed a sleeping empress who



ruled impartially over the living and the dead. This appearance, together
with a strange heightening of her natural beauty, was remarked by many:
and some said that she seemed to await a lover's kiss rather than the kisses
of the worm.

On the third evening, when the many-tongued brazen lamps were lit and the
rites drew to their end, there returned to court the Lord Thulos,
acknowledged lover of Queen Xantlicha, who had gone a week previous to
visit his domain on the western border and had heard nothing of Ilalotha's
death. Still unaware, he came into the hall at that hour when the saturnalia
began to flag and the fallen revelers to outnumber those who still moved
and drank and made riot.

He viewed the disordered hall with little surprise, for such scenes were
familiar to him from childhood. Then, approaching the bier, he recognized
its occupant with a certain startlement. Among the numerous ladies of
Miraab who had drawn his libertine affections, Ilalotha had held sway
longer than most; and, it was said, she had grieved more passionately over
his defection than any other. She had been superseded a month before by
Xantlicha, who had shown favor to Thulos in no ambiguous manner; and
Thulos, perhaps, had abandoned her not without regret: for the role of lover
to the queen, though advantageous and not wholly disagreeable, was
somewhat precarious. Xantlicha, it was universally believed, had rid herself
of the late King Archain by means of a tomb-discovered vial of poison that
owed its peculiar subtlety and virulence to the art of ancient sorcerers.
Following this act of disposal, she had taken many lovers, and those who
failed to please her came invariably to ends no less violent than that of
Archain. She was exigent, exorbitant, demanding a strict fidelity somewhat
irksome to Thulos; who, pleading urgent affairs on his remote estate, had
been glad enough of a week away from court.

Now, as he stood beside the dead woman, Thulos forgot the queen and
bethought him of certain summer nights that had been honeyed by the
fragrance of jasmine and the jasmine-white beauty of Ilalotha. Even less
than the others could he believe her dead: for her present aspect differed in
no wise from that which she had often assumed during their old intercourse.



To please his whim, she had feigned the inertness and complaisance of
slumber or death; and at such times he had loved her with an ardor
undismayed by the pantherine vehemence with which, at other whiles, she
was wont to reciprocate or invite his caresses.

Moment by moment, as if through the working of some powerful
necromancy, there grew upon him a curious hallucination, and it seemed
that he was again the lover of those lost nights, and had entered that bower
in the palace gardens where Ilalotha waited him on a couch strewn with
overblown petals, lying with bosom quiet as her face and hands. No longer
was he aware of the crowded hall: the high-flaring lights, the wine-flushed
faces, had become a moonbright parterre of drowsily nodding blossoms,
and the voices of the courtiers were no more than a faint suspiration of wind
amid cypress and jasmine. The warm, aphrodisiac perfumes of the June
night welled about him; and again, as of old, it seemed that they arose from
the person of Ilalotha no less than from the flowers. Prompted by intense
desire, he stooped over and felt her cool arm stir involuntarily beneath his
kiss.

Then, with the bewilderment of a sleep-walker awakened rudely, he heard a
voice that hissed in his ear with soft venom: "Hast forgotten thyself, my
Lord Thulos? Indeed I wonder little, for many of my bawcocks deem that
she is fairer in death than in life." And, turning from Ilalotha, while the
weird spell dissolved from his senses, he found Xantlicha at his side. Her
garments were disarrayed, her hair was unbound and disheveled, and she
reeled slightly, clutching him by the shoulder with sharp-nailed fingers. Her
full, poppy-crimson lips were curled by a vixenish fury, and in her long-
lidded yellow eyes there blazed the jealousy of an amorous cat.

Thulos, overwhelmed by a strange confusion, remembered but partially the
enchantment to which he had succumbed; and he was unsure whether or not
he had actually kissed Ilalotha and had felt her flesh quiver to his mouth.
Verily, he thought, this thing could not have been, and a waking dream had
momentarily seized him. But he was troubled by the words of Xantlicha and
her anger, and by the half-furtive drunken laughters and ribald whispers that
he heard passing among the people about the hall.



"Beware, my Thulos," the queen murmured, her strange anger seeming to
subside; "For men say that she was a witch."

"How did she die? " queried Thulos.
"From no other fever than that of love, it is rumored."

"Then, surely, she was no witch," Thulos argued with a lightness that was
far from his thoughts and feelings; "for true sorcery should have found the
cure."

"It was from love of thee," said Xantlicha darkly; "and as all women know,
thy heart is blacker and harder than black adamant. No witchcraft, however
potent, could prevail thereon." Her mood, as she spoke, appeared to soften
suddenly. "Thy absence has been long, my lord. Come to me at midnight: I
will wait for thee in the south pavilion."

Then, eyeing him sultrily for an instant from under drooped lids, and
pinching his arm in such a manner that her nails pierced through cloth and
skin like a cat's talons, she turned from Thulos to hail certain of the harem-
eunuchs.

Thulos, when the queen's attention was disengaged from him, ventured to
look again at Ilalotha; pondering, meanwhile, the curious remarks of
Xantlicha. He knew that Ilalotha, like many of the court-ladies, had dabbled
in spells and philtres; but her witchcraft had never concerned him, since he
felt no interest in other charms or enchantments than those with which
nature had endowed the bodies of women. And it was quite impossible for
him to believe that Ilalotha had died from a fatal passion: since, in his
experience, passion was never fatal.

Indeed, as he regarded her with confused emotions, he was again beset by
the impression that she had not died at all. There was no repetition of the
weird, half-remembered hallucination of other time and place; but it seemed
to him that she had stirred from her former position on the wine stained
bier, turning her face toward him a little, as a woman turns to an expected



lover; that the arm he had kissed (either in dream or reality) was
outstretched a little farther from her side.

Thulos bent nearer, fascinated by the mystery and drawn by a stranger
attraction that he could not have named. Again, surely, he had dreamt or had
been mistaken. But even as the doubt grew, it seemed that the bosom of
Ilalotha stirred in faint respiration, and he heard an almost inaudible but
thrilling whisper: "Come to me at midnight. I will wait for thee... in the
tomb."

At this instant there appeared beside the catafalque certain people in the
sober and rusty raiment of sextons, who had entered the hall silently,
unperceived by Thulos or by any of the company. They carried among them
a thin-walled sarcophagus of newly welded and burnished bronze. It was
their office to remove the dead woman and bear her to the sepulchral vaults
of her family, which were situated in the old necropolis lying somewhat to
northward of the palace-gardens.

Thulos would have cried out to restrain them from their purpose; but his
tongue clove tightly; nor could he move any of his members. Not knowing
whether he slept or woke, he watched the people of the cemetery as they
placed Ilalotha in the sarcophagus and bore her quickly from the hall,
unfollowed and still unheeded by the drowsy bacchanalians. Only when the
somber cortége had departed was he able to stir from his position by the
empty bier. His thoughts were sluggish, and full of darkness and indecision.
Smitten by an immense fatigue that was not unnatural after his day-long
journey, he withdrew to his apartments and fell instantly into death-deep
slumber.

Freeing itself gradually from the cypress-boughs, as if from the long,
stretched fingers of witches, a waning and misshapen moon glared
horizontally through the eastern window when Thulos awoke. By this
token, he knew that the hour drew toward midnight, and recalled the
assignation which Queen Xantlicha had made with him: an assignation
which he could hardly break without incurring the queen's deadly
displeasure. Also, with singular clearness, he recalled another rendezvous...



at the same time but in a different place. Those incidents and impressions of
Ilalotha's funeral, which, at the time, had seemed so dubitable and dream-
like, returned to him with a profound conviction of reality, as if etched on
his mind by some mordant chemistry of sleep... or the strengthening of
some sorcerous charm. He felt that Ilalotha had indeed stirred on her bier
and spoken to him; that the sextons had borne her still living to the tomb.
Perhaps her supposed demise had been merely a sort of catalepsy; or else
she had deliberately feigned death in a last effort to revive his passion.
These thoughts awoke within him a raging fever of curiosity and desire; and
he saw before him her pale, inert, luxurious beauty, presented as if by
enchantment.

Direly distraught, he went down by the lampless stairs and hallways to the
moonlit labyrinth of the gardens. He cursed the untimely exigence of
Xantlicha. However, as he told himself, it was more than likely that the
queen, continuing to imbibe the liquors of Tasuun, had long since reached a
condition in which she would neither keep nor recall her appointment. This
thought reassured him: in his queerly bemused mind, it soon became a
certainty; and he did not hasten toward the south pavilion but strolled
vaguely amid the wan and somber boscage.

More and more it seemed unlikely that any but himself was abroad: for the
long, unlit wings of the palace sprawled as in vacant stupor; and in the
gardens there were only dead shadows, and pools of still fragrance in which
the winds had drowned. And over all, like a pale, monstrous poppy, the
moon distilled her death-white slumber. Thulos, no longer mindful of his
rendezvous with Xantlicha, yielded without further reluctance to the
urgence that drove him toward another goal... Truly, it was no less than
obligatory that he should visit the vaults and learn whether or not he had
been deceived in his belief concerning Ilalotha. Perhaps, if he did not go,
she would stifle in the shut sarcophagus, and her pretended death would
quickly become an actuality. Again, as if spoken in the moonlight before
him, he heard the words she had whispered, or seemed to whisper, from the
bier: "Come to me at midnight... I will wait for thee... in the tomb."



With the quickening steps and pulses of one who fares to the warm, petal-
sweet couch of an adored mistress, he left the palace-grounds by an
unguarded northern postern and crossed the weedy common between the
royal gardens and the old cemetery. Unchilled and undismayed, he entered
those always-open portals of death, where ghoul-headed monsters of black
marble, glaring with hideously pitted eyes, maintained their charnel
postures before the crumbling pylons.

The very stillness of the low-bosomed graves, the rigor and pallor of the tall
shafts, the deepness of bedded cypress shadows, the inviolacy of death by
which all things were invested, served to heighten the singular excitement
that had fired Thulos' blood. It was as if he had drunk a philtre spiced with
mummia. All around him the mortuary silence seemed to burn and quiver
with a thousand memories of Ilalotha, together with those expectations to
which he had given as yet no formal image....

Once, with Ilalotha, he had visited the subterranean tomb of her ancestors;
and, recalling its situation clearly, he came without indirection to the low-
arched and cedar-darkened entrance. Rank nettles and fetid fumitories,
growing thickly about the seldom-used adit, were crushed down by the
tread of those who had entered there before Thulos; and the rusty, iron-
wrought door sagged heavily inward on its loose hinges. At his feet there
lay an extinguished flambeau, dropped, no doubt, by one of the departing
sextons. Seeing it, he realized that he had brought with him neither candle
nor lantern for the exploration of the vaults, and found in that providential
torch an auspicious omen.

Bearing the lit flambeau, he began his investigation. He gave no heed to the
piled and dusty sarcophagi in the first reaches of the subterrane: for, during
their past visit, Ilalotha had shown to him a niche at the innermost extreme,
where, in due time, she herself would find sepulture among the members of
that decaying line. Strangely, insidiously, like the breath of some vernal
garden, the languid and luscious odor of jasmine swam to meet him through
the musty air, amid the tiered presence of the dead; and it drew him to the
sarcophagus that stood open between others tightly lidded. There he beheld
Ilalotha lying in the gay garments of her funeral, with half-shut eyes and



half- parted lips; and upon her was the same weird and radiant beauty, the
same voluptuous pallor and stillness, that had drawn Thulos with a
necromantic charm.

"I knew that thou wouldst come, O Thulos," she murmured, stirring a little,
as if involuntarily, beneath the deepening ardor of his kisses that passed
quickly from throat to bosom...

The torch that had fallen from Thulos' hand expired in the thick dust...

Xantlicha, retiring to her chamber betimes, had slept illy. Perhaps she had
drunk too much or too little of the dark, ardent vintages; perhaps her blood
was fevered by the return of Thulos, and her jealousy still troubled by the
hot kiss which he had laid on Ilalotha's arm during the obsequies. A
restlessness was upon her; and she rose well before the hour of her meeting
with Thulos, and stood at her chamber window seeking such coolness as the
night air might afford.

The air, however, seemed heated as by the burning of hidden furnaces; her
heart appeared to swell in her bosom and stifle her; and her unrest and
agitation were increased rather than diminished by the spectacle of the
moon-lulled gardens. She would have hurried forth to the tryst in the
pavilion; but, despite her impatience, she thought it well to keep Thulos
waiting. Leaning thus from her sill, she beheld Thulos when he passed amid
the parterres and arbors below. She was struck by the unusual haste and
intentness of his steps, and she wondered at their direction, which could
bring him only to places remote from the rendezvous she had named. He
disappeared from her sight in the cypress-lined alley that led to the north
garden-gate; and her wonderment was soon mingled with alarm and anger
when he did not return.

It was incomprehensible to Xantlicha that Thulos, or any man, would dare
to forget the tryst in his normal senses; and seeking an explanation, she
surmised that the working of some baleful and potent sorcery was probably
involved. Nor, in the light of certain incidents that she had observed, and
much else that had been rumored, was it hard for her to identify the possible



sorceress. Ilalotha, the queen knew, had loved Thulos to the point of frenzy,
and had grieved inconsolably after his desertion of her. People said that she
had wrought various ineffectual spells to bring him back; that she had
vainly invoked demons and sacrificed to them, and had made futile
invultuations and death-charms against Xantlicha. In the end, she had died
of sheer chagrin and despair, or perhaps had slain herself with some
undetected poison... But, as was commonly believed in Tasuun, a witch
dying thus, with unslaked desires and frustrate cantrips, could turn herself
into a lamia vampire and procure thereby the consummation of all her
sorceries...

The queen shuddered, remembering these things; and remembering also the
hideous and malign transformation that was said to accompany the
achievement of such ends: for those who used in this manner the power of
hell must take on the very character and the actual semblance of infernal
beings. Too well she surmised the destination of Thulos, and the danger to
which he had gone forth if her suspicions were true. And, knowing that she
might face an equal danger, Xantlicha determined to follow him.

