Black Thirst

Northwest Smith leant his head back against the warehouse wall and stared up into the black night-sky of
Venus. The waterfront street was very quiet tonight, very dangerous. He could hear no sound save the
eternal dap-dap of water against the piles, but he knew how much of danger and sudden death dwelt
here voicelessin the breathing dark, and he may have been alittle homesick as he stared up into the
cloudsthat masked agreen star hanging lovely on the horizon-Earth and home. And if he thought of that
he must have grinned wryly to himsdlf in the dark, for Northwest Smith had no home, and Earth would
not have welcomed him very kindly just then.

He sat quietly in the dark. Above him in the warehouse wall afaintly lighted window threw a square of
pallor upon the wet street. Smith drew back into his angle of darkness under the danting shaft, hugging
one knee. And presently he heard footsteps softly on the street.

He may have been expecting footsteps, for he turned his head dertly and listened, but it was not aman's
feet that came so lightly over the wooden quay, and Smith's brow furrowed. A woman, here, on this
black waterfront by night? Not even the lowest class of Venusian Street-waker dared come aong the
waterfronts of Ednes on the nights when the space-linerswere not in. Y et across the pavement came
clearly now the light tapping of awoman'sfeet.

Smith drew farther back into the shadows and waited. And presently she came, adarknessin the dark
savefor thetriangular patch of pallor that was her face. As she passed under the light faling dimly from
the window overhead he understood suddenly how she dared walk here and who shewas. A long black
cloak hid her, but the light fell upon her face, heart-shaped under the little three-cornered velvet cap that
Venusian women wear, fell on ripples of half-hidden bronze hair; and by that sweet triangular face and
shining hair he knew her for one of the Minga maids-those beauties that from the beginning of history
have been bred in the Minga stronghold for love-

liness and grace, as racehorses are bred on Earth, and reared from earliest infancy in the art of charming
men. Scarcely acourt on the three planets lacks at least one of these exquisite creatures, long-limbed,
milk-white, with their bronze hair and lovely brazen faces-if thelord of that court has the wed th to buy
them. Kings from many nations and races have poured their richesinto the Minga gateway, and girlslike
pure gold and ivory have gone forth to grace athousand palaces, and this has been so since Ednesfirst
rose on the shore of the Greater Sea.

This girl walked here unafraid and unharmed because she wore the beauty that marked her for what she
was. The heavy hand of the Minga stretched out protectingly over her bronze head, and not aman aong
the wharf-fronts but knew what dreadful pendtieswbuld overtake him if he dared so much astolay a
finger on the milk-whiteness of aMinga maid-terrible pendties, such as men whisper of fearfully over
segir-whisky mugsin the waterfront dives of many nations-mysterious, unnamable pendties more
dreadful than any knife or gun-flash could inflict.

And these dangers, too, guarded the gates of the Minga castle. The chadtity of the Mingagirlswas
proverbid, atrade boast. Thisgirl walked in peace and safety more sure than that attending the steps of a
nun through dum streets by night on Earth.

But even 0, the girlswent forth very rarely from the gates of the castle, never unattended. Smith had
never seen one before, save at adistance. He shifted alittle now, to catch a better glimpse as she went
by, to look for the escort that must surely walk a pace or two behind, though he heard no footsteps save
her own. The dight motion caught her eye. She stopped. She peered closer into the dark, and saidina
voice as sweet and smooth as cream.



"How would you like to earn agoldpiece, my man?'

A flash of perversity twisted Smith'sreply out of itsusua dovenly didect, and he said in hismost cultured
voice, in hismost perfect High Venusan,

"Thank you, no."

For amoment the woman stood quite still, peering through the darknessin avain effort to reach hisface.
He could see her own, apaeova inthewindow light, intent, surprised. Then she flung back her cloak
and the dim light glinted on the case of a pocket flash as she flicked the catch. A beam of white radiance
fdl blindingly upon hisface.

For an ingtant the light held him-lounging againgt thewall in his spaceman's|eather, the burns upon it, the
tatters, ray-gunin its hol

ster low on histhigh, and the brown scarred face turned to hers, eyesthe colorless color of pale stedl
narrowed to the glare. It was atypical face. It belonged here, on the waterfront, in these dark and
dangerous streets. It belonged to the type that frequents such places, those lawless men who ride the
spaceways and live by the rule of the ray-gun, recklesdy, warily outside the Patrol's jurisdiction. But
there was more than that in the scarred brown face turned to the light. She must have seenit asshe held
the flash unwavering, some deep-buried trace of breeding and birth that made the cultured accents of the
High Venusian not incongruous. And the colorless eyes derided her.

"No," shesaid, flicking off thelight. "Not one goldpiece, but ahundred. And for another task that |

"Thank you," said Smith, not rising. ™Y ou must excuse me."

"Fvehundred," she said without aflicker of emotion in her creamy voice.

In the dark Smith's brows knit. There was something fantastic in the Situation. Why-?
Shemust have sensed his reaction almost as he redlized it himsdlf, for she said,

"Yes, | know. It soundsinsane. Y ou see-l knew you in the light just now. Will you?-can you?-1 can't
explain hereon the Strest. . . ."

Smith held the silence unbroken for thirty seconds, while alightning debate flashed through the recesses
of hiswary mind. Then he grinned to himsdlf in the dark and said,

"I'll come." Belatedly he got to hisfest. "Where?"

"The Palace Road on the edge of the Minga. Third door from the central gate, to the left. Say to the
door-warden-"Vaudir.™

"Thatis?'

"Yes, my name. You will come, in haf an hour?'

Aningant longer Smith's mind hovered on the verge of refusal. Then he shrugged.
"y es"

"At thethird bell, then." She made thelittle Venusian gesture of parting and wrapped her cloak about her.
The blackness of it, and the softness of her footfalls, made her seem to mdt into the darkness without a



sound, but Smith'strained ears heard her footsteps very softly on the pavement as she went on into the
dark.

He sat there until he could no longer detect any faintest sound of feet on the wharf. He waited patiently,
but hismind was alittle dizzy with surprise. Wasthe traditiond inviolability of the Mingaafraud? Were
the close-guarded girls actually adlowed sometimesto walk un

attended by night, making assignations as they pleased? Or was it some eaborate hoax? Tradition for
countless centuries had declared the gatesin the Mingawall to be guarded so relentlessy by strange
dangersthat not even amouse could dip through without the knowledge of the Alendar, the Mingas lord.
Wasit then by order of the Alendar that the door would open to him when he whispered "Vaudir” to the
warden? Or would it open? Was the girl perhaps the property of some Edneslord, deceiving him for
obscure purposes of her own? He shook hishead alittle and grinned to himself. After all, timewould tell.

Hewaited awhile longer in the dark. Little waves |apped the piles with sucking sounds, and once the sky
lit up with the long, blinding roar of a spaceship splitting the dark.

At last herose and stretched hislong body asif he had been sitting there for agood while. Then he
settled the gun on hisleg and set off down the black street. He walked very lightly in his spaceman’s
boots.

A twenty-minute walk through dark byways, still and deserted, brought him to the outskirts of that vast
city-within-a-city caled the Minga. The dark, rough walls of it towered over him, green with the
lichenlike growths of the Hot Planet. On the Palace Road one deeply-sunk centra gateway opened upon
the mysterieswithin. A tiny bluelight burned over the arch. Smith went softly through the dimnessto the
left of it, counting two tiny doors half hidden in deep recesses. At the third he paused. It was painted a
rusty green, and agreen vine spilling down thewall haf velled it, so that if he had not been searching he
would have passed it by.

Smith stood for along minute, motionless, staring at the green pands deegp-sunk in rock. He listened. He
even sniffed the heavy air. Warily asawild beast he hesitated in the dark. But at last helifted hishand
and tapped very lightly with hisfingertips on the green door.

It swung open without a sound. Pitch-blackness confronted him, an archway of blank dark in the dimly
seen sonewadl. And avoice queried softly, "Quato’ vat?'

"Vaudir," murmured Smith, and grinned to himself involuntarily. How many romantic youths must have
stood at these doorsin nights gone by, breathing hopefully the names of bronze beautiesto doormenin
dark archways! But unlesstradition lied, no man before had ever passed. He must be thefirst in many
yearsto stand hereinvited at alittle doorway in the Mingawall and hear the watchman murmur, "Come."

Smith loosened the gun at his sSide and bent histal head under the arch. He stepped into blackness that
closed about him like water as

the door swung shut. He stood there with quickened heartbeats, hand on his gun, lisening. A blue light,
dim and ghostly, flooded the place without warning and he saw that the doorman had crossed to aswitch
at thefar Sde of thetiny chamber wherein he stood. The man was one of the Minga eunuchs, aflabby
creature, splendid in crimson velvet. He carried a cloak of purple over hisarm, and made a splash of
royd colorsin the dimness. His sidelong eyes regarded Smith from under lifted brows, with alook that
the Earthman could not fathom. There was amusement in it, and atouch of terror and a certain reluctant
admiration.

