SCARLET DREAM

Northwest Smith bought the shawl in the Lakkmanda Markets of Mars. It was one of his chiefest joysto
wander through the stdls and stands of that greatest of marketplaces whose wares are drawn from dl the
planets of the solar system, and beyond. So many songs have been sung and so many taleswritten of that
fascinating chaos caled the Lakkmanda Markets that thereislittle need to detail it here.

He shouldered hisway through the colorful cosmopolitan throng, the speech of athousand races beating
in hisears, the mingled odors of perfume and sweat and spice and food and the thousand nameless smdlls
of the place ling his nodtrils. Venders cried their waresin the tongues of a score of worlds.

As he gtrolled through the thick of the crowd, savoring the confusion and the odors and the sightsfrom
lands beyond counting, his eye was caught by aflash of that peculiar geranium scarlet that seemsto lift
itself bodily from its background and smite the eye with al but physica violence.

It came from ashawl thrown carelesdy across acarved chest, typically Martian drylander work by the
exquidte detail of that carving, so oddly at variance with the characteristics of the harsh dryland race. He
recognized the Venusian origin of the brasstray on the shawl, and knew the hesp of carved ivory beasts
that the tray held as the work of one of the leastknown races on Jupiter’ s largest moon, but from al his
wide experience he could draw no remembrance of any such woven work asthat of the shawl. Idly
curious, he paused at the booth and asked of its attendant,

“How much for the scarf?’

The man—he was a cand Martian—glanced over his shoulder and said carelesdly, “ Oh, that. Y ou can
haveit for haf acris—gives me aheadacheto look at the thing.”

Smith grinned and said, “I’ll giveyou fivedollars.”

“Ten”

“Six and ahdf, and that’ smy last offer.”

“Oh, take the thing.” The Martian smiled and lifted the tray of ivory beasts from the chest.

Smith drew out the shawl. It clung to his handslike alive thing, softer and lighter than Martian
“lamb’swool.” He felt sureit was woven from the hair of some beast rather than from vegetable fiber,

f& thedectric clinging of it sparkled with life. And the crazy pattern dazzled him with its utter

strangeness. Unlike any pattern he had seenin dl the years of hisfar wanderings, the wild, leaping scarlet
threaded itsi~ameess design in one continuous, tangled line through the twilight blue of-the background.
That dim blue was clouded exquisitdly with violet and green—deepy evening colors againgt which the
garing scarlet flamed like something more sinister and dive than color. Hefdt that he could dmost put his
hand between the color and the cloth, so vividly did it start up from its background.

“Wherein the universe did thiscome from?’ he demanded of the attendant.
The man shrugged.
“Who knows? It camein with abale of scrap cloth from

New York. | wasalittle curious about it myself, and called the market-master there to trace it. He saysit
was sold for scrap by adown-and-out Venusian who claimed he' d found it in aderdict ship floating
around one of the asteroids. He didn’'t know what nationdity the ship had been—avery early modd, he
said, probably one of the first space-ships, made before the identification symbols were adopted. I've



wondered why he sold the thing for scrap. He could have got double the price, anyhow, if he'd made any
effort.”

“Funny.” Smith stared down at the dizzy pattern writhing through the cloth in hishands. “Well, it swarm
and light enough. If it doesn’t drive me crazy trying to follow the pattern, I'll deep warm at night.”

He crumpled it in one hand, the whole six-foot square of it folding easily into his pam, and stuffed the
slky bundleinto his pocket—and thereupon forgot it until after hisreturn to his quartersthat evening.

He had taken one of the cubicle sted roomsin the great stedl lodging-houses the Martian government
offersfor avery nominal rent to transents. The origind purpose was to house those motley hordes of
gpaceman that swarm every port city of the civilized planets, offering them accommoda.. tions chesp and
satisfactory enough so that they will not seek the black byways of the town and therefdl in with the
denizens of the Martian underworld whose lawlessness is a byword among space sailors.