She made little preparation, for there was no time to waste; but took from
beneath her silken bed-cushion a small, straight-bladed dagger that she kept
always within reach. The dagger had been anointed from point to hilt with
such venom as was believed efficacious against either the living or the
dead. Bearing it in her right hand, and carrying in the other a slot-eyed
lantern that she might require later, Xantlicha stole swiftly from the palace.

The last lees of the evening's wine ebbed wholly from her brain, and dim,
ghastly fears awoke, warning her like the voices of ancestral phantoms. But,
firm in her determination, she followed the path taken by Thulos; the path
taken earlier by those sextons who had borne Ilalotha to her place of
sepulture. Hovering from tree to tree, the moon accompanied her like a
worm-hollowed visage. The soft, quick patter of her cothurns, breaking the
white silence, seemed to tear the filmy cobweb pall that withheld from her a
world of spectral abominations. And more and more she recalled, of those
legendries that concerned such beings as Ilalotha; and her heart was shaken
within her: for she knew that she would meet no mortal woman but a thing



raised up and inspirited by the seventh hell. But amid the chill of these
horrors, the thought of Thulos in the lamia's arms was like a red brand that
seared her bosom.

Now the necropolis yawned before Xantlicha, and her path entered the
cavernous gloom of far-vaulted funereal trees, as if passing into monstrous
and shadowy mouths that were tusked with white monuments. The air grew
dank and noisome, as if filled with the breathing of open crypts. Here the
queen faltered, for it seemed that black, unseen cacodemons rose all about
her from the graveyard ground, towering higher than the shafts and boles,
and standing in readiness to assail her if she went farther. Nevertheless, she
came anon to the dark adit that she sought. Tremulously she lit the wick of
the dot-eyed lantern; and, piercing the gross underground darkness before
her with its bladed beam, she passed with ill-subdued terror and repugnance
into that abode of the dead... and perchance of the Undead.

However, as she followed the first turnings of the catacomb, it seemed that
she was to encounter nothing more abhorrent than charnel mold and
century-sifted dust; nothing more formidable than the serried sarcophagi
that lined the deeply hewn shelves of stone; sarcophagi that had stood silent
and undisturbed ever since the time of their deposition. Here, surely the
slumber of all the dead was unbroken, and the nullity of death was
inviolate.

Almost the queen doubted that Thulos had preceded her there; till, turning
her light on the ground, she discerned the print of his poulaines, long-tipped
and slender in the deep dust amid those foot-marks left by the rudely shod
sextons. And she saw that the footprints of Thulos pointed only in one
direction, while those of the others plainly went and returned.

Then, at an undetermined distance in the shadows ahead, Xantlicha heard a
sound in which the sick moaning of some amorous woman was bent with a
snarling as of jackals over their meat. Her blood returned frozen upon her
heart as she went onward step by slow step, clutching her dagger in a hand
drawn sharply back, and holding the light high in advance. The sound grew
louder and most distinct; and there came to her now a perfume as of flowers



in some warm June night; but, as she still advanced, the perfume was mixed
with more and more of a smothering foulness such as she had never
heretofore known, and was touched with the reeking of blood.

A few paces more, and Xantlicha stood as if a demon's arm had arrested
her: for her lantern's light had found the inverted face and upper body of
Thulos, hanging from the end of a burnished, new-wrought sarcophagus
that occupied a scant interval between others green with rust. One of
Thulos' hands clutched rigidly the rim of the sarcophagus, while the other
hand, moving feebly, seemed to caress a dim shape that leaned above him
with arms showing jasmine-white in the narrow beam, and dark fingers
plunging into his bosom. His head and body seemed but an empty hull, and
his hand hung skeleton-thin on the bronze rim, and his whole aspect was
vein-drawn, as if he had lost more blood than was evident on his torn throat
and face, and in his sodden raiment and dripping hair.

From the thing stooping above Thulos, there came ceaselessly that sound
which was half moan and half snarl. And as Xantlicha stood in petrific fear
and loathing, she seemed to hear from Thulos' lips an indistinct murmur,
more of ecstasy than pain. The murmur ceased, and his head hung slacklier
than before, so that the queen deemed him verily dead. At this she found
such wrathful courage as enabled her to step nearer and raise the lantern
higher: for, even amid her extreme panic, it came to her that by means of
the wizard-poisoned dagger she might still haply slay the thing that had
slain Thulos.

Waveringly the light crept aloft, disclosing inch by inch that infamy which
Thulos had caressed in the darkness...

It crept even to the crimson-smeared wattles, and the fanged and ruddled
orifice that was half mouth and half beak... till Xantlicha knew why the
body of Thulos was a mere shrunken hull... In what the queen saw, there
remained nothing of Ilalotha except the white, voluptuous arms, and a
vague outline of human breasts melting momently into breasts that were not
human, like clay molded by a demon sculptor. The arms too began to
change and darken; and, as they changed, the dying hand of Thulos stirred



again and fumbled with a caressing movement toward the horror. And the
thing seemed to heed him not but withdrew its fingers from his bosom, and
reached across him with members stretching enormously, as if to claw the
queen or fondle her with its dribbling talons.

It was then that Xantlicha let fall the lantern and the dagger, and ran with
shrill, endless shriekings and laughters of immitigable madness from the
vault.



THE DEATH OF MALYGRIS

At the hour of interlunar midnight, when lamps burned rarely and far apart
in Susran, and slow-moving autumn clouds had muffled the stars, King
Gadeiron sent forth into the sleeping city twelve of his trustiest mutes. Like
shadows gliding through oblivion, they vanished upon their various ways;
and each of them, returning presently to the darkened palace, led with him a
shrouded figure no less discreet and silent than himself.

In this manner, groping along tortuous alleys, through blind cypress-caverns
in the royal gardens, and down subterranean halls and steps, twelve of the
most powerful sorcerers of Susran were brought together in a vault of
oozing, death-gray granite, far beneath the foundations of the palace.

The entrance of the vault was guarded by earth-demons that obeyed the
arch-sorcerer, Maranapion, who had long been the king's councillor. These
demons would have torn limb from limb any who came unprepared to offer
them a libation of fresh blood. The vault was lit dubiously by a single lamp,
hollowed from a monstrous garnet, and fed with vipers' oil. Here Gadeiron,
crownless, and wearing sackcloth dyed in sober purple, awaited the wizards
on a seat of limestone wrought in the form of a sarcophagus. Maranapion
stood at his right hand, immobile, and swathed to the mouth in the garments
of the tomb. Before him was a tripod of orichalchum, rearing shoulder-high;
and on the tripod, in a silver socket, there reposed the enormous blue eye of
a slain Cyclops, wherein the archimage was said to behold weird visions.
On this eye, gleaming balefully under the garnet lamp, the gaze of
Maranapion was fixed with death-like rigidity.

From these circumstances, the twelve sorcerers knew that the king had
convened them only because of a matter supremely grave and secret. The
hour and fashion of their summoning, the place of meeting, the terrible
elemental guards, the mufti worn by Gadeiron — all were proof of a need
for preternatural stealth and privity.



For awhile there was silence in the wvault, and the twelve, bowing
deferentially, waited the will of Gadeiron. Then, in a voice that was little
more than a harsh whisper, the king spoke:

"What know ye of Malygris?"

Hearing that awful name, the sorcerers paled and trembled visibly; but, one
by one, as if speaking by rote, several of the foremost made answer to
Gadeiron's question.

"Malygris dwells in his black tower above Susran," said the first. "The night
of his power is still heavy upon Poseidonis; and we others, moving in that
night, are as shadows of a withered moon. He is overlord of all kings and
sorcerers. Yea, even the triremes that fare to Tartessos, and the far-flown
eagles of the sea, pass not beyond the black falling of his shadow."

"The demons of the five elements are his familiars," said the second. "The
gross eyes of common men have beheld them often, flying like birds about
his tower, or crawling lizard-wise on the walls and pavements."

"Malygris sits in his high hall," avowed the third. "Unto him, tribute is
borne at the full moon from all the cities of Poseidonis. He takes a tithe of
the lading of every galley. He claims a share of the silver and incense, of the
gold and ivory sacred to the temples. His wealth is beyond the opulence of
the sunken kings of Atlantis... even those kings who were thy forefathers, O
Gadeiron."

"Malygris is old as the moon," mumbled a fourth. "He will live for ever,
armed against death with the dark magic of the moon. Death has become a
slave in his citadel, toiling among other slaves, and striking only at the foes
of Malygris."

"Much of this was true formerly," quoth the king, with a sinister hissing of
his breath. "But now a certain doubt has arisen... for it may be that Malygris
is dead."



A communicated shiver seemed to run about the assembly. "Nay," said the
sorcerer who had affirmed the immortality of Malygris. "For how can this
thing have come to pass? The doors of his tower stood open today at sunset;
and the priests of the ocean-god, bearing a gift of pearls and purple dyes,
went in before Malygris, and found him sitting in his tall chair of the ivory
of mastodons. He received them haughtily, without speaking, as is his wont;
and his servants, who are half ape and half man, came in unbidden to carry
away the tribute."

"This very night," said another, "I saw the stedfast lamps of the sable tower,
burning above the city like the eyes of Taaran, god of Evil. The familiars
have departed not from the tower as such beings depart at the dying of a
wizard: for in that case, men would have heard their howling and
lamentation in the dark."

"Aye," declared Gadeiron, "men have been befooled ere this. And Malygris
was ever the master of illuding shows, of feints, and beguilements. But
there is one among us who discerns the truth. Maranapion, through the eye
of the Cyclops, has looked on remote things and hidden places, Even now,
he peers upon his ancient enemy, Malygris."

Maranapion, shuddering a little beneath his shroud-like garments, seemed
to return from his clairvoyant absorption. He raised from the tripod his eyes
of luminous amber, whose pupils were black and impenetrable as jet.

"I have seen Malygris," he said, turning to the conclave. "Many times I
have watched him thus, thinking to learn some secret of his close-hidden
magic, I have spied upon him at noon, at evenfall, and through the drear,
lampless vigils of midnight. And I have beheld him in the ashen dawn and
the dawn of quickening fire. But always he sits in the great ivory chair, in
the high hall of his tower, frowning as if with meditation. And his hands
clutch always the basilisk-carven arms of the chair, and his eyes turn
evermore, unshutting, unblinking, toward the orient window and the
heavens beyond where only high-risen stars and clouds go by.



"Thus have I beheld him for the space of a whole year and a month. And
each day I have seen his monsters bring before him vessels filled with rare
meat and drink: and later they have taken away the vessels untouched. And
never have I discerned the least movement of his lips, nor any turning or
tremor of his body.

"For these reasons, I deem that Malygris is dead; but by virtue of his
supremacy in evil and in art magical, he sits defying the worm, still
undecayed and incorrupt. And his monsters and his familiars attend him
still, deceived by the lying appearance of life; and his power, though now an
empty fraud, is still dark and awful upon Poseidonis."

Again, following the slow-measured words of Maranapion, there was
silence in the vault. A dark, furtive triumph smoldered in the face of
Gadeiron, on whom the yoke of Malygris had lain heavily, irking his pride.
Among the twelve sorcerers, there was none who wished well to Malygris,
nor any who did not fear him; and they received the annunciation of his
demise with dreadful, half-incredulous joy. Some there were who doubted,
holding that Maranapion was mistaken; and in the faces of all, as in somber
mirrors, their awe of the master was still reflected.

Maranapion, who had hated Malygris above all others, as the one warlock
whose art and power excelled his own, stood aloof and inscrutable like a
poising vulture.

It was King Gadeiron who broke the gravid silence.

"Not idly have I called ye to this crypt, O sorcerers of Susran: for a work
remains to be done. Verily, shall the corpse of a dead necromancer tyrannize
over us all? There is mystery here, and a need to move cautiously, for the
duration of his necromancy is yet unverified and untested. But I have called
ye together in order that the hardiest among ye may take council with
Maranapion, and aid him in devising such wizardry as will now expose the
fraud of Malygris, and evince his mortality to all men, as well as to the
fiends that follow him still, and the ministering monsters."



A babble of disputation rose, and they who were most doubtful of this
matter, and feared to work against Malygris in any fashion, begged
Gadeiron's leave to withdraw. In the end, there remained seven of the
twelve...

Swiftly, by dim and covert channels, on the day that followed, the death of
Malygris was bruited throughout the isle Poseidonis. Many disbelieved the
story, for the might of the wizard was a thing seared as with hot iron on the
souls of them that had witnessed his thaumaturgies. However, it was
recalled that during the past year few had beheld him face to face; and
always he had seemed to ignore them, speaking not, and staring fixedly
through the tower window, as if intent on far things that were veiled to
others. During that time, he had called no man to his presence, and had sent
forth no message, no oracle or decree; and they who had gone before him
were mainly bearers of tribute and had followed a long-established custom.

When these matters became generally known, there were some who
maintained that he sat thus in a long swoon of ecstasy or catalepsy, and
would awaken therefrom in time. Others, however, held that he had died,
and was able to preserve the deceitful aspect of life through a spell that
endured after him. No man dared to enter the tall, sable tower; and still the
shadow of the tower fell athwart Susran like the shadow of an evil gnomon
moving on some disastrous dial; and still the umbrage of the power of
Malygris lay stagnant as the tomb's night on the minds of men.

Now, among the five sorcerers who had begged Gadeiron's leave to depart,
fearing to join their fellows in the making of wizardry against Malygris,
there were two that plucked heart a little afterward, when they heard from
other sources a confirmation of the vision beheld by Maranapion through
the Cyclop's eye.

These two were brothers, named Nygon and Fustules. Feeling a certain
shame for their timidity, and desiring to rehabilitate themselves in the
regard of the others, they conceived an audacious plan.



When night had again fallen upon the city, bringing no moon, but only
obscure stars and the scud of sea-born clouds, Nygon and Fustules went
forth through the darkened ways and came to the steep hill at the heart of
Susran, whereon, in half-immemorial years, Malygris had established his
grim citadel.