Smith looked about him in frank curiogity. Thelittle entry was apparently hollowed out of the enormoudy



thick wall itsalf. The only thing that broke its bareness was the ornate bronze door setin thefar wall. His
eyes sought the eunuch'sin mute inquiry.

The creature came forward obsequioudy, murmuring, "Permit me-" and flung the purple cloak he carried
over Smith's shoulders. Itsluxuriousfolds, faintly fragrant, swept about him like acaress. It covered him,
tall ashe was, to the very boot-soles. He drew back in faint distaste as the eunuch lifted his handsto
fasten the jeweled clasp at histhroat. "Please to draw up the hood also,” murmured the creature without
gpparent resentment, as Smith sngpped the fastening himself. The hood covered his sun-bleached hair
and fdl inthick folds about hisface, cagting it into deep shadow.

The eunuch opened the bronze inner door and Smith stared down along halway curving dmost
imperceptibly to theright. The paradox of elaborately decorated smplicity wasillustrated in every broad
polished pand of thewadll, o intricately and exquisitely carved that it gave at first theimpression of a
strange, rich plainness.

His booted feet sank sensuoudly into the deep pile of the carpet a every step as he followed the eunuch
down the hail. Twice he heard voices murmuring behind lighted doors, and his hand lay on the butt of the
ray-gun under the folds of hisrobe, but no door opened and the hail lay empty and dim before them. So
far it had been amazingly easy. Either tradition lied about the impregnability of the Minga, or the girl
Vaudir had bribed with incredible lavishness or-that thought again, uneasily-it was with the Alendar's
consent that he walked here unchallenged. But why?

They cameto adoor of silver grille a the end of the curved corridor, and passed through it into another
halway danting up, as exquisitely voluptuous asthefirst. A flight of stairswrought from

dully gleaming bronze curved at the end of it. Then came another hail lighted with rosy lanternsthat swung
from the arched celling, and beyond another stairway, thistime of slvery meta fretwork, spiraling down

again.

Andin al that distance they met no living creature. V oices hummed behind closed doors, and once or
twice strains of music drifted faintly to Smith's ears, but either the corridors had been cleared by a specid
order, or incredible luck was attending them. And he had the uncomfortable sensation of eyes upon his
back more than once. They passed dark hallways and open, unlighted doors, and sometimesthe hair on
his neck bristled with thefeding of human nearness, inimica, watching.

For dl of twenty minutes they walked through curved corridors and up and down spira stairsuntil even
Smith's keen senses were confused and he could not have said at what height above the ground he was,
or inwhat direction the corridor led into which they at last emerged. At the end of that time his nerves
were tense as sted wire and he restrained himself only by force from nervous, over-the-shoulder glances
each time they passed an open door. An air of languorous menace brooded amost visibly over the place,
he thought. The sound of soft voices behind doors, the fed of eyes, of whispersin thear, the memory of
tales half heard in waterfront dives about the secrets of the Minga, the nameless dangers of the Minga. .,

Smith gripped his gun as he walked through the splendor and the dimness, every sense led by
voluptuous appeals, but his nerves strained to wire and his flesh crawled as he passed unlighted doors.
Thiswastoo easy. For so many centuries the tradition of the Minga had been upheld, abyword of
impregnability, a stronghold guarded by more than swords, by greater dangers than the ray-gun-and yet
here he walked, unquestioned, into the degpest heart of the place, hisonly disguise avelvet cloak, his
only wegpon a holstered gun, and no one challenged him, no guards, no daves, not even apasser-by to
note that a man taller than any dweller here should be strode unquestioned through the innermost
corridors of theinviolable Minga. He loosened the ray-gun in its shesth.



The eunuch in his scarlet velvet went on confidently ahead. Only once did hefater. They had reached a
dark passageway, and just as they came opposite its mouth the sound of a soft, dithering scrape, as of
something over stones, draggingly, reached their ears. He saw the eunuch start and half glance back, and
then hurry on at aquicker pace, nor did he dacken until they had put two gates and alength of lighted
corridor between them and that dark passage.

So they went or', through halls half lighted, through scented air and empty dimness where the doorways
closed upon murmurous mysteries within or opened to dark and thefed of watching eyes. And they
came a lagt, after endless, winding progress, into a hallway low-ceiled and paneled in mother-of-pearl,
pierced and filigreed with carving, and al the doorswere of slver grille. And as the eunuch pushed open
the slver gate that led into this corridor the thing happened that his taut nerves had been expecting ever
since the sart of the fantastic journey. One of the doors opened and afigure stepped out and faced them.

Under the robe Smith's gun did soundlessly from its holster. He thought he saw the eunuch's back gtiffen
alittle, and his step fdter, but only for an ingtant. It was agirl who had come out, adave-girl inasingle
white garment, and at the first glimpse of thetall, purple-robed figure with hooded face, towering over
her, she gave alittle gasp and dumped to her knees asif under ablow. It was obeisance, but so shocked
and terrified that it might have been afaint. Shelaid her face to the very carpet, and Smith, looking down
in amazement on the prodrate figure, saw that she was trembling violently.

The gun did back into its sheath and he paused for amoment over her shuddering homage. The eunuch
twisted round to beckon with soundless violence, and Smith caught aglimpse of hisfacefor thefirst time
sincether journey began. It was glistening with sweat, and the Sdelong eyes were bright and shifting, like
ahunted anima's. Smith was oddly reassured by the sight of the eunuch's obvious panic. There was
danger then-danger of discovery, the sort of peril he knew and could fight. It was that creeping sensation
of eyeswatching, of unseen things dithering down dark passages, that had strained his nerves so
painfully. And yet, even 0o, it had been too easy. -

The eunuch had paused at asilver door half-way down the hail and was murmuring something very softly,
his mouth againgt the grille. A panel of green brocade was stretched across the silver door on theinside,
s0 they could see nothing within the room, but after amoment avoice said, "Good!" in abregthing
whisper, and the door quivered alittle and swung open six inches. The eunuch genuflected in aswirl of
scarlet robes, and Smith caught his eye swiftly, thelook of terror not yet faded, but amusement there too,
and a certain respect. And then the door opened wider and he stepped inside.

He stepped into aroom green as a sea-cave. The walls were paneled in green brocade, low green
couches circled the room, and, in the center, the blazing bronze beauty of the girl Vaudir. Shewore a
robe of green velvet cut in the startling VVenusian fashion to loop over one

shoulder and swathe her body in tight, molten folds, and the skirt of it was dit up one Side so thet at every
other motion the long white leg flashed bare.

He saw her for thefirg timein afull light, and she was lovely beyond belief with her bronze hair cloudy
on her shoulders and the pale, lazy face smiling. Under deep lashes the sidelong black eyes of her race
met his.

Hejerked impatiently at the hampering hood of the cloak. "May | takethis off?* he said. "Are we safe
here?'

Shelaughed with ashort, metalic sound. "Safel” she said ironicaly. "But takeit off if you must. I've gone
too far now to stop at trifles.”

And astherich folds parted and did away from hisleather brownness shein turn stared in quickened



interest at what she had seen only in ahaf-light before. He was dmost laughably incongruousin this
jewe-box room, al leather and sunburn and his scarred face keen and wary in the light of the lantern
swinging from itssilver chain. Shelooked asecond time at that face, its lean, lesthery keenness and the
scarsthat ray-guns had left, and the mark of knife and talon, and the tracks of wild years dong the
gpaceways. Wariness and resolution were ingtinct in that face, there was ruthlessnessin every line of it,
and when she met his eyes alittle shock went over her. Pale, pale as bare stedl, colorlessin the sunburnt
face.~ Steady and clear and no-colored, expressionless as water. Killer's eyes.

And she knew that this was the man she needed. The name and fame of Northwest Smith had penetrated
even into these mother-of-pearl Mingahalls. Initsway it had spread into stranger placesthan this, by
strange and devious paths and for strange, devious reasons. But even had she never heard the name (nor
the deed she connected it with, which does not matter here), she would have known from this scarred
face, these cold and steady eyes, that here stood the man she wanted, the man who could help her if any
man dive could.

And with that thought, others akin to it flashed through her mind like blades crossing, and she dropped
her milk-white lids over the sword-play to hideits deadliness, and said, "Northwest . . . Smith," ina
musing murmur.

"To be commanded,” said Smith in theidiom of her own tongue, but a spark of derision burned behind
the courtly words.

Still she said nothing, but looked him up and down with dow eyes. He said at ladt,
"Your desire-?" and shifted impatiently.

"I had need of awharfman's services," she said, il in that breathing whisper. "1 had not seen you, then. .
.. There are many wharf-men along the seafront, but only one of you, oh man of Earth-" and shelifted
her arms and swayed toward him exactly as areed swaysto alake breeze, and her armslay lightly on his
shoulders and her mouth was very near. .