The great steel. building that housed Smith and countless others was not entirely free from the influences
of Martian byways, and if the police had actually searched the place with any degree of thoroughnessa
large percentage of its dwellers might have been transferred to the Emperor’ s prisons— Smith amost
certainly among them, for his activities were rarely within the law and though he could not recdl at the
moment any particularly flagrant snscommitted in Lackdarol, acharge could certainly have been found
againg him by the most half-hearted searcher. However, the likelihood of a police raid was very remote,
and Smith, ashewent

in under the stedl portas of the great door, rubbed shoulders with smugglers and pirates and fugitives and
gnnersof dl the snsthat keep the spaceways thronged.

In hislittle cubicle he switched on the light and saw adozen blurred replicas of himsdlf, reflected dimly in
the sted walls, spring into being with the sudden glow. In that curious company he moved forward to a
chair and pulled out the crumpled shawl. Shaking it in the mirror-walled room produced a sudden wild
writhing of scarlet patterns over walsand floor and celling, and for an instant the room whirled inan
inexplicable kaleidoscope and he had the impression that the four-dimensiona walls had opened
suddenly to undreamed-of vastnesses where living scarlet in wild, unruly patterns shivered through the
void.

Then inamoment the walls closed in again and the dim reflections ~quieted and became only the images
of atdl, brown man with pale eyes, holding acurious shawl in his hands. There was a strange, sensuous
pleasurein the clinging of the silky wool to hisfingers, the lightness of it, the warmth. He spread it out on
the table and traced the screaming scarlet pattern with hisfinger, trying to follow that one writhing line
through theintricacies of its path, and the more he stared the moreirritatingly clear it becameto him that
there must be apurposein that whirl of color~ that if he stared long enough, surely he must traceit out. . .

When he dept that mght he spread the bright shawl across his bed, and the brilliance of it colored his
dreamsfantadtically. .

That threading scarlet was alabyrinthine path down which he sumbled blindly, and at every turn he
looked back and saw himsdlf in myriad replicas, dways wandering lost and aone through the pattern of
the path. Sometimesit shook itsalf under hisfeet; and whenever he thought he saw the end it would
writheinto freshintricacies.-. .

The sky was agreat shawl threaded with scarlet lightning that shivered and squirmed as he watched, then
wound itsdf into the familiar, dizzy pattern that became one mighty Word

in aname ess writing, whose meaning he shuddered on the verge of understanding, and wokeinicy terror



just before the Significance of it broke upon hisbrain.

He dept again, and saw the shawl hanging in ablue dusk the color of its background, stared and stared
until the square of it melted imperceptibly into the dimness and the scarlet was apattern incised lividly
upon agate. . . agate of strange outlinein ahigh wal, half seen through that curious, cloudy twilight
blurred with exquisite patches of green and violet, so that it seemed no mortd twilight, but some strange
and lovely evening in aland where the air was suffused with colored migts,- and no winds blew. He felt
himsalf mov— ing forward, without effort, and the gate opened before him.

Hewas mounting along flight of steps. In one of the metamorphoses of dreamsit did not surprise him
that the gate had vanished, or that he had no remembrance of having climbed the long flight stretching
away behind him. Thelovely colored twilight till veiled the air, so that he could see but dimly the -steps
risng before him and mdting into the

migt. -

And now, suddenly, hewas aware of agtirring in the dimness, and agirl came flying down the sairsin
headlong, stumbling terror. He could see the shadow of it on her face, and her long, bright-colored hair
streamed out behind her, and from head to foot she was dabbled with blood. In her blind flight she must
not have seen him, for she came plunging downward three steps at atime and blundered full into him as
he stood undecided, watching. Theimpact al but unbalanced him, but hisarms closed ingtinctively about
her and for amoment she hung in his embrace, utterly spent, gasping againgt his broad |eather breast and
too breathless even to wonder who had stopped her. The smell of fresh blood rose to his nostrils from
her dreadfully spattered garments.