The hill was wooded with close-grown cypresses, whose foliage, even to
the full sun, was black and sombre as if tarnished by wizard fumes.
Crouching on either hand, they leaned like misshapen spirits of the night
above the stairs of adamant that gave access to the tower. Nygon and
Fustules, mounting the stairs, cowered and trembled when the boughs
swung menacingly toward them in violent gusts of wind. They felt the
dripping of heavy sea-dews, blown in their faces like a spittle of demons.
The wood, it seemed, was full of execrably sighing voices, and weird
whimpers and little moanings as of imp-children astray from Satanic dams.

The lights of the tower burned through the waving boughs, and seemed to
recede unapproachably as they climbed. More than once the two regretted
their temerity, but at length, without suffering palpable harm or hindrance,
they neared the portals, which stood eternally open, pouring the effulgence
of still, unflaring lamps on the windy darkness.

Though the plan they had conceived was nefarious, they deemed it best to
enter boldly. The purpose of their visit if any should challenge or
interrogate them was the asking of an oracle from Malygris, who was famed
throughout the isle as the most infallible of soothsayers.

Freshening momentarily from the sea beyond Susran, the wind clamored
about the tower like an army of devils in flight from deep to deep, and the
long mantles of the sorcerers were blown in their faces. But, entering the
wide portals, they heard no longer the crying of the gale, and felt no more
its pursuing rudeness. At a single step they passed into mausolean silence.
Around them the lamplight fell unshaken on caryatids of black marble, on
mosaics of precious gems, on fabulous metals and many-storied tapestries;
and a tideless perfume weighed upon the air like a balsam of death. They
felt an involuntary awe, deeming the mortal stillness a thing that was hardly



natural. But, seeing that the tower vestibule was unguarded by any of the
creatures of Malygris, they were emboldened to go on and climb the
marmorean stairs to the apartments above.

Everywhere, by the light of opulent lamps, they beheld inestimable and
miraculous treasures. There were tables of ebony wrought with sorcerous
runes of pearl and white coral; webs of silver and samite, cunningly
pictured; caskets of electrum overflowing with talismanic jewels; tiny gods
of jade and agate; and tall chryselephantine demons. Here was the loot of
ages, lying heaped and mingled in utter negligence, without lock or ward, as
if free for any casual thief.

Eyeing the riches about them with covetous wonder, the two sorcerers
mounted slowly from room to room, unchallenged and unmolested, and
came ultimately to that upper hall in which Malygris was wont to receive
his visitors.

Here, as elsewhere, the portals stood open before them, and lamps burned
as if in a trance of light. The lust of plunder was hot in their hearts. Made
bolder still by the seeming desolation, and thinking now that the tower was
uninhabited by any but the dead magician, they went in with little hesitancy.

Like the rooms below, the chamber was full of precious artifacts; and iron-
bound volumes and brazen books of occult, tremendous necromancy,
together with golden and earthen censers, and vials of unshatterable crystal,
were strewn in weird confusion about the mosaic floor. At the very center
there sat the old archimage in his chair of primeval ivory, peering with
stark, immovable eyes at the night-black window.

Nygon and Fustules felt their awe return upon them, remembering too
clearly now the thrice-baleful mastery that this man had wielded, and the
demon lore he had known, and the spells he had wrought that were
irrefragable by other wizards. The specters of these things rose up before
them as if by a final necromancy. With down-dropped eyes and humble
mien, they went forward, bowing reverentially. Then, speaking aloud, in



accordance with their predetermined plan, Fustules requested an oracle of
their fortunes from Malygris.

There was no answer, and lifting their eyes, the brothers were greatly
reassured by the aspect of the seated ancient. Death alone could have set the
grayish pallor on the brow, could have locked the lips in a rigor as of fast-
frozen clay. The eyes were like cavern-shadowed ice, holding no other light
than a vague reflection of the lamps. Under the beard that was half silver,
half sable, the cheeks had already fallen in as with beginning decay,
showing the harsh outlines of the skull. The gray and hideously shrunken
hands, whereon the eyes of enchanted beryls and rubies burned, were
clenched inflexibly on the chair-arms which had the form of arching
basilisks.

"Verily," murmured Nygon, "there is naught here to frighten or dismay us.
Behold, it is only the lich of an old man after all, and one that has cheated
the worm of his due provender overlong."

"Aye," said Fustules. "But this man, in his time, was the greatest of all
necromancers. Even the ring on his little finger is a sovereign talisman. The
balas-ruby of the thumbring of his right hand will conjure demons from out
of the deep. In the volumes that lie about the chamber, there are secrets of
perished gods and the mysteries of planets immemorial. In the vials, there
are sirups that give strange visions, and philtres that can revive the dead.
Among these things, it is ours to choose freely."

Nygon, eyeing the gems greedily, selected a ring that encircled the right
forefinger with the sixfold coils of a serpent of orichalchum, bearing in its
mouth a beryl shaped like a griffin's egg. Vainly, however, he tried to loosen
the finger from its rigid clutch on the chair-arm, to permit the removal of
the ring. Muttering impatiently, he drew a knife from his girdle and
prepared to hew away the finger. In the meanwhile, Fustules had drawn his
own knife as a preliminary before approaching the other hand.

"Is thy heart firm within thee, brother?" he inquired in a sort of sibilant
whisper. "If so, there is even more to be gained than these talismanic rings.



It is well known that a wizard who attains to such supremacy as Malygris,
undergoes by virtue thereof a complete bodily transformation, turning his
flesh into elements more subtle than those of common flesh. And whoso
eats of his flesh even so much as a tiny morsel will share thereafter in the
powers owned by the wizard."

Nygon nodded as he bent above the chosen finger. "This, too, was in my
thought," he answered.

Before he or Fustules could begin their ghoulish attack, they were startled
by a venomous hissing that appeared to emanate from the bosom of
Malygris. They drew back in amazement and consternation, while a small
coral viper slid from behind the necromancer's beard, and glided swiftly
over his knees to the floor like a sinuous rill of scarlet. There, coiling as if
to strike, it regarded the thieves with eyes that were cold and malignant as
drops of frozen poison.

"By the black thorns of Taaran!" cried Fustules. "It is one of Malygris'
familiars. I have heard of this viper--"

Turning, the two would have fled from the room. But, even as they turned,
the walls and portals seemed to recede before them, fleeing giddily and
interminably, as if unknown gulfs had been admitted to the chamber. A
vertigo seized them; reeling, they saw the little segments of mosaic under
their feet assume the proportions of mighty flags. Around them the strewn
books and censers and vials loomed enormous, rearing above their heads
and barring their way as they ran.

Nygon, looking over his shoulder, saw that the viper had turned to a vast
python, whose crimson coils were undulating swiftly along the floor. In a
colossal chair, beneath lamps that were large as suns, there sat the colossal
form of the dead archimage, in whose presence Nygon and Fustules were
no more than pigmies. The lips of Malygris were still immobile beneath his
beard; and his eyes still glared implacably upon the blackness of the far
window. But at that instant a voice filled the awful spaces of the room,
reverberating like thunder in the heavens, hollow and tremendous:



"Fools! ye have dared to ask me for an oracle. And the oracle is — death!"

Nygon and Fustules, knowing their doom, fled on in a madness of terror
and desperation. Beyond the towering thuribles, the tomes that were piled
like pyramids, they saw the threshold in intermittent glimpses, like a remote
horizon. It withdrew before them, dim and unattainable. They panted as
runners pant in a dream. Behind them, the vermilion python crawled; and
overtaking them as they tried to round the brazen back of a wizard volume,
it struck them down like fleeing dormice...

In the end, there was only a small coral viper, that crept back to its hiding-
place in the bosom of Malygris...

Toiling by day and night, in the vaults under the palace of Gadeiron, with
impious charms and unholy conjurations, and fouler chemistries,
Maranapion and his seven coadjutors had nearly completed the making of
their sorcery.

They designed an invultuation against Malygris that would break the power
of the dead necromancer by rendering evident to all the mere fact of his
death. Employing an unlawful Atlantean science, Maranapion had created
living plasm with all the attributes of human flesh, and had caused it to
grow and flourish, fed with blood. Then he and his assistants, uniting their
wills and convoking the forces that were blasphemy to summon, had
compelled the shapeless, palpitating mass to put forth the limbs and
members of a new-born child; and had formed it ultimately, after all the
changes that man would undergo between birth and senescence, into an
image of Malygris.

Now, carrying the process even further, they caused the simulacrum to die
of extreme age, as Malygris had apparently died. It sat before them in a
chair, facing toward the east, and duplicating the very posture of the
magician on his seat of ivory.

Nothing remained to be done. Forspent and weary, but hopeful, the
sorcerers waited for the first signs of mortal decay in the image. If the spells
they had woven were successful, a simultaneous decay would occur in the



body of Malygris, incorruptible heretofore. Inch by inch, member by
member, he would rot in the adamantine tower; His familiars would desert
him, no longer deceived; and all who came to the tower would know his
mortality; and the tyranny of Malygris would lift from Susran, and his
necromancy be null and void as a broken pentacle in sea-girt Poseidonis.

For the first time since the beginning of their invultuation, the eight
magicians were free to intermit their vigilance without peril of invalidating
the charm. They slept soundly, feeling that their repose was well earned. On
the morrow they returned, accompanied by King Gadeiron, to the vault in
which they had left the plasmic image.

Opening the sealed door, they were met by a charnel odor, and were
gratified to perceive in the figure the unmistakable signs of decomposition.
A little later, by consulting the Cyclops' eye, Maranapion verified the
paralleling of these marks in the features of Malygris.

A great jubilation, not unmingled with relief, was felt by the sorcerers and
by King Gadeiron. Heretofore, not knowing the extent and duration of the
powers wielded by the dead master, they had been doubtful of the efficacy
of their own magic. But now, it seemed, there was no longer any reason for
doubt.

On that very day it happened that certain seafaring merchants went before
Malygris to pay him, according to custom, a share of the profits of their
latest voyage. Even as they bowed in the presence of the master, they
became aware, by sundry disagreeable tokens, that they had borne tribute to
a corpse. Not daring even then to refuse the long-exacted toll, they flung it
down and fled from the place in terror.

Soon, in all Susran, there was none who doubted any longer the death of
Malygris. And yet, such was the awe he had wrought through many
lustrums, that few were venturous enough to invade the tower; and thieves
were wary, and would not try to despoil its fabled treasures.

Day by day, in the blue, monstrous eye of the Cyclops, Maranapion saw the
rotting of his dreaded rival. And upon him presently there came a strong



desire to visit the tower and behold face to face that which he had witnessed
only in vision. Thus alone would his triumph be complete.

So it was that he and the sorcerers who had aided him, together with King
Gadeiron, went up to the sable tower by the steps of adamant, and climbed
by the marble stairs, even as Nygon and Fustules before them, to the high
room in which Malygris was seated... But the doom of Nygon and Fustules,
being without other witnesses than the dead, was wholly unknown to them.

Boldly and with no hesitation they entered the chamber. Slanting through
the western window, the sun of late afternoon fell goldenly on the dust that
had gathered everywhere. Spiders had woven their webs on the bright-
jeweled censers, on the graven lamps, and the metal-covered volumes of
sorcery. The air was stagnant with a stifling foulness of death.

The intruders went forward, feeling that impulse which leads the victors to
exult over a vanquished enemy. Malygris sat unbowed and upright, his
black and tattered fingers clutching the ivory chair-arms as of yore, and his
empty orbits glowering still at the eastern window. His face was little more
than a bearded skull; and his blackening brow was like worm-pierced
ebony.

"O Malygris, I give thee greeting," said Maranapion in a loud voice of
mockery. "Grant, I beseech thee, a sign, if thy wizardry still prevails, and
hath not become the appanage of oblivion."

"Greeting, O Maranapion," replied a grave and terrible voice that issued
from the maggot-eaten lips. "Indeed, I will grant thee a sign. Even as I, in
death, have rotted upon my seat from the foul sorcery which was wrought
in the vaults of King Gadeiron, so thou and thy fellows and Gadeiron,
living, shall decay and putrefy wholly in an hour, by virtue of the curse that
I put upon ye now."

Then the shrunken corpse of Malygris, fulminating the runes of an old
Atlantean formula, cursed the eight sorcerers and King Gadeiron. The
formula, at frequent intervals, was cadenced with fatal names of lethal gods;
and in it were told the secret appellations of the black god of time, and the



Nothingness that abides beyond time; and use was made of the titles of
many tomb-lairing demons. Heavy and hollow-sounding were the runes,
and in them one seemed to hear a noise of great blows on sepulchral doors,
and a clangor of downfallen slabs. The air darkened as if with the hovering
of seasonless night, and thereupon, like a breathing of the night, a chillness
entered the chamber; and it seemed that the black wings of ages passed over
the tower, beating prodigiously from void to void, ere the curse was done.

Hearing that maranatha, the sorcerers were dumb with the extremity of their
dread; and even Maranapion could recall no counter-spell effectual in any
degree against it. All would have fled from the room ere the curse ended,
but a mortal weakness was upon them, and they felt a sickness as of quick-
coming death. Shadows were woven athwart their eyes; but through the
shadows, each beheld dimly the instant blackening of the faces of his
fellows, and saw the cheeks fall ruinously, and the lips curl back on the
teeth like those of long-dead cadavers.

Trying to run, each was aware of his own limbs that rotted beneath him,
pace by pace, and felt the quick sloughing of his flesh in corruption from
the bone. Crying out with tongues that shriveled ere the cry was done, they
fell down on the floor of the chamber. Life lingered in them, together with
the dire knowledge of their doom, and they preserved something of hearing
and sight. In the dark agony of their live corruption, they tossed feebly to
and fro, and crawled inchmeal on the chill mosaic. And they still moved in
this fashion, slowly and more imperceptibly, till their brains were turned to
gray mold, and the sinews were parted from their bones, and the marrow
was dried up.