Smith looked down into the veiled eyes. He knew enough of the breed of Venusto guessthe deadly
sword-flash of motive behind anything aVenusian does, and he had caught a glimpse of that particular
sword-flash before she lowered her lids. And if her thoughts were sword-play, his burnt like heat-beams
sraight to their purpose. In the winking of an eye he knew apart of her motive-the most obvious part.
And he stood there unanswering in the circle of her arms.

Shelooked up at him, half incredulous not to fed alesther embrace tighten about her.
"Quialova?' shemurmured whimscdly. "So cold, then, Earth-man? Am | not desirable?’

Wordlesdy helooked down at her, and despite himself the blood quickened in him. Mingagirlsfor too
many centuries had been born and bred to the art of charming men for Northwest Smith to stand herein
the warm arms of one and fedl no answer to theinvitation in her eyes. A subtle fragrance rose from her
brazen hair, and the velvet molded a body whose whiteness he could guess from the flash of the long
bare thigh her dashed skirt showed. He grinned allittle crookedly and stepped away, bresking the clasp
of her hands behind his neck.

"No," hesaid. "You know your art well, my dear, but your motive does not flatter me."
She stood back and regarded him with awry, haf-appreciative smile.

"What do you mean?"



"I'll have to know much more about al this before | commit mysdf asfar as-that.”

"Youfool," shesmiled. "Yourein over your head now, as deeply asyou could ever be. Y ou werethe
moment you crossed the door-sill a the outer wall. Thereis no drawing back."

"Yet it was S0 easy-S0 very easy, to comein,” murmured Smith.

She came forward a step and looked up at him with narrowed eyes, the pretense of seduction dropped
likeacloak.

"Y ou saw that, too?' she queried in ahalf-whisper. "It seemed so-
to you? Great Shar, if | could be sure. . . ." And there wasterror in her face.
"Suppose we sit down and you tell me about it,”" suggested Smith practicaly.

She laid ahand-white as cream, soft as satin-on hisarm and drew him to the low divan that circled the
room. There wasinbred, generations-old coquetry in the touch, but the white hand shook alittle.

"What isit you fear 307" queried Smith curioudy asthey sank to the green velvet. "Death comes only
once, you know."

She shook her bronze head contemptuoudly.

"Not that,” she said. "At least-no, | wish | knew just what it is| do fear-and that isthe most dreadful part
of it. But I wish-I wish it had not been so easy to get you here.” -

"The place was deserted,”" he said thoughtfully. "Not asoul aong the halls. Not aguard anywhere. Only
once did we see any other creature, and that was adave-girl in the hail just outside your door."

"What did she-do?' VVaudir's voice was breathless.

"Dropped to her knees asif sheld been shot. Y ou might have thought me the devil himsdlf by the way she
acted."

The girl's breath escaped in asigh.
"Safe, then," she sad thankfully. " She must have thought you the

-the Alendar." Her voice fdtered alittle over the name, asif she half feared to pronounceit. "Hewearsa
cloak like that you wore when he comes through the hals. But he comes so very seldom. - . ."

"I've never seen him," said Smith, "but, good Lord, is he such amonster? The girl dropped asif shed
been hamstrung.”

"Oh, hush, hush!" Vaudir agonized. "Y ou mustn't speak of him so. He's-he's-of course she knelt and hid
her face. | wishtoheaven| had. . . ."

Smith faced her squarely and searched the veiled dark eyeswith a gaze as bleak as empty seas. And he
saw very clearly behind the vellsthe stark, namelessterror at their depths,

"What isit?' he demanded.

She drew her shoulders together and shivered alittle, and her eyes were furtive as she glanced around
the room.



"Don't you fed it?' she asked in that half-whisper to which her voice sank so caressingly. And he smiled
to himsdlf to see how indinctively € oquent was the courtezan in her-aluring gestures though her hands
trembled, soft voice huskily seductive eveninitsterror.

"-dways, dwayd" shewas saying. "The soft, hushed, hovering menace! It haunts the whole place. Didn't
you fed it asyou camein?'

"I think | did,” Smith answered dowly. "Y es-that fed of something just out of sSight, hiding in dark
doorways. . . asort of tensity intheair. - . ."

"Danger,” shewhispered, "terrible, namelessdanger. . . oh, | fed it wherever | go.. . . it's soaked into me
and through me until it'sapart of me, body and soul. . . ."

Smith heard the note of risng hysteriain her voice, and said quickly,
"Why did you cometo me?'

"I didn't, conscioudy." She conquered the hysteriawith an effort and took up her tde alittle more camly.
"l wasredlly looking for awharf man, as| said, and for quite another reason than this. It doesn't matter,
now. But when you spoke, when | flashed my light and saw your face, | knew you. I'd heard of you, you
see, and about the-the Lakkmandaaaffair, and | knew in amoment that if anyone dive could help me, it
would beyou."

"But what isit? Help you inwhat?"

"It'salong story," she said, "and too strange, almogt, to believe, and too vague for you to take serioudly.
Andyet | know. . . . Have you heard the history of the Minga?"'

"A little of it. It goesback very far."

"Back into the beginning-and farther. | wonder if you can understand. Y ou see, we on Venus are closer
to our beginnings than you. Life here developed faster, of course, and adong lines more different than
Earthmen redlize. On Earth civilization rose dowly enough for the-the eementals-to sink back into
darkness. On Venus-oh, it's bad, bad for men to develop too swiftly! Life rises out of dark and mystery
and things too strange and terrible to be looked upon. Earth's civilization grew dowly, and by thetime
men were civilized enough to look back they were sufficiently far from their origins not to see, not to
know. But we here who look back seetoo clearly, sometimes, too nearly and vividly the black beginning.
... Great Shar defend me, what | have seen!”

White hands flashed up to hide sudden terror in her eyes, and hair in abrazen cloud fell fragrantly over
her fingers. And even in that terror was an inbred alure as natura as breething.

Inthelittle slence that followed, Smith caught himsdf glancing furtively over his shoulder. The room was
ominoudy 4ill. ..

Vaudir lifted her face from her hands, shaking back her hair. The hands trembled. She clasped them on
her velvet knee and went on.

"The Minga," she said, and her voice was resolutely steady, "began too long ago for anyone to name the
date. It began before dates. When Far-thursa came out of the sea-fog with his men and founded this city
at the mountain'sfoot he built it around the walls of acastle dready here. The Mingacastle. And the
Alendar sold Mingagirlsto the sailors and the city began. All that is myth, but the Minga had

aways been here.



"The Alendar dwelt in his stronghold and bred his golden girls and trained them in the arts of charming
men, and guarded them with- with strange weapons-and sold them to kings at roya prices. There has
always been an Alendar. | have seen him, once. .

"Hewalksthe halls on rare occasions, and it is best to kneel and hide one's face when he comes by. Yes,
itisbed. ... But | passed him one day, and-and-heistall, tall asyou, Earthman, and hiseyesare
like-the space between the worlds. | looked into his eyes under the hood he wore-1 was not afraid of
devil or man, then. | looked him in the eyes before | made obeisance, and I-1 shall never be free of fear
again. | looked into evil as one looksinto apoal. Blackness and blankness and raw evil. Impersona, not
maevolent. Elementd .

the elemental dreadfulnessthat liferosefrom. And | know very surely, now, that thefirst Alendar sprang
from no mortal seed. There were races before man. . . . Life goes back very dread,fully through many
formsand evils, before it reaches the wellspring of its beginning. And the Alendar had not the eyes of a
human creature, and | met them-and | am damned!”

Her voicetrailed softly away and she sat quiet for aspace, staring before her with remembering eyes.

"I am doomed and damned to a blacker hell than any of Shar's priests threaten,” she resumed. "No,
wait-thisisnot hysteria. | haven't told you the worst part. Y ou'll find it hard to believe, but it's
truth-truth-Great Shar, if | could hope it were not!

"Theoriginof itislogt inlegend. But why, inthe beginning, did thefirst Alendar dwell in the misty
sea-edge castle, alone and unknown, breeding his bronze girls?-not for sale, then. Where did he get the
secret of producing the invariable type? And the castle, legend says, was age-old when Far-thursa found
it. The girls had a perfected, consistent beauty that could be attained only by generations of effort. How
long had the Minga been built, and by whom? Above al, why? What possible reason could there be for
dwelling there absolutely unknown, breeding civilized beautiesin aworld haf-savage? Sometimes| think
| have guessed the reason. . .

Her voice faded into aresonant silence, and for awhile she sat staring blindly at the brocaded wall.
When she spoke again it was with astartling shift of topic.

"Am | beautiful, do you think?'
"More so than any | have ever seen before,” answered Smith without flattery.
Her mouth twisted.