Finaly shelifted her head and raised aflushed, creamybrown face to him, gulping in air through lipsthe
color of

holly berries. Her dabbled hair, so fantastically golden that it might have been amogt. orange, shivered
about her as she clung to him with lifted, lovely face. In that dizzy moment he saw that her eyeswere
sherry-brown with tints of red, and the fantastic, colored beauty of her face had a—wild tinge of
something utterly at odds With anything he had ever known before. It might have been thelook in her

eyes.
“Oh!” shegasped. “It—it hasher! Let mego! ... Let me—"
Smith shook her gently.

“What has her?” he demanded. “Who? Listen to me! Y ou’ re coveind with blood, do you know it? Are
you hurt?’

She shook her head wildly.
“No—no——et mego! |. must—not my blood— hers

She sobbed on the last word, and suddenly collapsed in his arms, weeping with aviolent intengity that
shook her from head to foot. Smith gazed hel plessly about over the orange head, then gathered the
shaking girl in hisarms and went on up the steps through the violent gloaming.

Hemust have climbed for dl of five minutes before the twilight thinned alittle and he saw that the stairs
ended at the head of along halway;liigh-arched like a cathedrd aile. A row of low doors ran down one
sde of the hail, and he turned aside at random iato tl)e nearest. It gave upon a galery whose arches
opened into blue space. A low bench ran along the wall under the gallery windows, and he crossed i,



gently setting down the sobbing girl and supporting her againgt his shoulder.
“My sgter,” shewept. “It has her—oh, my sigter!”

“Don’'t cry, don't cry,” Smith heard his own voice saying, surprisingly. “I1t’ sal adream, you know. Don't
cry— there never was any sster—you don't exist at all—don’t cry s0.”

She jerked her head up at that, startled out of her sobs for amoment, and~stared at him with
sherry-brown eyes drowned in tears. Her lashes clung together in wet, starry points. She

stared with searching eyes, taking lathe-leather-brownness of him, his spaceman’ s suit, his scaried dark
face and eyes paler than stedl. And then alook of infinite pity softened the strangeness of her face, and
she sad gently.

“Oh. . . you come from—from——you 4till believe that you dream!”

“I know I'm dreaming,” persisted Smith childiishly. “1’m lying asleep in Lakkdarol and dreaming of you,
and dl this, and when | wake—"

She shook her head sadlly.

“Y ou will never wake. Y ou have come into a more deadly dream than you could ever guess. Thereisno
waking fromthisland.”

“What do you mean? Why not?’ A little absurd pity was starting up in hismind at the sorrow and the pity
in her voice, the sureness of her words. Y et this was one of those r~re dreams wherein he knew quite
definitely that he dreamed. He

could not be migtaken. .. . —

“There are many dream countries,” she said, “stany nebulous~unrea haf-lands where the souls of
deepers wander, placesthat have an actud, tenuous existence, if one knowstheway. . . . But
here—itbas happened before, you see—one may not blunder without passing a door that opens one way
only. And hewho hasthe key to open it may come through, but he can never find the way into hisown
waking land again. Tell me—what key opened the door to

you?’ -
“The shawl,” Smith murmured. “ The shawl . . . of course. That damnable red pattern, dizzy—"

He passed ahand across his eyes, for the memory of it, writhing; dive, searingly scarlet, burned behind
hiseydids.

“What wasit?’ she demanded, breathlessly, he thought, asif a haf-hopel ess eagernessforced the
question from her lips. “Can you remember?’ -

“A red pattern,” he said dowly, “athread of bright scarlet woven into a blue shawl—nightmare
pattern— painted on the gate | caine by. . . but it’s only ~a dream, of

course. Inafew minutesI’ll wake. . . .“ She clutched hisknee excitedly.
“Can you remember?’ she demanded. “The pattern—.-the red pattern? The Word?’

“Word?" hewondered stupidly. “Word—in the sky?