Thus, in an hour, the curse was accomplished. The enemies of the
necromancer lay before him, supine and shrunken, in the tomb's final
posture, as if doing obeisance to a seated Death. Except for the garments,
none could have told King Gadeiron from Maranapion, nor Maranapion
from the lesser wizards.

The day went by, declining seaward; and, burning like a royal pyre beyond
Susran the sunset flung an aureate glare through the window, and then



dropped away in red brands and funereal ashes. And in the twilight a coral
viper glided from the bosom of Malygris, and weaving among the remnant
of them that lay on the floor, and slipping silently down the stairs of marble,
it passed forever from the tower.



THE DEMON OF THE FLOWER

Not as the plants and flowers of Earth, growing peacefully beneath a simple
sun, were the blossoms of the planet Lophai. Coiling and uncoiling in
double dawns; tossing tumultuously under vast suns of jade green and
balas-ruby orange; swaying and weltering in rich twilights, in aurora-
curtained nights, they resembled fields of rooted serpents that dance
eternally to an other-worldly music.

Many were small and furtive, and crept viper-wise on the ground. Others
were tall as pythons, rearing superbly in hieratic postures to the jeweled
light. Some grew with single or dual stems that burgeoned forth into hydra
heads, and some were frilled and festooned with leaves that suggested the
wings of flying lizards, the pennants of faery lances, the phylacteries of a
strange sacerdotalism. Some appeared to bear the scarlet wattles of dragons;
others were tongued as if with black flames or the colored vapors that issue
with weird writhings from out barbaric censers; and others still were armed
with fleshy nets or tendrils, or with huge blossoms like bucklers perforated
in battle. And all were equipped with venomous darts and fangs, all were
alive, restless, and sentient.

They were the lords of Lophai, and all other life existed by their sufferance.
The people of the world had been their inferiors from unrecorded cycles;
and even in the most primitive myths there was no suggestion that any other
order of things had ever prevailed. And the plants themselves, together with
the fauna and mankind of Lophai, gave immemorial obeisance to that
supreme and terrible flower known as the Voorqual, in which a tutelary
demon, more ancient than the twin suns, was believed to have made its
immortal avatar.

The Voorqual was served by a human priesthood, chosen from amid the
royalty and aristocracy of Lophai. In the heart of the chief city, Lospar, in
an equatorial realm, it had grown from antiquity on the summit of a high
pyramid of sable terraces that loomed over the town like the hanging



gardens of some greater Babylon, crowded with the lesser but deadly floral
forms. At the center of the broad apex, the Voorqual stood alone in a basin
level with the surrounding platform of black mineral. The basin was filled
with a compost in which the dust of royal mummies formed an essential
ingredient.

The demon flower sprang from a bulb so encrusted with the growth of ages
that it resembled a stone urn. Above this there rose the gnarled and mighty
stalk that had displayed in earlier times the bifurcation of a mandrake, but
whose halves had now grown together into a scaly, furrowed thing like the
tail of some mythic sea-monster. The stalk was variegated with hues of
greening bronze, of antique copper, with the livid blues and purples of
fleshly corruption. It ended in a crown of stiff, blackish leaves, banded and
spotted with poisonous, metallic white, and edged with sharp serrations as
of savage weapons. From below the crown issued a long, sinuous arm,
scaled like the main stem, and serpentining downward and outward to
terminate in the huge upright bowl of a bizarre blossom — as if the arm, in
sardonic fashion, should hold out a hellish beggar's cup.

Abhorrent and monstrous was the bowl — which, like the leaves, was
legended to renew itself at intervals of a thousand years. It smouldered with
sullen ruby at the base; it lightened into zones of dragon's blood, into belts
of the rose of infernal sunset, on the full, swelling sides; and it flamed at the
rim to a hot yellowish nacarat red, like the ichor of salamanders. To one
who dared peer within, the cup was lined with sepulchral violet, blackening
toward the bottom, pitted with myriad pores, and streaked with turgescent
veins of sulphurous green.

Swaying in a slow, lethal, hypnotic rhythm, with a deep and solemn
sibilation, the Voorqual dominated the city of Lospar and the world Lophai.
Below, on the tiers of the pyramid, the thronged ophidian plants kept time
to this rhythm in their tossing and hissing. And far beyond Lospar, to the
poles of the planet and in all its longitudes, the living blossoms obeyed the
sovereign tempo of the Voorqual.



Boundless was the power exercised by this being over the people who, for
want of a better name, I have called the humankind of Lophai. Myriad and
frightful were the legends that had gathered through aeons about the
Voorqual. And dire was the sacrifice demanded each year at the summer
solstice by the demon: the filling of its proffered cup with the life-blood of a
priest or priestess chosen from amid the assembled hierophants who passed
before the Voorqual till the poised cup inverted and empty, descended like a
devil's miter on the head of one of their number.

Lunithi, king of the realms about Lospar, and high-priest of the Voorqual,
was the last if not the first of his race to rebel against this singular tyranny.
There were dim myths of some primordial ruler who had dared to refuse the
required sacrifice; and whose people, in consequence, had been decimated
by a mortal war with the serpentine plants which, obeying the angry demon,
had uprooted themselves everywhere from the soil and had marched on the
cities of Lophai, slaying or vampirizing all who fell in their way. Lunithi,
from childhood, had obeyed implicitly and without question the will of the
floral overlord; had offered the stated worship, had performed the necessary
rites. To withhold them would have been blasphemy. He had not dreamt of
rebellion till, at the time of the annual choosing of the victim, and thirty
suns before the date of his nuptials with Nala, priestess of the Voorqual, he
saw the hesitant, inverted grail come down in deathly crimson on the fair
head of his betrothed.

A sorrowful consternation, a dark, sullen dismay which he sought to
smother in his heart, was experienced by Lunithi. Nala, dazed and resigned,
in a mystic inertia of despair, accepted her doom without question; but a
blasphemous doubt formed itself surreptitiously in the mind of the king.

Trembling at his own impiety, he asked himself if there was not some way
in which he could save Nala, could cheat the demon of its ghastly tribute.
To do this, and escape with impunity to himself and his subjects, he knew
that he must strike at the very life of the monster, which was believed to be
deathless and invulnerable. It seemed impious even to wonder concerning
the truth of this belief which had long assumed the force of a religious tenet
and was held unanimously. Amid such reflections, Lunithi remembered an



old myth about the existence of a neutral and independent being known as
the Occlith: a demon coeval with the Voorqual, and allied neither to man
nor the flower creatures. This being was said to dwell beyond the desert of
Aphom, in the otherwise unpeopled mountains of white stone above the
habitat of the ophidian blossoms. In latter days no man had seen the
Occlith, for the journey through Ayhom was not lightly to be undertaken.
But this entity was supposed to be immortal; and it kept apart and alone,
meditating upon all things but interfering never with their processes.
However, it was said to have given, in earlier times, valuable advice to a
certain king who had gone forth from Lospar to its lair among the white
crags.

In his grief and desperation, Lunithi resolved to seek the Occlith and
question it anent the possibility of slaying the Voorqual. If, by any mortal
means, the demon could be destroyed, he would remove from Lophai the
long-established tyranny whose shadow fell upon all things from the sable
pyramid.

It was necessary for him to proceed with utmost caution, to confide in no
one, to veil his very thoughts at all times from the occult scrutiny of the
Voorqual. In the interim of five days between the choosing of the victim and
the consummation of the sacrifice, he must carry out his mad plan.
Unattended, and disguised as a simple hunter of beasts, he left his palace
during the short three-hour night of universal slumber, and stole forth
toward the desert of Aphom. In the dawn of the balas-ruby sun, he had
reached the pathless waste, and was toiling painfully over its knife-sharp
ridges of dark stone, like the waves of a mounting ocean petrified in storm.

Soon the rays of the green sun were added to those of the other, and Aphom
became a painted inferno through which Lunithi dragged his way, crawling
from scarp to glassy scarp or resting at whiles in the colored shadows.
There was no water anywhere; but swift mirages gleamed and faded; and
the sifting sand appeared to run like rills in the bottom of deep valleys. At
setting of the first sun, he came within sight of the pale mountains beyond
Aphom, towering like cliffs of frozen foam above the desert's dark sea.
They were tinged with transient lights of azure, of jade and orange in the



going of the yellow-red orb and the westward slanting of its binary. Then
the lights melted into beryl and tourmaline, and the green sun was regnant
over all, till it too went down, leaving a twilight whose colors were those of
sea-water. In the gloom, Lunithi reached the foot of the pale crags; and
there, exhausted, he slept till the second dawn.

Rising, he began his escalade of the white mountains. They rose bleak and
terrible before him against the hidden suns, with cliffs that were like the
sheer terraces of gods. Like the king who had preceded him in the ancient
myth, he found a precarious way that led upward through narrow, broken
chasms. At last he came to the vaster fissure, riving the heart of the white
range, by which it was alone possible to reach the legendary lair of the
Occlith.

The chasm's beetling walls rose higher and higher above him, shutting out
the suns but creating with their whiteness a wan and deathly glimmer to
illumine his way. The fissure was such as might have been cloven by the
sword of a macrocosmic giant. It led downward, steepening ever, like a
wound that pierced to the heart of Lophai.

Lunithi, like all of his race, was able to exist for prolonged periods without
other nutriment than sunlight and water. He had brought with him a metal
flask, filled with the aqueous element of Lophai, from which he drank
sparingly as he descended the chasm; for the white mountains were
waterless, and he feared to touch the pools and streams of unknown fluids
upon which he came at intervals in the dusk. There were sanguine-colored
springs that fumed, and bubbled before him, to vanish in fathomless rifts;
and brooklets of mercurial metal, green, blue, or amber, that wound beside
him like liquescent serpents and then slipped away into dark caverns. Acrid
vapors rose from clefts in the chasm; and Lunithi felt himself among
strange chemistries of nature. In this fantastic world of stone, which the
plants of Lophai could never invade, he seemed to have gone beyond the
Voorqual's grim, diabolic tyranny.

At last he came to a clear, watery pool, occupying almost the entire width of
the chasm. In passing it he was forced to scramble along a narrow, insecure



ledge at one side. A fragment of the marble stone, breaking away beneath
his footfall, dropped into the pool as he gained the opposite edge; and the
hueless liquid foamed and hissed like a thousand vipers. Wondering as to its
properties, and fearful of the venomous hissing, which did not subside for
some time, Lunithi hurried on; and came after an interval to the fissure's
end.

Here he emerged in the huge crater-like pit that was the home of the
Occlith. Fluted and columned walls went up to a stupendous height on all
sides; and the sun of orange ruby, now at zenith, was pouring down a
vertical cataract of gorgeous fires and shadows.

Addorsed against the further wall of the pit in an upright posture, he beheld
that being known as the Occlith, which had the likeness of a high cruciform
pillar of blue mineral, shining with its own esoteric luster. Going forward he
prostrated himself before the pillar; and then, in accents that quavered with
a deep awe, he ventured to ask the desired oracle.

For awhile the Occlith maintained its aeon-old silence. Peering timidly, the
king perceived the twin lights of mystic silver that brightened and faded
with a slow, rhythmic pulsation in the arms of the blue cross. Then, from
the lofty, shining thing, there issued a voice that was like the tinkling of
mineral fragments tightly clashed together, but which somehow shaped
itself into articulate words.

"It is possible," said the Occlith, "to slay the plant known as the Voorqual,
in which an elder demon has its habitation. Though the flower has attained
millennial age, it is not necessarily immortal: for all things have their proper
term of existence and decay; and nothing has been created without its
corresponding agency of death... I do not advise you to slay the plant... but I
can furnish you with the information which you desire. In the mountain
chasm through which you came to seek me, there flows a hueless spring of
mineral poison, deadly to all the ophidian plant-life of this world..."

The Occlith went on, and told Lunithi the method by which the poison
should be prepared and administered. The chill, toneless, tinkling voice



concluded:

"I have answered your question. If there is anything more that you wish to
learn, it would be well to ask me now."

Prostrating himself again, Lunithi gave thanks to the Occlith; and,
considering that he had learned all that was requisite, he did not avail
himself of the opportunity to question further the strange entity of living
stone. And the Occlith, cryptic and aloof in its termless, impenetrable
meditation, apparently saw fit to vouchsafe nothing more except in answer
to a direct query.

Withdrawing from the marble-walled abyss, Lunithi returned in haste along
the chasm; till, reaching the pool of which the Occlith had spoken, he
paused to empty his water-flask and fill it with the angry, hissing liquid.
Then he resumed his homeward journey.

At the end of two days, after incredible fatigues and torments in the blazing
hell of Aphom, he reached Lospar in the time of darkness and slumber; as
when he had departed. Since his absence had been unannounced, it was
supposed that he had retired to the underground adyta below the pyramid of
the Voorqual for purposes of prolonged meditation, as was sometimes his
wont.

In alternate hope and trepidation, dreading the miscarriage of his plan and
shrinking still from its audacious impiety, Lunithi awaited the night
preceding that double dawn of summer solstice when, in a secret room of
the black pyramid, the monstrous offering was to be made ready. Nala
would be slain by a fellow-priest or priestess, chosen by lot, and her life-
blood would drip from the channeled altar into a great cup; and the cup
would then be borne with solemn rites to the Voorqual and its contents
poured into the evilly supplicative bowl of the sanguinated blossom.

He saw little of Nala during that interim. She was more withdrawn than
ever, and seemed to have consecrated herself wholly to the coming doom.
To no one — and least of all to his beloved — did Lunithi dare to hint a
possible prevention of the sacrifice.



There came the dreaded eve, with a swiftly changing twilight of jeweled
hues that turned to a darkness hung with auroral flame. Lunithi stole across
the sleeping city and entered the pyramid whose blackness towered
massively amid the frail architecture of buildings that were little more than
canopies and lattices of stone. With infinite care and caution he made the
preparations prescribed by the Occlith. Into the huge sacrificial cup of black
metal, in a room lit with stored sunlight, he emptied the seething, sibilant
poison he had brought with him from the white mountains. Then, opening
adroitly a vein in one of his arms, he added a certain amount of his own
life-fluid to the lethal potion, above whose foaming crystal it floated like a
magic oil, without mingling; so that the entire cup, to all appearance, was
filled with the liquid most acceptable to the Satanic blossom.