"There are girls here now, in this building, so much loveier than | that | am humbled to think of them. No
mortal man has ever seen them, except the Alendar, and he-is not wholly morta. No mortal man will ever
seethem. They arenot for sde. Eventually they will disappear. .

"One might think that feminine beauty must reach an gpex beyond which it can not rise, but thisis not
true. It can increase and intensify until-1 have no words. And | truly believe that thereisno limit to the
heightsit can reach, in the hands of the Alendar. And for every beauty we know and hear of, through the
davesthat tend them, gossip says there are as many more, too immortally lovely for mortal eyesto see.
Have you ever consdered that beauty might be refined and intensified until one could scarcely bear to
look upon it? We have tales here of such beauty, hidden in some of the secret rooms of the Minga.

"But the world never knows of these mysteries. No monarch on any planet known isrich enough to buy
the loveliness hidden in the Mingas innermaost rooms. It isnot for sale. For countless centuriesthe
Alendars of the Mingahave been breeding beauty, in higher and higher degrees, & infinite labor and



cost-beauty to be locked in secret chambers, guarded most terribly, so that not even awhisper of it
passes the outer walls, beauty that vanishes, suddenly, in abreath- like that! Where? Why? How? No
one knows.

"Anditisthat | fear. | have not afraction of the beauty | spesk of, yet afate like that iswritten for
me-somehow | know. | have looked into the eyes of the Alendar, and-1 know. And | am surethat | must
look again into those blank black eyes, more deeply, more dreadfully. . . - | know-and | am sick with
terror of what more | shall know, soon. - -

"Something dreadful iswaiting for me, drawing nearer and nearer. Tomorrow, or the next day, or alittle
while after, | shdl vanish, and the girlswill wonder and whisper alittle, and then forget. It has happened
before. Great Shar, what shall | do?”’

Shewailed it, musically and hopeesdy, and sank into alittle silence. And then her look changed and she
sad rluctantly, "And | have dragged you in with me. | have broken every tradition of the

Mingain bringing you here, and there has been no hindrance-it has been too easy, too easy. | think |
have sealed your desth. When you first came | was minded to trick you into committing yoursaf so
deeply that perforce you must do as | asked to win free again. But | know now that through the smple
act of asking you herdl"have dragged you in deeper than | dreamed. It is a knowledge that has cometo
me somehow, out of theair tonight. | can fed knowledge beating upon me_compelling me. For in my
terror to get help | think | have precipitated damnation upon us both. | know now-1 have known in my
soul since you entered so eedlly, that you will not go out alive-that-it-will come for me and drag you
down too. . . . Shar, Shar, what have | done!"

"But what, what?' Smith struck hiskneeimpatiently. "What is it we face? Poison? Guards? Traps?
Hypnotism? Can't you give me even aguess at what will happen.”

He leaned forward to search her face commandingly, and saw her brows knit in an effort to find words
that would cloak the mysteries she had to tell. Her lips parted irresolutely.

"The Guardians," shesaid. "The-Guardians. . . ."

And then over her hesitant face swept alook of such horror that his hand clenched on hisknee and he
felt the hairsrise long his neck. It was not horror of any material thing, but an inner dreadfulness, a
terrible awareness. The eyesthat had met his glazed and escaped his commanding ~stare without shifting
thelr focus. It was asif they ceased to be eyes and became dark windows-vacant. The beauty of her face
st like amask, and behind the blank windows, behind the lovely set mask, he could sense dimly the

dark command flowing in. . -

She put out her hands tiffly and rose. Smith found himsdlf on hisfeet, gun in hand, while his hackleslifted
shudderingly and something pulsed in the air astangibly asthe best of wings. Threetimesthat nameless
shudder stirred the air, and then Vaudir stepped forward like an automaton and faced the door. She
walked in her dream of masked dreadfulness, fiffly, through the portd. As she passed him he put out a
hesitant hand and laid it on her arm, and alittle stab of pain shot through him at the contact, and once
more he thought he felt the pulse of wingsin the air. Then she passed by without hesitation, and his hand
fdl.

He made no further effort to arouse her, but followed after on catfeet, delicately asif hewaked on eggs.
He was crouching alittle, unconscioudy, and his gun-hand held atense finger on thetrigger.

They went down the corridor in a breathing silence, an empty cor



ridor where no lights showed beyond closed doors, where no murmur of voices broke the live stillness.
But little shudders seemed to shake in the air somehow, and his heart was pounding suffocatingly.

*Vaudir walked like amechanicd doll, tensein adream of horror. When they reached the end of the hall
he saw that the slver grille stood open, and they passed through without pausing. But Smith noted with a
little qualm that a gateway opening to the right was closed and locked, and the bars acrossit were sunk
firmly into wall-sockets. There was no choice but to follow her.

The corridor danted downward. They passed others branching to right and left, but the sllver gateways
were closed and barred across each. A coil of silver stairs ended the passage, and the girl went stiffly
down without touching theralls. It was along spird, past many floors, and asthey descended, therich,
dim light lessened and darkened and a subtle smdll of moisture and salt invaded the scented air. At each
turn where the stairs opened on successive floors, gates were barred across the outlets; and they passed
so many of these that Smith knew, asthey went down and down, that however high the green jewel-box
room had been, by now they were descending deep into the earth. And still the stair wound downward.
The stories that opened beyond the bars like honeycomb layers became darker and less luxurious, and at
last ceased atogether and the silver steps wound down through awell of rock, lighted so dimly at wide
intervalsthat he could scarcely see the black polished walls circling them in. Drops of moisture began to
appear on the dark surface, and the smell was of black salt seas and dank underground.

And just as he was beginning to believe that the stairs went on and on into the very black, sdt heart of the
planet, they came abruptly to the bottom. A flourish of dim, shining rails ended the stairs, at the head of a
halway, and the girl's feet turned unhesitatingly to follow its dark length. Smith's pale eyes, searching the
dimness, found no trace of other life than themsalves, yet eyeswere upon him-he knew it surely.

They came down the black corridor to agateway of wrought metal set in bars whose ends sank deep
into the gonewalls. She went through, Smith at her hedsraking the dark with swift, unresting eyeslikea
wild animd's, wary in astrange jungle. And beyond the great gates adoor hung with sweeping curtains of
black ended the hall. Somehow Smith felt that they had reached their destination. And nowhere aong the
whole journey had he had any choice but to follow

Vaudir's unerring, unseeing footsteps. Grilles had been locked across every possible outlet. But he had
hisgun. .

Her hands were white against the velvet as she pushed aside the folds. Very bright she stood for an
ingtant-all green and gold and white-againgt the blackness. Then she passed through and the folds swept
to behind her-candle-flame extinguished in dark velvet. Smith hesitated the barest instant before he
parted the curtains and peered within.

Hewaslooking into aroom hung in black velvet that absorbed the light dmost hungrily. That light
radiated from asingle lamp swinging from the ceiling directly over an ebony table. It shone softly ona
men

-avery tal man. -

He stood darkly under it, very dark in the room's darkness, his head bent, staring up from under level
black brows. His eyesin the half -hidden face were pits of blackness, and under the lowered brows two
pinpoint gleams stabbed straight-not at the girl-but at Smith hidden behind the curtains. It held hiseyesas
amagnet holds sted. Hefdt the narrow dlitter plunging bladdike into hisvery brain, and from the keen,
burning stab something within him shuddered away involuntarily. Hethrust his gun through the curtains,
stepped through quietly, and stood meeting the sword-gaze with pale, unwavering eyes.

Vaudir moved forward with amechanica iffnessthat somehow could not hide her grace-it was asif no



power existing could ever evoke from that lovely body lessthan loveliness. She cameto the man'sfeet
and stopped there. Then along shudder swept her from head to foot and she dropped to her knees and
laid her forehead to the floor.

Across the golden loveiness of her the man's eyes met Smith's, and the man's voice, deep, deep, like
black waters flowing smoothly, said,

"l amthe Alendar.”
"Then you know me," said Smith, hisvoice harsh asiron in the velvet dimness.

"Y ou are Northwest Smith," said the smooth, deep voice dispassonately. "An outlaw from the planet
Earth. Y ou have broken your last law, Northwest Smith. Men do not come here uninvited-and live. Y ou
perhaps have heard tales. . .

Hisvoice mdted into slence, lingeringly.

Smith's mouth curled into awolfish grin, without mirth, and his gun-hand sivung up. Murder flashed
bleskly from his sted-pae eyes. And then with stunning abruptness the world dissolved about him. A
burst of coruscations flamed through his head, danced and wheedled

and drew dowly together in awhirling darkness until they were two pinpoint sparks of light-adagger
gtare under level brows. .

When the room steadied about him he was standing with dack arms, the gun hanging from hisfingers, an
gpathetic numbness dowly withdrawing from hisbody. A dark smile curved smoothly on the Alendar's
mouth.

The stabbing gaze did casudly away, leaving him dizzy in sudden vertigo, and touched the girl prostrate
on the floor. Againgt the black carpet her burnished bronze curls sprayed out exquisitely. The green robe
folded softly back from the roundness of her body, and nothing in the universe could have been so lovely
asthe creamy whiteness of her on the dark floor. The pit-black eyes brooded over her impassively. And
then, in his smooth, deep voice the Alendar asked, amazingly, matter-of-f actly,

"Tdl me, do you have such girlson Earth?!

Smith shook his head to clear it. When he managed an answer hisvoice had steadied, and in the receding
of that dizziness even the sudden drop into casua conversation seemed not unreasonable.

"I have never seen such agirl anywhere,” hesaid camly.
The sword-gaze flashed up and pierced him.

"She hastold you," said the Alendar. "Y ou know | have beauties here that outshine her asthe sun doesa
candle. And yet. . . she has more than beauty, this Vaudir. Y ou have fdt it, perhaps?'

Smith met the questioning gaze, searching for mockery, but finding none. Not understanding-a moment
before the man had threatened hislife-he took up the conversation.

"They dl have more than beauty. For what other reason do kings buy the Minga girls?"

"No-not that charm. She hasit too, but something more subtle than fascination, much more desirable than
loveliness. She has courage, thisgirl. She hasintelligence. Where shegot it | do not understand. | do not
breed my girlsfor such things. But | looked into her eyes once, in the halway, as shetold you-and saw



there more arousing things than beauty. | summoned her-and you come at her hedls. Do you know why?
Do you know why you did not die at the outer gate or anywhere along the hallways on your way in?!

Smith's pale stare met the dark one questioningly. The voice flowed
on.

"Because there are-interesting things in your eyestoo. Courage and ruthlessness and a certain-power, |
think. Intengity isinyou. And | believe| can find ausefor it, Earthman.”

Smith's eyes narrowed alittle. So calm, so matter-of-fact, thistalk.

But death was coming. Hefdt it in the air-he knew that fed of old. Death-and worse things than that,
perhaps. He remembered the whispers he had heard.

Onthefloor the girl moaned alittle, and stirred. The Alendar's quiet, pinpoint eyesflicked her, and he
sad softly, "Rise.” And sherose, sumbling, and stood before him with bent head. The gtiffnesswas gone
from her. On an impulse Smith said suddenly, "Vaudir!" Shelifted her face and met his gaze, and athrill
of horror rippled over him. She had regained consciousness, but she would never be the same frightened
girl he had known. Black knowledge looked out of her eyes, and her face was a strained mask that
covered horror barely

-bardly! It wasthe face of one who haswalked through a blacker hell than any of humanity's
understanding, and gained knowledge there that no human soul could endure knowing and live.

Shelooked him full in the face for along moment, silently, and then turned away to the Alendar again.
And Smith thought, just before her eyes|eft his, he had seen in them one wild flash of hopeless, desperate

apped.. .
"Come," said the Alendar.

He turned his back-Smith's gun-hand trembled up and then fell again. No, better wait. There was always
abare hope, until he saw degth closing in dl around.

He stepped out over theyielding carpet at the Alendar'~ hegls. The girl came after with dow stepsand
eyes downcast in a horrible parody of meditation, asif she brooded over the knowledge that dwelt so
terribly behind her eyes.

The dark archway at the opposite end of the room swallowed them up. Light failed for an ingtant-a
breasth-stopping ingtant while Smith's gun legped up involuntarily, likealive thing in his hand, futilely
agang invisbleevil, and hisbrain rocked at the utter blacknessthat enfolded him. It was over in the wink
of an eye, and he wondered if it had ever been as his gun-hand fell again. But the Alendar said across
one shoulder,

"A barrier | have placed to guard my-beauties. A menta barrier that would have been impassable had
you not been with me, yet which-but you understand now, do you not, my Vaudir?' And there was an
indescribable leer in the query that injected anote of monstrous humanity into the inhuman voice.

"l understand,” echoed the girl in avoice aslovely and toneless as a sustained musica note. And the
sound of those two inhuman voices proceeding from the human lips of his companions sent a shudder
thrilling dong Smith'snerves

They went down the long corridor theresfter in slence, Smith treading soundlesdy in his spaceman’s
boats, every fiber of him tense to painfulness. He found himsdf wondering, eveninthe midst of his



strained watchfulness, if any other creature with aliving human soul had ever gone down this corridor
before-if frightened golden girls had followed the Alendar thusinto blackness, or if they too had been
drained of humanity and steeped in that nameless horror before their feet followed their master through
the black barrier.

The halway led downward, and the salt smell became clearer and the light sank to aglimmer intheair,
and in aslence that was not human they went on.

Presently the Alendar said-and his deep, liquid voice did nothing to break the stiliness, blending with it
softly so that not even an echo roused,

" am taking you into a place where no other man than the Alendar has ever set foot before. It pleases me
to wonder just how your unaccustomed senseswill react to the things you are about to see. | am reaching
an-an age'-he laughed softly-"where experiment interests me. Look!"

Smith's eyes blinked shut before an intolerable blaze of sudden light. In the streaked darkness of that
ingtant while the glare flamed through hislids he thought he felt everything shift unaccountably about him,
asif thevery structure of the atomsthat built the walls were atered. When he opened his eyes he stood
at the head of along gdlery blazing with a soft, ddlicious brilliance. How he had got there he made no
effort even to guess.

Very beautifully it stretched before him. The walls and floor and celling were of sheeny stone. There were
low couches dong the wdls at intervals, and a blue pool broke the floor, and the air sparkled
unaccountably with golden light. And figures were moving through that champagne sparkle. .

Smith stood very iill, looking down the gdlery. The Alendar watched him with a subtle anticipation upon
hisface, the pinpoint glitter of his eyes sharp enough to pierce the Earthman's very brain. Vaudir with
bent head brooded over the black knowledge behind her drooping lids. Only Smith of the three looked
down the gallery and saw what moved through the golden glimmer of theair.

They were girls. They might have been goddesses-angdl's haloed with bronze curls, moving leisurdly
through a golden heaven where the air sparkled like wine. There must have been a score of them

grolling up and down the gdlery in twos and threes, lolling on the couches, bathing in the pool. They
woretheinfinitely graceful Venusian robe with itslooped shoulder and dit skirt, in soft, muted shades of
violet and blue and jewel-green, and the beauty of them was breath-stopping asablow. Musicwasin
every gesture they made, aflowing, snging grace that made the heart ache with its sheer lovediness.

He had thought Vaudir lovely, but here was beauty so exquisite that it verged on pain. Their swest, light
voices were pitched to send little velvety burrs aong his nerves, and from a distance the soft sounds
blended so musicdly that they might have been singing together. The loveliness of their motion made his
heart contract suddenly, and the blood pounded in hisears. .

"Y ou find them beautiful ?* The Alendar's voice blended into the humming lilt of voices as perfectly asit
had blended with silence. His dagger-glitter of eyeswasfixed piercingly on Smith's pale gaze, and he
amiled alittle, faintly. "Beautiful ? Wait!"

He moved down the gdlery, tdl and very dark in the rainbow light. Smith, following after, waked ina
haze of wonder. It isnot given to every man to walk through heaven. Hefdt theair tinglelikewine, and a
ddicious perfume caressed him and the hadloed girls drew back with wide, amazed eyesfixed on himin
his stained leather and heavy boots as he passed. Vaudir paced quietly after, her head bent, and from her
the girlsturned away their eyes, shuddering alittle.



He saw now that their faces were aslovely astheir bodies, languoroudly, colorfully. They were contented
faces, unconscious of beauty, unconscious of any other existence than their own-soulless. He felt that
ingtinctively. Here was beauty incarnate, physicaly, tangibly; but he had seenin Vaudir's face-before-a
parkle of daring, atenderness of remorse a having brought him here, that gave her an indefinable
Superiority over even thisincredible beauty, soulless.

They went down the galery in asudden hush asthe musicd voicesfel slent from very amazement.
Apparently the Alendar was afamiliar figure here, for they scarcely glanced at him, and from Vaudir they
turned away in a shuddering revulsion that preferred not to recognize her existence. But Smith wasthe
first man other than the Alendar whom they had ever seen, and the surprise of it struck them dumb.

They went on through the dancing air, and the last lovely, staring girlsfel behind, and an ivory gateway
opened before them, without atouch. They went downstairs from there, and along another halway, while
thetingle died inthe air and ahum of musical voices sorang up

behind them. They passed beyond the sound. The hallway darkened until they were moving again through
dimness,

Presently the Alendar paused and turned.
"My more codtly jewels," hesaid, "I keep in separate settings. As here-"

He gtretched out hisarm, and Smith saw that a curtain hung against the wal. There were others, farther
on, dark blots againgt the dimness. The Alendar drew back black folds, and light from beyond flowed
softly through a pattern of barsto cast flowery shadows on the opposite wall. Smith stepped forward and
Stared.