Bearing in his hands the black grail, Lunithi ascended a hewn stairway that
led to the Voorqual's presence. His heart quailing, his senses swooning in
chill gulfs of terror, he emerged on the lofty summit above the shadowy
town.

In a luminous azure gloom, against the weird and iridescent streamers of
light that foreran the double dawn, he saw the dreamy swaying of the
monstrous plant, and heard its somnolent hissing that was answered
drowsily by myriad blossoms on the tiers below. A nightmare oppression,
black and tangible, seemed to flow from the pyramid and to lie in stagnant
shadow on all the lands of Lophai.

Aghast at his own temerity, and deeming that his shrouded thoughts would
surely be understood as he drew nearer, or that the Voorqual would be
suspicious of an offering brought before the accustomed hour, Lunithi made
obeisance to his floral suzerain. The Voorqual vouchsafed no sign that it
had deigned to perceive his presence; but the great flower-cup, with its
flaring crimsons dulled to garnet and purple in the twilight, was held
forward as if in readiness to receive the hideous gift.

Breathless, and fainting with religious fear, in a moment of suspense that
seemed eternal, Lunithi poured the blood-mantled poison into the cup. The



venom boiled and hissed like a wizard's brew as the thirsty flower drank it
up; and Lunithi saw the scaled arm draw back, tilting its demon grail
quickly, as if to repudiate the doubtful draught.

It was too late; for the poison had been absorbed by the blossom's porous
lining. The tilting motion changed in mid-air to an agonized writhing of the
reptilian arm; and then the Voorqual's huge, scaly stalk and pointed leaf-
crown began to toss in a deathly dance, waving darkly against the auroral
curtains of morn. Its deep hissing sharpened to an insupportable note,
fraught with the pain of a dying devil; and looking down from the platform
edge on which he crouched to avoid the swaying growth, Lunithi saw that
the lesser plants on the terraces were now tossing in a mad unison with their
master. Like noises in an ill dream, he heard the chorus of their tortured
sibilations.

He dared not look again at the Voorqual, till he became aware of a strange
silence, and saw that the blossoms below had ceased to writhe and were
drooping limply on their stems. Then, incredulous, he knew that the
Voorqual was dead.

Turning in triumph mingled with horror, he beheld the flaccid stalk that had
fallen prone on its bed of unholy compost. He saw the sudden withering of
the stiff, sworded leaves, of the gross and hellish cup. Even the stony bulb
appeared to collapse and crumble before his eyes. The entire stem, its evil
colors fading swiftly, shrank and fell in upon itself like a sere, empty
serpent-skin.

At the same time, in some obscure manner, Lunithi was still aware of a
presence that brooded above the pyramid. Even in the death of the
Voorqual, it seemed to him that he was not alone. Then, as he stood and
waited, fearing he knew not what, he felt the passing of a cold and unseen
thing in the gloom — a thing that flowed across his body like the thick coils
of some enormous python, without sound, in dark, clammy undulations. A
moment more and it was gone; and Lunithi no longer felt the brooding
presence.



He turned to go; but it seemed that the dying night was full of an
unconceived terror that gathered before him as he went down the long,
somber stairs. Slowly he descended; a weird despair was upon him; he had
slain the Voorqual, had seen it wither in death. Yet he could not believe the
thing he had done; the lifting of the ancient doom was still no more than an
idle myth.

The twilight brightened as he passed through the slumbering city.
According to custom, no one would be abroad for another hour. Then the
priests of the Voorqual would gather for the annual blood-offering.

Midway between the pyramid and his own palace, Lunithi was more than
startled to meet the maiden Nala. Pale and ghostly, she glided by him with a
swift and swaying movement almost serpentine, which differed oddly from
her habitual languor. Lunithi dared not accost her when he saw her shut,
unheeding eyes, like those of a somnambulist; and he was awed and
troubled by the strange ease, the unnatural surety of her motion, which
reminded him of something which he feared to remember. In a turmoil of
fantastic doubt and apprehension, he followed her.

Threading the exotic maze of Lospar with the fleet and sinuous glide of a
homing serpent, Nala entered the sacred pyramid. Lunithi, less swift than
she, had fallen behind; and he knew not where she had gone in the myriad
vaults and chambers; but a dark and fearsome intuition drew his steps
without delay to the platform of the summit.

He knew not what he should find; but his heart was drugged with an
esoteric hopelessness; and he was aware of no surprise when he came forth
in the varicolored dawn and beheld the thing which awaited him.

The maiden Nala — or that which he knew to be Nala — was standing in
the basin of evil compost, above the withered remains of the Voorqual. She
had undergone — was still undergoing — a monstrous and diabolic
metamorphosis. Her frail, slight body had assumed a long and dragonlike
shape, and the tender skin was marked off in incipient scales that darkened
momentarily with a mottling of baleful hues. Her head was no longer



recognizable as such, and the human lineaments were flaring into a weird
semi-circle of pointed leaf-buds. Her lower limbs had joined together, had
rooted themselves in the ground. One of her arms was becoming a part of
the reptilian bole; and the other was lengthening into a scaly stem that bore
the dark-red bud of a sinister blossom.

More and more the monstrosity took on the similitude of the Voorqual; and
Lunithi, crushed by the ancient awe and dark terrible faith of his ancestors,
could feel no longer any doubt of its true identity. Soon there was no trace
of Nala in the thing before him, which began to sway with a sinuous,
python-like rhythm, and to utter a deep and measured sibilation, to which
the plants on the lower tiers responded. He knew then that the Voorqual had
returned to claim its sacrifice and preside forever above the city Lospar and
the world Lophai.



THE DEVOTEE OF EVIL

The old Larcom house was a mansion of considerable size and dignity, set
among oaks and cypresses on the hill behind Auburn's Chinatown, in what
had once been the aristocratic section of the village. At the time of which I
write, it had been unoccupied for several years and had begun to present the
signs of desolation and dilapidation which untenanted houses so soon
display. The place had a tragic history and was believed to be haunted. I had
never been able to procure any first-hand or precise accounts of the spectral
manifestations that were accredited to it. But certainly it possessed all the
necessary antecedents of a haunted house. The first owner, Judge Peter
Larcom, had been murdered beneath its roof back in the seventies by a
maniacal Chinese cook; one of his daughters had gone insane; and two
other members of the family had died accidental deaths. None of them had
prospered: their legend was one of sorrow and disaster.

Some later occupants, who had purchased the place from the one surviving
son of Peter Larcom, had left under circumstances of inexplicable haste
after a few months, moving permanently to San Francisco. They did not
return even for the briefest visit; and beyond paying their taxes, they gave
no attention whatever to the place. Everyone had grown to think of it as a
sort of historic ruin, when the announcement came that it had been sold to
Jean Averaud, of New Orleans.

My first meeting with Averaud was strangely significant, for it revealed to
me, as years of acquaintance would not necessarily have done, the peculiar
bias of his mind. Of course, I had already heard some odd rumors about
him; his personality was too signal, his advent too mysterious, to escape the
usual fabrication and mongering of village tales. I had been told that he was
extravagantly rich, that he was a recluse of the most eccentric type, that he
had made certain very singular changes in the inner structure of the old
house; and last, but not least, that he lived with a beautiful mulatress who
never spoke to anyone and who was believed to be his mistress as well as



his housekeeper. The man himself had been described to me by some as an
unusual but harmless lunatic, and by others as an all-round Mephistopheles.

I had seen him several times before our initial meeting. He was a sallow,
saturnine Creole, with the marks of race in his hollow cheeks and feverish
eyes. I was struck by his air of intellect, and by the fiery fixity of his gaze
— the gaze of a man who is dominated by one idea to the exclusion of all
else. Some medieval alchemist, who believed himself to be on the point of
attaining his objective after years of unrelenting research, might have
looked as he did.

I was in the Auburn library one day, when Averaud entered. I had taken a
newspaper from one of the tables and was reading the details of an
atrocious crime — the murder of a woman and her two infant children by
the husband and father, who had locked his victims in a clothes-closet, after
saturating their garments with oil. He had left the woman's apron-string
caught in the shut door, with the end protruding, and had set fire to it like a
fuse.

Averaud passed the table where I was reading. I looked up, and saw his
glance at the headlines of the paper I held. A moment later he returned and
sat down beside me, saying in a low voice:

"What interests me in a crime of that sort, is the implication of unhuman
forces behind it. Could any man, on his own initiative, have conceived and
executed anything so gratuitously fiendish?"

"I don't know," I replied, somewhat surprised by the question and by my
interrogator. "There are terrifying depths in human nature — more
abhorrent than those of the jungle."

"l agree. But how could such impulses, unknown to the most brutal
progenitors of man, have been implanted in his nature, unless through some
ulterior agency?"

"You believe, then, in the existence of an evil force or entity — a Satan or
an Ahriman?"



"I believe in evil — how can I do otherwise when I see its manifestations
everywhere? I regard it as an all-controlling power; but I do not think that
the power is personal in the sense of what we know as personality. A Satan?
No. What I conceive is a sort of dark vibration, the radiation of a black sun,
of a center of malignant eons — a radiation that can penetrate like any other
ray — and perhaps more deeply. But probably I don't make my meaning
clear at all."

I protested that I understood him; but, after his burst of communicativeness,
he seemed oddly disinclined to pursue the conversation. Evidently he had
been prompted to address me; and no less evidently, he regretted having
spoken with so much freedom. He arose; but before leaving, he said:

"l am Jean Averaud — perhaps you have heard of me. You are Philip
Hastane, the novelist. I have read your books and I admire them. Come and
see me sometime — we may have certain tastes in common."

Averaud's personality, the conception he had avowed, and the intense
interest and value which he so obviously attached to these conceptions,
made a singular impression on my mind, and I could not forget him. When,
a few days later, I met him on the street and he repeated his invitation with a
cordialness that was unfeignedly sincere, I could do no less than accept. I
was interested, though not altogether attracted, by his bizarre, well-nigh
morbid individuality, and was impelled by a desire to learn more
concerning him. I sensed a mystery of no common order — a mystery with
elements of the abnormal and the uncanny.

The grounds of the old Larcom place were precisely as I remembered them,
though I had not found occasion to pass them for some time. They were a
veritable tangle of Cherokee rose-vines, arbutus, lilac, ivy and crepe-myrtle,
half overshadowed by the great cypresses and somber evergreen oaks.
There was a wild, half-sinister charm about them — the charm of rampancy
and ruin. Nothing had been done to put the place in order, and there were no
outward repairs in the house itself, where the white paint of bygone years
was being slowly replaced by mosses and lichens that flourished beneath
the eternal umbrage of the trees. There were signs of decay in the roof and



pillars of the front porch; and I wondered why the new owner, who was
reputed to be so rich, had not already made the necessary restorations.

I raised the gargoyle-shaped knocker and let it fall with a dull, lugubrious
clang. The house remained silent; and I was about to knock again, when the
door opened slowly and I saw for the first time the mulatress of whom so
many village rumors had reached me.

The woman was more exotic than beautiful, with fine, mournful eyes and
bronze-colored features of a semi-negroid irregularity. Her figure, though,
was truly perfect, with the curving lines of a lyre and the supple grace of
some feline animal. When I asked for Jean Averaud, she merely smiled and
made signs for me to enter. I surmised at once that she was dumb.

Waiting in the gloomy library to which she conducted me, I could not
refrain from glancing at the volumes with which the shelves were
congested. They were an ungodly jumble of tomes that dealt with
anthropology, ancient religions, demonology, modern science, history,
psychoanalysis and ethics. Interspersed with these were a few romances and
volumes of poetry. Beausobre's monograph on Manichaeism was flanked
with Byron and Poe; and "Les Fleurs du Mal" jostled a late treatise on
chemistry.

Averaud entered, after several minutes, apologizing profusely for his delay.
He said that he had been in the midst of certain labors when I came; but he
did not specify the nature of these labors. He looked even more hectic and
fiery-eyed than when I had seen him last. He was patently glad to see me,
and eager to talk.

"You have been looking at my books," he observed immediately. "Though
you might not think so at first glance, on account of their seeming diversity,
I have selected them all with a single object: the study of evil in all its
aspects, ancient, medieval and modern. I have traced it in the religions and
demonologies of all peoples; and, more than this, in human history itself. I
have found it in the inspiration of poets and romancers who have dealt with
the darker impulses, emotion and acts of man. Your novels have interested



me for this reason: you are aware of the baneful influences which surround
us, which so often sway or actuate us. I have followed the working of these
agencies even in chemical reactions, in the growth and decay of trees,
flowers, minerals. I feel that the processes of physical decomposition, as
well as the similar mental and moral processes, are due entirely to them.

"In brief, I have postulated a monistic evil, which is the source of all death,
deterioration, imperfection, pain, sorrow, madness and disease. This evil, so
feebly counteracted by the powers of good, allures and fascinates me above
all things. For a long time past, my life-work has been to ascertain its true
nature, and trace it to its fountain-head. I am sure that somewhere in space
there is the center from which all evil emanates."

He spoke with a wild air of excitement, of morbid and semi-maniacal
intensity. His obsession convinced me that he was more or less unbalanced;
but there was an unholy logic in the development of his ideas; and I could
not but recognize a certain disordered brilliancy and range of intellect.

Scarcely waiting for me to reply, he continued his monologue:

"I have learned that certain localities and buildings, certain arrangements of
natural or artificial objects, are more favorable to the reception of evil
influences than others. The laws that determine the degree of receptivity are
still obscure to me; but at least I have verified the fact itself. As you know,
there are houses or neighborhoods notorious for a succession of crimes or
misfortunes; and there are also articles, such as certain jewels, whose
possession is accompanied by disaster. Such places and things are receivers
of evil... I have a theory, however, that there is always more or less
interference with the direct flow of the malignant force; and that pure,
absolute evil has never yet been manifested.