He waslooking through agrille window down into aroom lined with dark velvet. It was quite plain.
There was alow couch againgt the wall opposite the window, and on it-Smith's heart gave a stagger and
paused-awoman lay. And if the girlsin the galery had been like goddesses, this woman was lovdier than
men have ever dared to imagine even in legends. She was beyond divinity-long limbswhite againgt the
velvet, seet curves and planes of her rounding under the robe, bronze hair spilling like lavaover one
white shoulder, and her face calm as death with closed eyes. It was apassive beauity, like aabaster
shaped perfectly. And charm, afascination al but tangible, reached out from her likeamagic spdl. A
deeping charm, magnetic, powerful. He could not wrench his eyes awvay. He was like awasp caught in

honey. .

The Alendar said something across Smith's shoulder, in avibrant voice that thrilled the air. The closed lids
rose. Life and lovdinessflowed into the cdm face like atide, lighting it unbearably. That heady charm
wakened and brightened to a dangerous liveness-tugging, pulling. . . . Sherosein onelong glidelikea
wave over rocks; she smiled (Smith's senses regled to the beauty of that smile) and then sank in adeep
sdaam, dowly, to the velvet floor, her hair rippling and falling al about her, until shelay abased in ablaze
of loveiness under the window.

The Alendar let the curtain fal, and turned to Smith as the dazzling sight was blotted out. Again the
pinpoint glitter stabbed into Smith'sbrain. The Alendar smiled again.

"Come," he said, and moved down the hail.

They passed three curtains, and paused at afourth. Afterward Smith remembered that the curtain must
have been drawn back and he must have bent forward to stare through the window bars, but the sight he
saw blagted every memory of it from hismind. The girl who



dwelt in this velvet-lined room was stretching on tiptoe just asthe drawn curtain caught her, and the
beauty and grace of her from head to foot stopped Smith's breath as aray-stab to the heart would have
done. And theirresstible, wrenching charm of her drew him forward until he was clasping the barswith
white-knuckled hands, unaware of anything but her compelling, soul-destroying desirability. .

She moved, and the dazzle of grace that ran like a song through every motion made his senses ache with
its pure, unattainable loveiness. He knew, even in his daze of rapture, that he might hold the swest,
curved body in hisarmsfor ever, yet hunger ill for the fulfilment which the flesh could never wring from
her. Her lovdiness aroused ahunger in the soul more maddening than the body's hunger could ever be.
His brain rocked with the desire to possess that intangible, irresistible loveiness that he knew he could
never possess, never reach with any sense that wasin him. That bodiless desire raged like madness
through him, so violently that the room reeled and the white outlines of the beauty unattainable asthe stars
wavered before him. He caught his breath and choked and drew back from theintolerable, exquisite
Sght.

The Alendar laughed and dropped the curtain.

"Come," he said again, the subtle amusement clear in hisvoice, and Smith in adaze moved after him
down the hail.

They went along way, past curtains hanging a regular intervals dong the wall. When they paused at lat,
the curtain before which they stopped was faintly luminous about the edges, asif something dazzling
dwelt within. The Alendar drew back the folds.

"We are gpproaching,” he said, "apure clarity of beauty, hampered only alittle by the bonds of flesh.
Look."

One glance only Smith snatched of the dweller within. And the exquisite shock of that sight went thrilling
like torture through every nerve of him. For amad instant his reason staggered before the terrible
fascination besting out from that dweller in wavesthat wrenched at hisvery soul-incarnate loveliness
tugging with strong fingers at every sense and every nerve and intangibly, irresstibly, at deeper thingsthan
these, groping among the roots of hisbeing, dragging hissoul out. . .

Only one glance he took, and in the glance he fdlt his soul answer that dragging, and the terrible desire
tore futilely through him. Then he flung up an arm to shield his eyes and redled back into the dark, and a
wordless sob rose to hislips and the darkness reeled about him.

The curtain fell. Smith pressed the wall and breathed in long, shuddering gasps, while his heart-beats
dowed gradudly and the unholy

fascination ebbed from about him. The Alendar's eyes were glittering with agreen fire as he turned from
the window, and a nameless hunger lay shadowily on hisface. He said,

"I might show you others, Earthman. Buit it could only drive you mad, in the end-you were very near the
brink for amoment just now

-and | have another usefor you. . . . | wonder if you begin to understand, now, the purpose of al this?*

The green glow was fading from that dagger-sharp gaze asthe Alendar's eyes stabbed into Smith's. The
Earthman gave his head alittle shake to clear away the vestiges of that devouring desire, and took afresh
grip on the butt of hisgun. Thefamiliar smoothness of it brought him ameasure of reassurance, and with
it areawakening to the peril dl around. He knew now that there could be no conceivable mercy for him,
to whom the innermost secrets of the Minga had been unaccountably revealed. Death was



waliting-strange desth, as soon asthe Alendar wearied of talking-but if he kept his ears open and his eyes
aert it might not-please God-catch him so quickly that he died alone. One sweep of that blade-blue
flamewas dl he asked, now. His eyes, keen and hostile, met the dagger-gaze squardly. The Alendar
smiled and said,

"Desgth in your eyes, Earthman. Nothing in your mind but murder. Can that brain of yours comprehend
nothing but battle? Isthere no curiosty there? Have you no wonder of why | brought you here? Death
awaitsyou, yes. But anot unpleasant death, and it awaits dl, in one form or another. Listen, let metdll
you-l have reason for desiring to bresk through that animal shell of self-defensethat sealsin your mind.
Let melook deeper-if there are depths. Y our desth will be-useful, and in away, plessant.
Otherwise-well, the black beasts hunger. And flesh must feed them, as a sweeter drink feeds me. -

Ligen"

Smith's eyes narrowed. A sweeter drink. - - - Danger, danger-the smdll of it in the air-ingtinctively hefelt
the peril of opening hismind to the plunging gaze of the Alendar, the force of those compelling eyes
beeting like strong lightsinto hisbrain. . -

"Come," said the Alendar softly, and moved off soundlessy through the gloom. They followed, Smith
panfully aert, the girl walking with lowered, brooding eyes, her mind and soul afar in somewallowing
darkness whose shadow showed so hideoudy beneath her lashes.

The hallway widened to an arch, and abruptly, on the other side, onewall dropped away into infinity and
they stood on the dizzy brink of agallery opening on ablack, heaving sea. Smith bit back a artled

oath. One moment before the way had led through low-roofed tunnel's deep underground; the next instant
they stood on the shore of avast body of rolling darkness, atiny wind touching their faces with the breath
of unnamablethings.

Very far below, the dark waters rolled. Phosphorescence lighted them uncertainly, and he was not even
sureit was water that surged there in the dark. A heavy thickness seemed to be inherent in therollers,
like black dime surging.

The Alendar looked out over the fire-tinged waves. He waited for an ingtant without spesking, and then,
far out in the dimy surges, something broke the surface with an oily splash, something mercifully velled in
the dark, then dived again, leaving awake of spreading rip-pies over the surface.

"Ligten," said the Alendar, without turning hishead. "Lifeisvery old. There are older races than man.
Mineisone. Liferose out of the black dime of the sea-bottoms and grew toward the light dong many
diverging lines. Some reached maturity and deep wisdom when man was till swinging through the jungle
trees.

"For many centuries, as mankind countstime, the Alendar has dwelt here, breeding beauty. In later years
he has sold some of hislesser beauties, perhapsto explain to mankind's satisfaction what it could never
understand were it told the truth. Do you begin to see? My race is very remotely akin to those races
which suck blood from man, lessremotely to those which drink his life-forcesfor nourishment. | refine
taste even more than that. | drink-beauty. | live on beauty. Yes, literaly.

"Beauty isastangible asblood, in away. It isaseparate, distinct force that inhabits the bodies of men
and women. Y ou must have noticed the vacuity that accompanies perfect beauty in so many women

theforce so strong that it drives out dl other forces and lives vampirishly at the expense of intelligence
and goodness and conscience and al dse.



"In the beginning, here-for our race was old when this world began, spawned on another planet, and wise
and ancient-we woke from dumber in the dime, to feed on the beauty force inherent in mankind eveniin
cave-dwelling days. But it was meeger fare, and we studied the race to determine where the grestest
prospects lay, then sdlected specimensfor breeding, built this stronghold and settled down to the
business of evolving mankind up to itslimit of loveiness. In time we weeded out dl but the present type.
For the race of man we have developed the ultimate type of loveliness. It isinteresting to

see what we have accomplished on other worlds, with utterly different races. .

"WEell, there you have it. Women, bred as a spawning-ground for the devouring force of beauty on which
welive

"But-the fare grows monotonous, as al food must without change. Vaudir | took because| saw in her a
sparkle of something that except in very rare instances has been bred out of the Mingagirls. FOr beauty,
as| have sad, eats up dl other qudities but beauty. Y et somehow intelligence and courage survived
latently in Vaudir. It decreases her beauty, but the tang of it should be a change from the eternal
sameness of therest. And so | thought until 1 saw you.