"By the use of some device which would create a proper field or form a
receiving station, it should be possible to evoke this absolute evil. Under
such conditions, I am sure that the dark vibration would become a visible
and tangible thing, comparable to light or electricity." He eyed me with a
gaze that was disconcertingly exigent. Then:



"I will confess that I have purchased this old mansion and its grounds
mainly on account of their baleful history. The place is unusually liable to
the influences of which I have spoken. I am now at work on an apparatus by
means of which, when it is perfected, I hope to manifest in their essential
purity the radiations of malign force."

At this moment, the mulatress entered and passed through the room on
some household errand. I thought that she gave Averaud a look of maternal
tenderness, watchfulness and anxiety. He, on his part seemed hardly to be
aware of her presence, so engrossed was he in the strange ideas and the
stranger project he had been expounding. However, when she had gone, he
remarked:

"That is Fifine, the one human being who is really attached to me. She is
mute, but highly intelligent and affectionate. All my people, an old
Louisiana family, are long departed... and my wife is doubly dead to me." A
spasm of obscure pain contracted his features, and vanished. He resumed
his monologue; and at no future time did he again refer to the presumably
tragic tale at which he had hinted: a tale in which, I sometimes suspect,
were hidden the seeds of the strange moral and mental perversion which he
was to manifest more and more.

I took my leave, after promising to return for another talk. Of course, I
considered now that Averaud was a madman; but his madness was of a
most uncommon and picturesque variety. It seemed significant that he
should have chosen me for a confidant. All others who met him found him
uncommunicative and taciturn to an extreme degree. I suppose he had felt
the ordinary human need of unburdening himself to someone; and had
selected me as the only person in the neighborhood who was potentially
sympathetic.

I saw him several times during the month that followed. He was indeed a
strange psychological study; and I encouraged him to talk without reserve
— though such encouragement was hardly necessary. There was much that
he told me — a strange medley of the scientific and the mystic. I assented
tactfully to all that he said, but ventured to point out the possible dangers of



his evocative experiments, if they should prove successful. To this, with the
fervor of an alchemist or a religious devotee, he replied that it did not
matter — that he was prepared to accept any and all consequences.

More than once he gave me to understand that his invention was
progressing favorably. And one day he said, with abruptness:

"I will show you my mechanism, if you care to see it." I protested my
eagerness to view the invention, and he led me forthwith into a room to
which T had not been admitted before. The chamber was large, triangular in
form, and tapestried with curtains of some sullen black fabric. It had no
windows. Clearly, the internal structure of the house had been changed in
making it; and all the queer village tales, emanating from carpenters who
had been hired to do the work, were now explained. Exactly in the center of
the room, there stood on a low tripod of brass the apparatus of which
Averaud had so often spoken.

The contrivance was quite fantastic, and presented the appearance of some
new, highly complicated musical instrument. I remember that there were
many wires of varying thickness, stretched on a series of concave sounding-
boards of some dark, unlustrous metal; and above these, there depended
from three horizontal bars a number of square, circular and triangular
gongs. Each of these appeared to be made of a different material; some
were bright as gold, or translucent as jade; others were black and opaque as
jet. A small hammer-like instrument hung opposite each gong, at the end of
a silver wire.

Averaud proceeded to expound the scientific basis of his mechanism. The
vibrational properties of the gongs, he said, were designed to neutralize
with their sound-pitch all other cosmic vibrations than those of evil. He
dwelt at much length on this extravagant theorem, developing it in a fashion
oddly lucid. He ended his peroration:

"I need one more gong to complete the instrument; and this I hope to invent
very soon. The triangular room, draped in black, and without windows,
forms the ideal setting for my experiment. Apart from this room, I have not



ventured to make any change in the house or its grounds, for fear of
deranging some propitious element or collocation of elements."

More than ever, I thought that he was mad. And, though he had professed
on many occasions to abhor the evil which he planned to evoke, I felt an
inverted fanaticism in his attitude. In a less scientific age he would have
been a devil-worshipper, a partaker in the abominations of the Black Mass;
or would have given himself to the study and practice of sorcery. His was a
religious soul that had failed to find good in the scheme of things; and
lacking it, was impelled to make of evil itself an object of secret reverence.

"I fear that you think me insane," he observed in a sudden flash of
clairvoyance. "Would you like to watch an experiment? Even though my
invention is not completed, I may be able to convince you that my design is
not altogether the fantasy of a disordered brain."

I consented. He turned on the lights in the dim room. Then he went to an
angle of the wall and pressed a hidden spring or switch. The wires on which
the tiny hammers were strung began to oscillate, till each of the hammers
touched lightly its companion gong. The sound they made was dissonant
and disquieting to the last degree — a diabolic percussion unlike anything I
have ever heard, and exquisitely painful to the nerves. I felt as if a flood of
finely broken glass was pouring into my ears.

The swinging of the hammers grew swifter and heavier; but, to my surprise,
there was no corresponding increase of loudness in the sound. On the
contrary, the clangor became slowly muted, till it was no more than an
undertone which seemed to be coming from an immense depth or distance
— an undertone still full of disquietude and torment, like the sobbing of far-
off winds in hell, or the murmur of demonian fires on coasts of eternal ice.

Said Averaud at my elbow:

"To a certain extent, the combined notes of the gongs are beyond human
hearing in their pitch. With the addition of the final gong, even less sound
will be audible."



While I was trying to digest this difficult idea, I noticed a partial dimming
of the light above the tripod and its weird apparatus. A vertical shaft of faint
shadow, surrounded by a still fainter penumbra, was forming in the air. The
tripod itself, and the wires, gongs and hammers, were now a trifle indistinct,
as if seen through some obscuring veil. The central shaft and its penumbra
seemed to widen; and looking down at the flood, where the outer
adumbration, conforming to the room's outline, crept toward the walls, I
saw that Averaud and myself were now within its ghostly triangle.

At the same time there surged upon me an intolerable depression, together
with a multitude of sensations which I despair of conveying in language.
My very sense of space was distorted and deformed as if some unknown
dimension had somehow been mingled with those familiar to us. There was
a feeling of dreadful and measureless descent, as if the floor were sinking
beneath me into some nether pit; and I seemed to pass beyond the room in a
torrent of swirling, hallucinative images, visible but invisible, felt but
intangible, and more awful, more accurst than that hurricane of lost souls
beheld by Dante.

Down, down, I appeared to go, in the bottomless and phantom hell that was
impinging upon reality. Death, decay, malignity, madness, gathered in the
air and pressed me down like Satanic incubi in that ecstatic horror of
descent. I felt that there were a thousand forms, a thousand faces about me,
summoned from the gulfs of perdition. And yet I saw nothing but the white
face of Averaud, stamped with a frozen and abominable rapture as he fell
beside me.

Like a dreamer who forces himself to awaken, he began to move away from
me. I seemed to lose sight of him for a moment in the cloud of nameless,
immaterial horrors that threatened to take on the further horror of substance.
Then I realized that Averaud had turned off the switch, and that the
oscillating hammers had ceased to beat on those infernal gongs. The double
shaft of shadow faded in mid-air, the burden of terror and despair lifted
from my nerves and I no longer felt the damnable hallucination of nether
space and descent.



"My God!" I cried. "What was it?" Averaud's look was full of a ghastly,
gloating exultation as he turned to me.

"You saw and felt it, then?" he queried — "that vague, imperfect
manifestation of the perfect evil which exists somewhere in the cosmos? I
shall yet call it forth in its entirety, and know the black, infinite, reverse
raptures which attend its epiphany."

I recoiled from him with an involuntary shudder. All the hideous things that
had swarmed upon me beneath the cacophonous beating of those accursed
gongs, drew near again for an instant; and I looked with fearful vertigo into
hells of perversity and corruption. I saw an inverted soul, despairing of
good, which longed for the baleful ecstasies of perdition. No longer did I
think him merely mad: for I knew the thing which he sought and could
attain; and I remembered, with a new significance, that line of Baudelaire's
poem — "The hell wherein my heart delights."

Averaud was unaware of my revulsion, in his dark rhapsody. When I turned
to leave, unable to bear any longer the blasphemous atmosphere of that
room, and the sense of strange depravity which emanated from its owner, he
pressed me to return as soon as possible.

"I think," he exulted, "that all will be in readiness before long. I want you to
be present in the hour of my triumph."

I do not know what I said, nor what excuses I made to get away from him. I
longed to assure myself that a world of unblasted sunlight and undefiled air
could still exist. I went out; but a shadow followed me; and execrable faces
leered or mowed from the foliage as I left the cypress-shaded grounds.

For days afterward I was in a condition verging upon neurotic disorder. No
one could come as close as I had been to the primal effluence of evil, and
go thence unaffected. Shadowy noisome cobwebs draped themselves on all
my thoughts, and presences of unlineamented fear, of shapeless horror,
crouched in the half-lit corners of my mind but would never fully declare
themselves. An invisible gulf, bottomless as Malebolge, seemed to yawn
before me wherever I went.



Presently, though, my reason reasserted itself, and I wondered if my
sensations in the black triangular room had not been wholly a matter of
suggestion or auto-hypnosis. I asked myself if it were credible that a cosmic
force of the sort postulated by Averaud could really exist; or, granting it
existed, could be evoked by any man through the absurd intermediation of a
musical device. The nervous terrors of my experience faded a little in
memory; and, though a disturbing doubt still lingered, I assured myself that
all T had felt was of purely subjective origin. Even then, it was with
supreme reluctance, with an inward shrinking only to be overcome by
violent resolve, that I returned to visit Averaud once more.

For an even longer period than usual, no one answered my knock. Then
there were hurrying footsteps, and the door was opened abruptly by Fifine. I
knew immediately that something was amiss, for her face wore a look of
unnatural dread and anxiety, and her eyes were wide, with the whites
showing blankly, as if she gazed upon horrific things. She tried to speak,
and made that ghastly inarticulate sound which the mute is able to make on
occasion as she plucked my sleeve and drew me after her along the somber
hall to the triangular room.

The door was open; and as I approached it, I heard a low, dissonant,
snarling murmur, which I recognized as the sound of the gongs. It was like
the voice of all the souls in a frozen hell, uttered by lips congealing slowly
toward the ultimate torture of silence. It sank and sank till it seemed to be
issuing from pits below the nadir.

Fifine shrank back on the threshold, imploring me with a pitiful glance to
precede her . The lights were all turned on and Averaud, clad in a strange
medieval costume, in a black gown and cap such as Faustus might have
worn, stood near the percussive mechanism. The hammers were all beating
with a frenzied rapidity; and the sound became still lower and tenser as I
approached. Averaud did not seem to see me: his eyes, abnormally dilated,
and flaming with infernal luster like those of one possessed, were fixed
upon something in mid-air.



Again the soul-congealing hideousness, the sense of eternal falling, of
myriad harpy-like incumbent horrors, rushed upon me as I looked and saw.
Vaster and stronger than before, a double column of triangular shadow had
materialized and was becoming more and more distinct. It swelled, it
darkened, it enveloped the gong-apparatus and towered to the ceiling. The
double column grew solid and opaque as ebony; and the face of Averaud,
who was standing well within the broad penumbral shadow, became dim as
if seen through a film of Stygian water.

I must have gone utterly mad for a while. I remember only a teeming
delirium of things too frightful to be endured by a sane mind, that peopled
the infinite gulf of hell-born illusion into which I sank with the hopeless
precipitancy of the damned. There was a sickness inexpressible, a vertigo of
redeemless descent, a pandemonium of ghoulish phantoms that reeled and
swayed about the column of malign omnipotent force which presided over
all. Averaud was only one more phantom in this delirium, when with arms
outstretched in his perverse adoration, he stepped toward the inner column
and passed into it till he was lost to view. And Fifine was another phantom
when she ran by me to the wall and turned off the switch that operated those
demoniacal hammers.

As one who re-emerges from a swoon, I saw the fading of the dual pillar,
till the light was no longer sullied by any tinge of that satanic radiation. And
where it had been, Averaud still stood beside the baleful instrument he had
designed. Erect and rigid he stood, in a strange immobility; and I felt an
incredulous horror, a chill awe, as I went forward and touched him with a
faltering hand. For that which I saw and touched was no longer a human
being but an ebon statue, whose face and brow and fingers were black as
the Faust-like raiment or the sullen curtains. Charred as by sable fire, or
frozen by black cold, the features bore the eternal ecstasy and pain of
Lucifer in his ultimate hell of ice. For an instant, the supreme evil which
Averaud had worshipped so madly, which he had summoned from the
vaults of incalculable space, had made him one with itself; and passing, it
had left him petrified into an image of its own essence. The form that I
touched was harder than marble; and I knew that it would endure to all time



as a testimony of the infinite Medusean power that is death and corruption
and darkness.

Fifine had now thrown herself at the feet of the image and was clasping its
insensible knees. With her frightful muted moaning in my ears, I went forth
for the last time from that chamber and from that mansion. Vainly, through
delirious months and madness-ridden years, I have tried to shake off the
infrangible obsession of my memories. But there is a fatal numbness in my
brain as if it too had been charred and blackened a little in that moment of
overpowering nearness to the dark ray of the black statue that was Jean
Averaud, the impress of awful and forbidden things has been set like an
everlasting seal.



THE DIMENSION OF CHANCE

"Better get that pea-shooter ready," warned Markley through the audiphone,
from his seat at the controls of the rocket plane. "At this rate we'll come
within range in a few minutes. Those Japs are good gunners, and they'll
have a red-hot welcome for us.

Clement Morris, Secret Service operative, and college chum of Andrew
Markley, his pilot, in a swift and dangerous chase, inspected the cartridge-
belt of the new and incredibly rapid-firing gun, behind which he sat in lieu
of the official gunner. Then he resumed his watching of the bright metallic
speck that they followed in the thin, dark, stirless air of the stratosphere,
twelve miles above the eastward-flowing blur that was Nevada.

They were beginning to overhaul the Japanese plane that had picked up the
fleeing spy, Isho Sakamoto, near Ogden. Morris had been tracking down
this preternaturally clever spy for months, under Government orders.
Sakamoto was believed to have procured plans of many American
fortifications, as well as information regarding projected army movements
in the war against the Sino-Japanese Federation that had begun a year ago,
in 1975.

The enemy rocket plane, descending unexpectedly, had rescued Sakmoto at
the very moment when Morris was about to corner him; and Morris had
immediately commandeered the services of his old friend Markley of the
Air Corps, then stationed at Ogden.

Marklcy's rocket plane was said to be one of the swiftest in the entire Corps.
In its air-tight hull, with oxygen-tanks, helmets and parachutes already
donned in case of accident, the two men were speeding onward at an
acceleration so terrific that it held them in their seats as if with leaden strait-
jackets. Morris, however, was little less accustomed to such flights than
Markley himself; and it was not the first time that they had hunted down
some national foe or traitor in company.



They drove on between the dark-blue heavens and the dim Earth with its
mottlings of mountains and desert. The roar of the rockets was strangely
thin in that rarefied air. Before them the light of the stark sun, falling
westward, glittered on the wings and hull of the Japanese as if on some
great silver beetle. They were many miles from the usual lanes of
stratosphere traffic; and no other vessels rode the windless gulf through
which pursued and pursuer plunged toward the Sierras and the far Pacific.

Less than a mile now intervened betwixt the two vessels. There was ~'no
sign of overt hostility from the Japanese, which carried a heavy machine-
gun equal in range to that of the American ship, and was manned by a
professional gunner as well as by Sakamoto and the pilot. Morris began to
calculate the range carefully. It would be a fair fight; and he thrilled at the
prospect. The spy, at all costs, must not be permitted to reach San
Francisco, where the enemy had established a hard-won base. If the fight
should go against them, he or Markicy, as a last resort, would summon
other planes by radio from one of the American bases in California, to
intercept Sakamoto.

Far off, through the inconceivably clear air, on the enormously extended
horizon, he could see the faint notching of the California mountains. Then,
as the planes hurtled on, it seemed to him that a vague, misty blur, such as
might appear in sun-dazzled eyes, had suddenly developed in mid-air
beyond the Japanese. The blur baffled him, like an atmospheric blind spot,
having neither form nor hue nor delimitable outlines. But it seemed to
enlarge rapidly and to blot out the map-like scene beyond in an inexplicable
manner.

Markley had also perceived the blur.

"That's funny," he roared through the audiphone. "Anything in the shape of
mist or cloud would be altogether impossible at this height. Must be some
queer kind of atmosphere phenomenon—the mirage of a remote cloud,
perhaps, transferred to the isothermal layer. But I can't make it out."



Morris did not answer. Amazement checked the somewhat inconsequential
remark that rose to his lips; for at that moment the Japanese rocket plane
appeared to enter the mysterious blur, vanishing immediately from vision as
if in actual cloud or fog. There was a quick, tremulous gleaming of its hull
and wings, as if it had started to fall or had abruptly changed its course—
and then it was gone, beyond the hueless and shapeless veil.

"That's funnier still,” commented Markley, in a puzzled voice. "But they
can't shake us by flying into any damned mirage or what-you-call-it. We'll
soon pick them up on the other side."

Diving horizontally ahead at six hundred miles per hour, the vessel neared
the strange blur, which had now blotted out a huge section of the sky and
world. It was like a sort of blindness spreading on the upper air; but it did
not convey the idea of darkness or of anything material or tangible.

Both Morris and Markley, as they neared it, felt that they were peering with
strained, eluded eyes at something that was virtually beyond the scope of
human vision. They seemed to grope for some ungraspable image—an
unearthly shadow that fled from sight—a thing that was neither dark nor
light nor colored with any known hue.

An instant more, and the blur devoured the heavens with terrible
momentum. Then, as the plane rushed into it, a blindness fell on the two
men, and they could no longer discern the vessel's interior or its ports.
Ineffable greyness, like an atmosphere of cotton-wool, enveloped them and
seemed to intercept all visual images.

The roar of the rockets had ceased at the same time, and they could hear
nothing. Markley tried to speak, but the oath of astonishment died unuttered
in his throat as if before a harrier of infrangible silence. It was as if they had
entered some unfamiliar medium, neither air nor ether, that was wholly void
and negative, and which refused to carry the vibrations of light, color, and
sound.

They had lost the sense of movement, too, and could not know if they were
flying or falling or were suspended immovably in the weird vacuum.



Nothing seemed able to touch or reach them; the very sense of time was
gone; and their thoughts crawled sluggishly, with a dull confusion, a
dreamy surprise, in the all-including void. It was like the preliminary effect
of an anaesthetic: a timeless, bodiless, weightless hovering in the gulf that
borders upon oblivion.

Very suddenly, like the lifting of a curtain, the blindness cleared away. In a
strange, flickering, brownish-red light the men saw the interior of the hull,
and beheld each other's goggled helmets and 1leatheroid air-suits. They
became aware that the vessel was falling gently and obliquely, with slanted
floor. The rocket explosions had wholly ceased, though Markley had not
touched the controlling lever. He could not start them again, and the entire
mechanism refused any longer to obey his control. Through the ports, he
and Morris saw a multi-colored chaos of outlandish and incomprehensible
forms, into which the plane was descending slowly, with incredible
lightness, like a downward-floating leaf or feather.

"I don't know what has happened, or where we are," said Markley. "But I
guess we might as well sit tight. There's no need to jump—we couldn't go
down any more safely with parachutes. But what the hell have we gotten
into, anyway ?"

"Can't say," rejoined his companion, equally dumbfounded and at a loss.
"Whatever or wherever the place is, it's not the state of Nevada."

Their descent toward the unknown, mysterious terrain seemed to occupy
many minutes, and once or twice the vessel hung motionless for a moment,
and then resumed its gliding with a jerk. Staring from the ports in ever-
growing bewilderment, they began to distinguish separate forms and masses
in the queer chaos of scenery. Irregular hills, mottled with grey, green, ocher
and violet-black, lifted about them in the rufous light, and they perceived
that they were settling into a kind of valley-bottom. The ground beneath
them was partly bare, partly covered with objects that resembled vegetable
growths rather than anything else. These plants, or plant-like things, as the
plane settled closer above them, displayed a remarkable diversity of shape,
size and hue, ranging from leafless, limbless stems to great tree-forms, with



a crowded foliation that suggested some impossible crossing of araucaria
and banana. The whole impression of this flora, even at that first glimpse,
was one of lawless variety and illimitable grotesquery.

The vessel slanted slowly down on an open, level tract, narrowly missing
the tops of some of the taller growths. It landed with a light jar, little more
pronounced than if it had been checked by the usual process of careful
deceleration. Markley and Morris peered out on a scene that amazed them
more and more as they began to perceive its innumerable oddities of detail.
For the nonce, they forgot the Japanese rocket plane they had been
following, and did not even speculate regarding its fate or whereabouts.

"Jumping Christopher !" cried Markley. "Mother Nature certainly was
inventive when she designed this place. Look at those plants—no two of
them alike. And the soil would give a geologist a nightmare." He was now
peering at the ground about the vessel, which offered a remarkable mosaic
of numberless elements—a conglomeration of parti-colored soils, ores, and
mineral forms, wholly unstratified and chaotic.

It was mostly bare, and broken into uneven mounds and hummocks; but
here and there, in patches of poisonous-looking day or marl, peculiar
grasses grew, with blades that varied in the same manner as the larger
growths, so that one might well have imagined that each blade belonged to
a separate genus.

Not far away was a clump of trees, exhibiting monstrous variations in their
leafage, even when there was a vague likeness of bole or branch. It seemed
as if the laws of type had been disowned, as if each individual plant were a
spedes in itself.

A stream of some water-like fluid, varying strangely from peacock blue to
doudy amber in its course, ran past the fallen plane and meandered through
the valley toward a barren slope at one end, from which another stream
appeared to descend and join it, flowing in a series of rapids and low
cascades from a hill-top that melted indistinctly into the reddish-brown
heavens.



"Well," observed Markley, after contemplating this milieu with a quizzical
and slightly troubled frown, "the problem of how we got here is equalled in
its abstruseness only by the problem of how we are going to get away.
Somehow or other, we have fallen into a foreign world and are now subject
to unfamiliar physical laws. Our nitrone fuel simply won't explode—there's
something—hell knows what—that prevents combustion."

"Sure the tubes are all right ?" queried Morris. "Maybe we've run short of
fuel."

"Huh !" the tone was superbly contemptuous. "I know this boat. There's
nothing the matter with the rocket mechanism. And I loaded up to the limit
with nitrone before we started. We could have chased Sakamoto to the
Great Wall of China and back again, if necessary, without re-fueling. I tell
you, we're up against something that was omitted from the text-books. Just
look at this ungodly hole, anyway. It's like the scrambled hallucinations of a
hundred cases of delirium tremens."

"I've monkeyed with hashish and peyote beans in my time," said Morris,
"but I'll admit that I never saw anything like this. However, we're probably
missing a lot by staying in the ship. What do you say to a little promenade?
Sakamoto and his friends may be somewhere in the neighborhood, too; and
if they are, I'd like to get a line on them."

Very cautiously, the two men unstrapped themselves from their seats and
arose. In spite of their heavy garments, they felt a queer physical lightness
that argued a lesser gravitation than that of Earth, and which no doubt
accounted for the leisurely fall of the plane. They almost seemed to float
around the hull; and found great difficulty in controlling and calculating
their movement.

They had brought along a few sandwiches and a thermos bottle of coffee.
These, their sole provisions, they decided to leave in the plane. Both carried
automatic pistols of a new type, firing fifteen shots with terrifically high-
powered ammunition, and having almost the range of rifles. Making sure
that these pistols were ready in their holsters, which formed part of the



leatheroid garments, and re-testing their oxygen-tanks and helmets, the men
opened the sealed door of the hull by means of a spring apparatus, and
emerged.

The air of the valley, as far as they could tell, was still and windless. It
seemed to be quite warm, and they were forced to shut off the heating
mechanism in their suits, which they had turned on against the zero of the
stratosphere. Almost vertically overhead, a heavy and lop-sided sun glared
down, pouring on its light like a visible flood of reddish-brown liquid. A
few clouds, with unearthly forms, floated idly about the sun; and far off in
the lower heavens, above dim slopes and crags, other clouds went racing as
if driven by a mad tempest.

Trying to determine the course of their descent into the valley, Morris and
Markley perceived an aerial blur at one point in the heavens—a blur similar
to, and perhaps identical with the one into which they had flown above
Nevada. This blur, it occurred to Markley, was perhaps formed by the
meeting or overlapping of two different kinds of space, and was the
entrance between their own world and the alien dimension into which they
had been precipitated. It was visible in the reddish air like the "ropiness” or
cloudy nucleus that sometimes appears in a clear wine.

"Which way shall we go ?" queried Markley, as he and Morris surveyed the
valley on all sides, perceiving much that they had not seen from the plane.
At the end that had been previously hidden, the wvari-colored stream
emerged from a narrowing defile of madly-tilted cliffs and pinnacles, hued
as with petrified rainbows. On both sides of the valley were long, irregular
slopes and barren bluffs, looming vaguely hove areas of fantastic
forestation. One of these areas, lying on the right hand, approached in a sort
of arc to within a hundred yards of the rocket plane.

"I move that we head for the nearest timber," said Morris, indicating this
mass of grotesquely varied growths. "I have a feeling, somehow, that I'd
like to get under cover as quickly as possible. There's no telling, of course,
but I have an intuition that Sakamoto and his compatriots are somewhere in
the vicinity."



"Their visibility is pretty poor, if they are," commented Markley. "We may
have lost them altogether—maybe they got safely through that atmospheric
blind spot, or fell into another and remote section of this ungodly world."

"Well, I'm not taking any more chances than I have to. I don't care for the
idea of a soft-nosed Japanese bullet in the back."

"If rocket fuel won't explode in this world, there's no certainty that
cartridges will either," Markley pointed out. "But anyway, we might as well
take a look at the woods."

They started off toward the forest, trying to control the absurd lightness that
sent them bounding for twenty feet or more. After a fes~ paces, however,
they found that their weight was increasing rapidly, as if they had entered a
zone of stronger gravitation. They took one or two steps that were almost
normal—and then floated off in ludicrous leaps of a dozen yards that were
checked suddenly as if by another belt of increased gravity.

The trees, which had seemed so near, retreated in a strange and
disconcerting fashion. At length, after many minutes of wvariable
progression, the men saw the wood looming immediately before them, and
could study its details. High in the heavens, above all the other growths,
there towered two incredibly elongated boles such as might be seen in the
delirium of hashish; and about them a medley of lesser forms, no two of
which displayed the same habit, leaned and crawled and squatted or massed
themselves in monstrous tangles. There were single plants that combined
enormous moon-shaped leaves with others that were fern-like or lanceolate.
Gourd-like fruits grew on the same tree with others in the form of tiny
plums and huge melons. Everywhere there were flowers that made the most
ornate terrestrial orchids appear simple and rudimentary as daisies in
comparison.

All was irregular and freakish, testifying to a haphazard law of
development. It seemed that this whole chaotic cosmos in which the men
found themselves had been shaped from atoms and electrons that had
formed no fixed patterns of behavior, and whose one controlling law was



chance. Nothing, apparently, was duplicated; the very stones and minerals
were anomalous. What further irregularities they would encounter, Morris
and Markley could not guess. In a world subject to chance, everything
would be incalculable; and the action of the simplest natural laws would be
wholly erratic and undependable. A horror of this lawless world gradually
arose in them.

So far, they had met nothing in the form of animal life. Now, as they neared
the forest, a creature that was like a paddy and spider-legged serpent came
down as if from the heavens on one of the preposterously tall boles, running
swiftly. The men stepped toward the tree, trying to decide which end of this
curious creature was the head and which the tail.