"| redlized then how long it had been since | tasted the beauty of man. It isso rare, so different from
femae beauty, that | had dl but forgotten it existed. And you haveit, very subtly, in araw, harshway....

"l havetold you dl thisto test the qudity of that-that harsh beauty in you. Had | been wrong about the
deeps of your mind, you would have gone to feed the black beasts, but | see that | was not wrong.
Behind your anima shell of sdlf-preservation are depths of that force and strength which nourish the roots
of maebeauty. | think | shall giveyou awhileto let it grow, under the forcing methods | know, before
[-drink. It will be delightful. -

Thevoicetrailed awvay in amurmurous silence, the pinpoint glitter sought Smith'seyes. And hetried
half-heartedly to avoid it, but his eyesturned involuntarily to the stabbing gaze, and the dertness died out
of him, gradualy, and the compelling pull of those glittering pointsin the pits of darknessheld him very
gill.

And as he gared into the diamond glitter he saw its brilliance dowly melt and darken, until the pinpoints
of light had changed to pools that dimmed, and he was looking into black evil aseementa and vast as
the space between the worlds, a dizzying blankness wherein dwelt unnamable horror . . . deep, deep . . .
al about him the darkness was clouding. And thoughts that were not his own seeped into his mind out of
that vast, lementd dark . . . crawling, writhing thoughts. . . until he had aglimpse of that dark place
where Vaudir's soul wallowed, and something sucked him down and down into awaking nightmare he
could not fight. - .

Then somehow the pull broke for an instant. For just that instant he stood again on the shore of the
heaving sea and gripped agun with nervel ess fingers-then the darkness closed about him again, but a
different, uneasy dark that had not quite the all-compelling power of that other nightmare-it [eft him
srength enough to fight.

And he fought, a desperate, moveless, soundless struggle in ablack seaof horror, while worm-thoughts
coiled through his straining mind and the clouds rolled and broke and rolled again about him. Sometimes,
in the ingtants when the pull dackened, he had timeto fed athird force struggling here between that
black, blind downward suck that dragged a him and his own sick, frantic effort to fight clear, athird
force that was weakening the black drag so that he had moments of lucidity when he stood free on the
brink of the ocean and felt the swest roll down hisface and was aware of hislaboring heart and how
gaspingly breeth tortured hislungs, and he knew he was fighting with every aom of himsdf, body and



mind and soul, againg the intangible blackness sucking him down.
And then he felt theforce againgt him gather itsdlf in afind effort

-he sensed desperation in that effort-and come rolling over him like atide. Bowled over, blinded and
dumb and deaf, drowning in utter blackness, he floundered in the deeps of that nameless hell where
thoughts that were alien and dimy squirmed through his brain. Bodiless he was, and unstable, and ashe
wallowed there in the ooze more hideous than any earthly ooze, because it came from black, inhuman
souls and out of ages before man, he became aware that the worm-thoughts a-squirm in his brain were
forming dowly into monstrous meanings-knowledge like aformless flow was pouring through his bodiless
brain, knowledge so dreadful that conscioudy he could not comprehend it, though subconscioudy every
atom of hismind and soul sickened and writhed futilely away. It was flooding over him, drenching him,
permesting him through and through with the very essence of dreadfulness-he fdt hismind melting avay
under the solvent power of it, meting and running fluidly into new channds and fresh molds-horrible
molds. .

And just a that ingtant, while madness folded around him and his mind rocked on the verge of
annihilation, something snapped, and like a curtain the dark rolled away, and he stood sick and dizzy on
the gallery above the black sea. Everything was regling about him, but they were stable things that
shimmered and steadied before his eyes, blessed black rock and tangible surges that had form and
body-his feet pressed firmness and his mind shook itself and was clean and hisown again.

And then through the haze of wesknessthat still shrouded him avoice was shrieking wildly, "Kill! . ..
kill'" and he saw the Alendar staggering againgt therail, dl his outlines unaccountably blurred and
uncertain, and behind him Vaudir with blazing eyes and face

wrenched hideoudy into life again, screaming "Kill!" in avoice scarcey human.

Like an independent cresture his gun-hand leaped up-he had gripped that gun through everything that
happened-and he was dimly aware of the hardness of it kicking back againgt his hand with the recoil, and
of the blue flash flaming from itsmuzzle. It struck the Alendar's dark figure full, and therewasahissand a
dazzle. .

Smith closed his eyestight and opened them again, and stared with asick incredulity; for unless that
struggle had unhinged hisbrain after dl, and the worm-thoughts till dwelt dimily in hismind, tingeing all
he saw with unearthly horror-unless thiswas true, he was looking not at aman just rayed through the
lungs, and who should be dropping now in a bleeding, collapsed heap to the floor, but at-at-God, what
wasit? The dark figure had dumped againgt therail, and instead of blood gushing, ahideous, nameless,
formless black poured duggishly forth-adime like the heaving seabelow. Thewhole dark figure of the
man was melting, dumping farther down into the pool of blackness forming at hisfeet on the stonefloor.

Smith gripped his gun and watched in numb incredulity, and the whole body sank dowly down and
melted and logt al form- hideoudy, gruesomely-until where the Alendar had stood a hegp of dimelay
viscidly on the gdlery floor, hideoudy dive, heaving and rippling and striving to lift itself into a semblance
of humanity again. And as he watched, it lost even that form, and the edges melted revoltingly and the
meass flattened and did down into apool of utter horror, and he became aware that it was pouring dowly
through therailsinto the sea. He stood watching while the whole rolling, shimmering mound melted and
thinned and trickled through the bars, until the floor was clear again, and not even astain marred the
stone,

A painful congtriction of hislungs roused him, and he redlized he had been holding his breath, scarcely
daring to redlize. Vaudir had collgpsed againgt the wall, and he saw her knees give limply, and staggered



forward on uncertain feet to catch her as shefdl.

"Vaudir, Vaudir! he shook her gently. "Vaudir, what's happened? Am | dreaming? Are we safe now?
Areyou-awake again?'

Very dowly her whitelidslifted, and the black eyes met his. And he saw shadowily there the knowledge
of that wallowing void he had dimly known, the shadow that could never be cleared away. She was
steeped and foul with it. And the look of her eyes was such that involuntarily he released her and stepped
away. She staggered alittle and then regained her balance and regarded him from under bent brows. The
level inhumanity of her gaze struck into hissoul, and yet he

thought he saw aspark of the girl she had been, dwelling in torture amid the blackness. He knew he was
right when she said, in afaraway, tonelessvoice,

"Awake?. . . No, not ever now, Earthman. | have been down too
deeply into hell . . . he had dedlt me aworse torture than be knew,
for thereisjust enough humanity left within meto redizewhét |
have become, and to suffer. .

"Y es, heisgone, back into the dimethat bred him. | have been apart of him, onewith himinthe
blackness of hissoul, and | know. | have spent eons since the blackness came upon me, dwelt for
eternitiesin the dark, rolling seas of hismind, sucking in knowledge .

and as| was onewith him, and he now gone, so shdl | die; yet | will seeyou safely out of hereif itisin
my power, for it was | who dragged you in. If | can remember-if | canfind theway. . . ."

She turned uncertainly and staggered a step back aong the way they had come. Smith sprang forward
and did hisfree arm about her, but she shuddered away from the contact.

"No, no-unbearabl e-the touch of clean human flesh-and it breaks the chord of my remembering. . . . |
can not look back into hismind asit waswhen | dwelt there, and | mugt, | must. . . "

She shook him off and reeled on, and he cast one last look at the billowing sea, and then followed. She
staggered aong the sone floor on stumbling feet, one hand to the wall to support herself, and her voice
was whispering gustily, so that he had to follow closeto hear, and then amost wished he had not heard,

"-black dime-darkness feeding on light-everything wavers so- dime, dime and arolling sea-he rose out
of it, you know, before civilization began here-he is age-old-there never has been but one Alendar. . ..
And somehow-I could not seejust how, or remember why

-he rose from the rest, as some of hisrace on other planets had done, and took the man-form and
stocked his breeding-pens. . . ."

They went on up the dark halway, past curtains hiding incarnate loveliness, and the girl's ssumbling
footsteps kept time to her sumbling, haf-incoherent words.