Astoundingly, like a mirage, the forest faded away with their change of
position; and they saw its fantastic tops at a seeming distance of many
hundred yards, in an oblique direction. Turning, they found that the whole
valley, during their brief journey, had shifted about and had re-composed
itself beyond all recognition. They were unable to locate the rocket plane
for some moments; but finally, in an opposite quarter, and seemingly much
further away than they had supposed, they discerned the gleaming of its
wings and hull.

Before them, in lieu of the forest, was an open space in which the vari-
colored stream had mysteriously reappeared. Beyond the stream arose plots
of scattered vegetation, backed by opalescent cliffs.

"The late Professor Einstein would have been interested in this," remarked
Morris. "Even the light must be moving at random, and sight images are
traveling in zigzags and circles. Nothing is where it ought to be. We've
gotten into a labyrinth of mirages."

"We'll be lucky if we ever find our way back to the old boat," snorted
Markley. "Want to look any further for our Japanese friends?"

Morris did not answer at once. His eye had caught a silvery glint dose to
one of the far-off plots of vegetation beyond the stream. He pointed it out to
his companion silently. Three dark, moving specks, doubtless the figures of



men, appeared beside the glint as they watched. "There they are,” said
Morris. "Looks as if they were starting for a pasear themselves, or were just
returning from one. Shall we try to interview them ?"

"You're the captain, old scout. I'm game if you are. Lead on, MacDuff."

Temporarily forgetting the highly illusive refraction of the weird scenery,
they started toward the stream, which appeared to be only a few paces
away, and which they could easily cross at a step if the light gravity
prevailed in its neighborhood. By another astonishing shift, the stream
moved away from them, reappearing in a different quarter, at a considerable
distance; and the gleam of the Japanese rocket plane and its attendant
human specks had vanished from view.

"I guess we'll play tag with some more mirages," opined Markley in a
disgusted tone. "Even if guns will shoot in this crazy world, there's small
likelihood that we could hit anyone, or that anyone could hit us."

More deeply bewildered and bemused than ever, they pressed forward,
trying to re-locate the enemy vessel. The changing zones of gravity made
their progress erratic and uncertain; and the landscape melted and shifted
around them like the imagery of a kaleidoscope.

A dump of crowded vegetation, rearing its anomalous boles and monstrous
leafage as if from nowhere, leaped into place before them. Rounding the
dump, which seemed relatively stable, they came suddenly in sight of the
Japanese, who, in air-suits and helmets, were now standing on the opposite
brink of the apparently nearby water.

Whether or not Sakamoto and his fellows had seen the Americans was
uncertain. They were staring in the direction of Morris and Markley, who
did not wait for decisive proof that the enemy had perceivecd them, but
drew their automatics and aimed quickly, each choosing one of the two
nearest figures,

Somewhat to their surprise, in view of the various baffling and topsy-turvey
phenomena they had encountered, the pressure of the triggers was followed



by a sharp double report. The Japanese, however, did not seem to realize
that they were being fired at; and their apparent nearness and relative
position were no doubt illusory.

Markley and Morris, recognizing the probability of this, did not shoot
again, but sprang forward in an effort to approach the deceptive figures. The
Japanese vanished; the whole valley seemed to swirl in a semi-circle and
rearrange itself; and the two Americans found themselves at the foot of that
barren slope from which, in their first remote view of the place, a second
stream had appeared to descend and join the meandering creek.

From their new and close vantage, however, there was only one stream,
which, flowing down the valley-bottom against the barring slope, ran
turbulently uphill in a series of skyward-leaping rapids and cascades!

Too astonished even for profanity, they stared without comment at this
unique reversal of what they were accustomed to regard as natural law. For
a considerable distance on either side of the stream, the acclivity was
hollowed and worn smooth as if by landslides or a process of slow attrition.
Occasionally, as the men stood watching it, a pebble, a lump of
conglomerate soil, or a few particles of grit were loosened from the ground,
to roll heavenward rapidly and disappear beyond the ragged crest of the
slide together with the cascading waters.

Drawn by thoughtless curiosity and wonder, Morris stepped toward the
beginning of the slope, which was perhaps ten feet away. It was like
stepping over a precipice. The ground seemed to tilt beneath him, and the
slope fell like an overturning world, till it pitched downward at a steep
angle with the sky at its bottom. Unable to arrest his strange fall, he slid
sidelong into the rushing water, and was carried roughly and dizzily down
the rapids and over the cascades. Half-dazed and breathless, he felt that he
was shooting across the world's rim toward a nether gulf in which hung the
fallen sun.

Markley, seeing his companion's weird fate, also started toward the
acclivity, with some dim instinctive idea of rescuing Morris from the



inverted stream. A single step, and he too was seized by the skyward
gravitation. Slipping, rolling and bumping as if in a steep chute, and unable
to regain his foothold, he slid along the topsy-turvy slope, followed by a
shower of detritus, but without falling into the water.

He and Morris, passing the rim of the slide as if hurled toward the reddish-
brown sky that was now beneath them, each experienced another
bewildering bouleversement. Morris found himself floundering in a sort of
hilltop pool, where the final cascade foamed itself into quiescence; and
Markley, stunned and sprawling but with unbroken bones, was lying on a
pile of rubble such as would ordinarily gather at the bottom of an
escarpment.

Morris scrambled from the pool, which was only waist-deep, and helped
Markley to his feet. The local gravity was almost normal from a terrene
viewpoint; and plainly all objects that were drawn skyward along the
deficiently attractive area were promptly arrested when they reached the
top. Headlong and turbulent, the cascade curved over the rim into the level
pool.

The earth-men, finding themselves quite unhurt, proceeded to examme their
air-suits and helmets for possible damage. Since the local atmosphere was
untested, and might well possess deleterious properties, a rift in the
leatheroid fabric would perhaps be a serious matter. The suits, however,
were intact, and the tubes that supplied oxygen from flat tanks behind the
shoulders were in perfect condition.

The height that they had climbed in a fashion so singular was really part of
an uneven plateau that appeaxed to surround the whole valley. The plateau
was divided by long hummocks of mottled soil and stone, which rose
gradually into bleak uplands and low mountains at a seeming distance of
several miles.

From their present vantage, the valley below was an immense sink They
saw the entire course of the tortuous stream, the areas of outré vegetation,
and the gleaming of some metallic object which they assumed to be their



own rocket plant. The Japanese plane was not visible, and was perhaps
hidden by one of the plots of forestation. Of course, remembering the
optical distortion and displacement which they had encountered so often in
their wanderings, they could not be sure of the actual distance, perspective
and relationship of the various elements in this bizarre scenery.

Turning again from the valley, they considered the plateau itself. Here the
stream, running in a normal and tranquil fashion, entered a ravine and
disappeared. The whole landscape was intolerably drear and repellent, with
the same chaotic mineral formation as the valley, but without even the
anomalous plant-life to relieve its deadly desolation.

The lopsided sun, declining very swiftly, or else subject to the nearly
universal optic transposition, had already fallen half-way from its zenith
toward the horizon of amorphous mountains in what the men estimated to
be less than an hour. The clouds had all melted away, but far off, above the
valley, they could still discern the mysterious aerial blurred spot.

"I guess we'd better mosey back toward the boat," said Markley, after
viewing the barren scene with obvious horror. "But we won't try to go the
way we came. If we follow the rim of the valley, we ought to find a place
where the gravitation won't drag us the wrong way.

Made doubly cautious by their disconcerting experiences, they started along
the verge of the sink. For some distance, the ground was littered with
detritus, and even with loose boulders that had rolled upward to be arrested
at the top. When they came to the end of this rubble, they surmised that they
were beyond the belt of reverse gravitation.

Following the rim toward a point where the slope became easier and more
gradual, they came suddenly into a zone of heavier gravity than any they
had yet entered. At one step their weight appeared to treble; a crushing
burden descended upon them; and they could lift their feet only with
immense effort.

Struggling against the uncanny pull of the strange earth, and on the verge of
panic they heard an indescribable clattering and rustling behind them, and



turned their heads laboriously, in much startlement, to ascertain the cause.

Emerging as if from empty air, a concourse of unimaginably monstrous
beings had gathered at their very heels on the bleak verge of the plateau.
There were scores or hundreds of these entities, who, whether mere beasts
or the analogues of humanity, were no less various and freakish in their
conformation than the weird flora of the valley-bottom.

Obviously, there was no common norm or type of development as in the
terrestrial species. Some of the entities were no less than twelve or thirteen
feet tall; others were squat pygmies. Limbs, bodies, and senseorgans were
equally diversified. One creature was like a prodigious moonfish mounted
on stilts. Another was a legless, rolling globe fringed about the equator with
prehensile ropes that served to haul it along by attaching themselves to
projections. Still another resembled a wingless bird with a great falcon beak
and a tapering serpentine body with lizard legs, that glided half-erect. Some
of the creatures possessed double or triple bodies; some were hydra-headed,
or equipped with an excessive number of limbs, eyes, mouths, ears and
other anatomical features.

Truly these beings were the spawn of chance, the random creations of a
lawless biologic force. A horde of fabulous, fantastic, nightmare
improbabilities, they surged forward upon Morris and Markley, uttering a
babel of wordless sounds, of cacklings, hisses, clucks, ululations, roarngs
and bellowings. Whether they were hostile or merely curious, the men
could not decide. Both were petrified with a horror beyond the horror of
evil dreams.

The leaden gravitational drag, rendering the least movement slow and
toilsome, re-enforced their sensation of nightmare. Laboriously they drew
their pistols, and half-lifting them at the oncoming rout, pulled die triggers.
The reports were dull and muffled; the bullets flew with visible slowness,
and rebounded harmlessly like tossed pebbles from the monsters that they
struck.



Like a stampeding herd, the throng of biologic horrors was upon Morris and
Markley. Battling against the gravity as well as against the loathsome
bodies and members that engulfed them, they were borne irresistibly along
by the seething mass. Their pistols were torn from their hands, they saw
hideous faces and faceless things that milled about them like a torrent of the
damned in some nether circle. Occasionally, in broken glimpses, they saw a
disordered landscape of amorphous rocks, with pools and streams of fine
sand, and sudden, fortuitous vegetation like mad mirages, through which
they were being carried.

The origin of the monsters, their purpose, their destination, their intention in
regard to the earth-men, were enigmatic as the riddles of delirium.
Resistance was futile; and Morris and Markley gave themselves up to the
rushing motion of the throng, in the hope that some opportunity of escape
would ultimately offer itself.

They seemed to go on for hours. The gravitation still varied, but was often
constant over large areas. The sun, instead of sinking further, rose again to
the zenith. Sometimes there were brief intervals of darkness, as if die light
had been shut off by some queer fluctuation of atmospheric properties.
Puffs of wild wind arose and died. Rocks and whole hummocks seemed to
crun-ible abruptly on the waste. But through all this chaos of conditions, the
monstrous horde poured onward with its captives.

Apparently the earth-men had fallen in with a whole tribe of these
anomalous creatures, who were perhaps migrating from one zone of their
random world to another. At least, such was the explanation that suggested
itself in lieu of positive knowledge.

Markley and Morris became aware that the ground was slanting downward.
Over the heads of the monsters, they saw that they had entered a flat,
sloping valley. Rough mountains, perhaps the same that they had beheld
from the rim of the sink, appeared to loom at no great distance above them.

The low valley debouched in a sort of shallow, crater-like hollow. Here the
horde suddenly arrested its onward rush and began to spread out in a



curious manner. Markley and Morris, now able to work their way forward,
saw that the creatures had arranged themselves in a ring about the slopes of
the circular hollow, leaving a dear space at its bottom.

In the center of the vacant space, a singular phenomenon was manifesting
itself. A fountain of fine, hueless powder rose from the storne and soil,
attaining a height of three feet. Slowly it widened and rose higher,
preserving the form of a round column. Its top mushroomed into a vague
cloud, spreading above the heads of the assembled throng and floating
skyward. It was as if some process of molecular dissolution were taking
place, to form this fountain.

Markley and Morris were fascinated by the spectacle. Before them, the
silent, circular crumbling of the ground went on, the column swelled to
Titanic proportions, towering above the crater. Seemingly, too, the monsters
were fascinated, for none of them stirred to break the ring-like formation.

Then, gradually, as the column of atoms increased, the horde began to surge
forward. The ring narrowed till its inmost ranks were driven, close-packed,
into the fountain by the pressure from behind. Visibly, as die creatures
entered it, their limbs and bodies melted like bursting puff-balls, to swell
the columnar cloud of dissolution that mounted skyward.

"Are they all going to commit suicide and take us with them ?" Markley's
voice was a horror-tautened whisper. He and Morris, caught in the forward
ranks, were being forced slowly toward the fountain. Only two rows of the
monsters now intervened; and even as Markley spoke, the bodies of the
inmost row began to dissolve in the column.

The earth-men struggled desperately against the massed bodies that
crowded from behind. But the living wall, close and implacable, as if bent
on nothing but self-immolation, drove them downward inch by inch.

Overhead, the sun was blinded by the mushrooming column. The sky took
on a madder-brown twilight. Then, with a suddenness as of some
atmospheric legerdemain, the twilight blacked into Cimmerian darkness. A
mad, elemental howling tore the air, a blind hurricane filled the crater,



blowing as if from above; and bolts of lightning leapt upward from the
ground, enshrouding with blue and violet fire the horrible horde of biologic
anomalies.

The pressure behind the earth-men relaxed. A panic seemed to have seized
the monsters, who were now dispersing in the bolt-riven darkness. The
earth-men, fighting their way upward, stumbled over the half-charred
bodies of those who had been slain by the lightning. By intermittent flashes,
they saw, looking back, that the column of atomic dissolution still poured
from the crater's bottom, to merge with the seething storm that had risen as
if at random from nowhere.

Miraculously untouched by the lightning, Morris and Markley found
themselves in the flat valley through which they had entered the crater.
Most of the monsters had now disappeared, melting away like the shadow
of a nightmare; and the last flashes revealed little but vacant soil and rock.

The lightning ceased, leaving the men in darkness. An irresistible wind, like
a torrent of rushing water, bore them along through the Stygian night, and
they lost all trace of each other henceforth. Often hurled headlong, or