"-haslived al these ages here, breeding and devouring beauty- vampire-thirst, ahideous ddight in
drinking in that beauty-force-l felt it and remembered it when | was one with him-wrapping black layers
of prima dime about-quenching human lovelinessin ooze, sucking-blind black thirdt. . . . And hiswisdom
was ancient and dreadful and full of power-so he could draw a soul out through theeyesand sink it in
hell, and drown it there, as he would have done mineif | had not had, somehow, adifference from the



rest. Great

Shar, | wish | had not! | wish | weredrowned in it and did not fedl in every atom of methe horrible
uncleanness of-what | know. But by virtue of that hidden strength | did not surrender wholly, and when
he had turned his power to subduing you | was able to struggle, there in the very heart of hismind,
making adisturbance that shook him as he fought us both-making it possible to free you long enough for
you to destroy the human flesh he was clothed in-so that he lgpsed into the ooze again. | do not quite
understand why that happened-only that his weakness, with you assailing him from without and me
struggling strongly in the very center of his soul was such that he was forced to draw on the power he had
built up to maintain himself in the man-form, and weskened it enough o that he collgpsed when the
man-form was assailed. And hefel back into the dime again-whence he rose-black
dime-heaving-oozing. . - ."

Her voicetraled away in murmurs, and she sumbled, dl but faling. When she regained her baance she
went on ahead of him at agreater distance, asif hisvery nearness were repugnant to her, and the soft
babble of her voice drifted back in broken phrases without meaning.

Presently the air began to tingle again, and they passed the slver gate and entered that gdllery where the
ar sparkled like champagne. The blue pool lay jewel-clear inits golden setting. Of the girlstherewas no
sgn.

When they reached the head of the gallery the girl paused, turning to him aface twisted with the effort at
memory.

"Hereisthetrid," shesaid urgently. "If | can remember-" She seized her head in clutching hands, shaking
it savagely. "I haven't the strength, now-can't-can't-" the piteous little murmur reached his ears
incoherently. Then she straightened resolutely, swaying alittle, and faced him, holding out her hands. He
clasped them hesitantly, and saw a shiver go through her at the contact, and her face contort painfully,
and then a shudder communicated itself through that clasp and he too winced in revolt. He saw her eyes
go blank and her face strainin lines of tengity, and afine dew broke out on her forehead. For along
moment she stood o, her face like death, and strong shudders went over her body and her eyes were
blank asthe void between the planets.

And as each shudder swept her it went unbroken through the clasping of their handsto him, and they
were black waves of dreadfulness, and again he saw the heaving seaand wallowed in the hell he had

fought out of on the gdlery, and he knew for the first time what torture she must be enduring who dwelt in
the very deeps of that uneasy dark. The pulses came fagter, and for moments together he went down into
the blind blackness and the dime, and felt the first wriggling of the worm-thoughtstickling the roots of his
brain.

And then suddenly a clean darkness closed round them and again everything shifted unaccountably, asif
the atoms of the gdlery were changing, and when Smith opened his eyes he was standing once morein
the dark, danting corridor with the smdll of sdt and antiquity heavy intheair.

Vaudir moaned softly beside him, and he turned to see her redling againgt thewall and trembling so from
head to foot that he looked to

see her fdl the next moment. -
"Better-in amoment,” she gasped. "It took-nearly al my strength to-to get usthrough-wait. . - ."
So they hated there in the darkness and the dead sdlt air, until the trembling abated alittle and she said,



"Come," in her little whimpering voice. And again the journey began. It was only ashort way, now, to the
barrier of black blankness that guarded the door into the room where they had first seen the Alendar.
When they reached the place she shivered alittle and paused, then resolutely held out her hands. And as
he took them he felt once more the hideous dimy waves course through him, and plunged again into the
heaving hdll. And as before the clean darkness flashed over them in abreath, and then she dropped his
hands and they were standing in the archway |ooking into the vel vet-hung room they had left-it seemed
€ons ago.

He watched as waves of blinding weakness flooded over her from that supreme effort. Death wasvisible
in her face assheturned to him at last.

"Come-oh, come quickly," she whispered, and staggered forward.

At her hedls he followed, across the room, past the great iron gateway, down the hail to the foot of the
slver gairs. And here his heart sank, for he felt sure she could never climb the long spird distancesto the
top. But she set her foot on the step and went upward resolutely, and as he followed he heard her
murmuring to hersdf,

"Wait-oh, wait-let me reach the end-let me undo this much- and then-no, no! Please Shar, not the black
dimeagain. - . . Earthman, Earthman!”

She paused on the stair and turned to face him, and her haggard face was frantic with desperation and
despair.
"Earthman, promise-do not let me die like thist When we reach

the end, ray me! Burn me clean, or | shal go down for eternity into the black sinksfromwhich | dragged
you free. Oh, promise!”

"l will,” Smith'svoice said quietly. "1 will."

And they went on. Endlessy the stairs spirded upward and endlesdy they climbed. Smith'slegs began to
acheintolerably, and his heart was pounding like awild thing, but VVaudir seemed not to notice weariness.
She climbed steadily and no more unsurely than she had come adong the hdls. And after eternitiesthey
reached the top.

And therethe girl fell. She dropped like a dead woman at the head of the silver spird. Smith thought for a
sck ingtant that he had failed her and let her die uncleansed, but in amoment or two she stirred and lifted
her head and very dowly dragged hersdlf to her feet.

"I will go on-1 will, I will," she whispered to hersdf. "-come thisfar-must finish-" and sheregled off down
thelovely, rosly-lit hallway panded in pearl.

He could see how periloudy near she wasto her strength's end, and he marveled at the tenacity with
which she clung to life though it ebbed away with every breath and the pulse of darkness flowed in after
it. So with bulldog stubbornness she made her wavering way past door after door of carven shell, under
rosy lightsthat flushed her face with aghastly mockery of hedth, until they reached the silver gateway a
the end. Thelock had been removed from it by now, and the bar drawn.

She tugged open the gate and stumbled through.

And the nightmare journey went on. It must be very near morning, Smith thought, for the hdlswere
deserted, but did he not sense a bregth of danger in the still air?.



The girl's gasping voice answered that half-formed query asif, like the Alendar, she held the secret of
reading men's minds.

"The-Guardians-<till rove the halls, and unleashed now-so keep your ray-gun ready, Earthman. .. ."

After that he kept his eyes dert asthey retraced, sumbling and dow, the steps he had taken on hisway
in. And once he heard distinctly the soft dither of-something-scraping over the marble pavement, and
twice he smdt with shocking suddennessin this scented air awhiff of salt, and hismind flashed back to a
rolling black sea.

- .. But nothing molested them.

Step by fdtering step the hallwaysfell behind them, and he began to recognize landmarks, and the girl's
footsteps staggered and hesitated and went on gallantly, incredibly, beating back oblivion,

fighting the dark surgesrolling over her, cinging with tenacious fingersto the tiny soark of lifethat drove
her on.

And at long lagt, after what seemed hours of desperate effort, they reached the blue-lit hallway at whose
end the outer door opened. Vaudir's progress down it was a series of dizzy staggers, interspersed with
pauses while she hung to the carven doors with tense fingers and drove her teeth into abloodlesslip and
gripped that last flicker of life. He saw the shudders sweep over her, and knew what waves of washing
dark must berising al about her, and how the worm-thoughts writhed through her brain. - . . But she
went on. Every step now was alittletripping, asif shefell from onefoot to the other, and at each step he
expected that knee to give way and pitch her down into the

black deeps that yawned for her. But she went on. -

She reached the bronze door, and with alast spurt of effort shelifted the bar and swung it open. Then
that tiny spark flickered out like alamp. Smith caught oneflash of the rock room within-and something
horrible on the floor-before he saw her pitch forward asthe rising tide of dimy oblivion closed &t last
over her head. Shewas dying as shefell, and he whipped the ray-gun up and fdlt the recoil againgt his
pam as ablue blaze flashed forth and transfixed her in midair. And he could have sworn her eyeslighted
for aflickering ingtant and the gdlant girl he had known looked forth, cleansed and whole, before
desth-clean desth-glazed them.

She dumped down in ahuddle at hisfeet, and hefelt asting of tears beneath his eyelids as he looked
down on her, ahuddle of white and bronze on the rug. And as he watched, afilm of defilement velled the
shining whiteness of her-decay set in before his eyes and progressed with horrible swiftness, and in less
timethan it takesto tell hewas staring with horrified eyesat apool of black dime acrosswhich green
velvet lay bedraggled.

Northwest Smith closed his pale eyes, and for amoment struggled with memory, striving to wrest from it
the long-forgotten words of aprayer learned a score of years ago on another planet. Then he stepped
over the pitiful, horrible heap on the carpet and went on.

Inthelittle rock room of the outer wall he saw what he had glimpsed when Vaudir opened the door.
Retribution had overtaken the eunuch. The body must have been his, for tatters of scarlet velvet lay about
the floor, but there was no way to recognize whet its origina form had been. The smell of sdt was heavy
intheair, and atrail of black dime snaked across the floor toward the wall. The wall was solid, but it
ended there. . .

Smith laid his hand on the outer door, drew the bar, swung it open. He stepped out under the hanging



vinesand filled hislungswith pureair, free, clear, untainted with scent or sdlt. A pearly dawn was
breaking over Ednes.