No—no, | don’t want to r~ember—crazy pattern, you kflow. Can’t forget it—but no, | couldn’t tell you
what it was, or trace it for you. i~ever was anything like it—thank God. It was on that shaw. . .

“Woven on ashawl,” she murmured to herself. “ Y es, of course. But how you ever caine by it, in your
world—when it—when it—oh!”

Memory of whatever tragedy had sent her flying down the stairs swept back in aflood, and her face
crumpled into tearsagain. “My sigter!”

“Tdl mewhat happened.” Smith woke from his daze at the sound of her sob. “Can't | help? Please | et
me try—tell

me about it.” - -

“My sgter,” shesaid faintly. “1t caught her in the hall— caught her before my eyes—spattered me with
her blood. On!...

“It?" puzzled Smith. “What? Isthere danger?’ and his hand moved ingtinctivel y~toward his gun.
She caught the gesture and smiled allittle scornfully

through her tears. , -

“It,” shesad. “ The—the Thing. No gun can harm it, no man can fight it—It caine, and that was al.”
“But what isit? What doesit look like? Isit near?’

“It' severywhere. One never knows—until the mist beginsto thicken and the pulse of red shows
through—and then it’ stoo late. We do not fight it, or think of it overmuch—life would be unbearable.
For it hungers and must be fed, and we who feed it strive to live as happily aswe may know before the
Thing comes for us. But one can never know.”

- “Wheredid it come from? What isit?’ -
“No one knows—it has dways been here—awayswill be
too nebulousto die or be killed—a Thing out of some

alien place we couldn’t understand, ‘I suppose—somewhere so long ago, or in some such unthinkable
dimension that we will never have any knowledge of itsorigin. But asl say, wetry notto think.” -

“If it eatsflesh,” said Smith stubbornly, “it must be vulnerable—and | have my gun.”

“Tryifyoulike,” she shnigged. “ Othershavetried—and it ill, comes. It dwdlls here, we believe, if it dwdls
any~ where. We are—taken—more often in these halls than elsawhere. When you are weary of life you
might bring your gun and wait under thisroof. Y ou may not havelong to wait.”

“I'm. no~ ready to try the experiment just yet,” Smith grinned. “tf the Thing lives here, why do you
come?’

She shrugged again, apatheticaly. “If we do not, it will come after uswhen it hungers. And we come here
for—for our food.” She shot him a curious glance from under lowered lids. *Y ou wouldn't understand.
But asyou say, it'sadangerous place. We d best go now—you will comewith me, won't you? | shal

be lonely now.” And her eyes brimmed again.



“Of course. I’'m sorry, my dear. I'll dowhat | can for you—until! wake.” He grinned at the fantastic
sound of this.

“Youwill not wake,” she said quietly. “Better not to hope, | think. Y ou are trapped here with the rest of
usand here you must stay until. you die.” -

Herose and held out his hand.
“Let’sgo, then,” hesaid. “Maybe you'reright, but— well, come on.”

Shetook hishand and jumped up. The orange hair, too fantastically colored for anything outside a
dream, swung about her brilliantly. He saw now that she wore a single white garment, brief and belted,
over the creamy brownness of her body. It was torn now, and hideoudy stained. She made a pictd~e of
srange and vivid loveliness, dl white and gold and bloody, in the misted twilight of the gallery.

“Whereare we going?’ she asked Smith. “Out there?’ And he nodded toward the blueness beyond the
windows.

— Shedrew her shoulderstogether in alittle shudder of distaste. “Oh, no,” she~aid.
“What isit?’

“Ligten.” Shetook him bythe anus and lifted a serious

faceto his. “If you must stay here—and you mugt, for there

isonly oneway out save degth, and that is aworse way even than dying—you mus learn to ask no
guestions about the— the Temple. Thisisthe Temple. Hereit dwells. Here we— feed.

“There are hdlswe know, and we keep to them. It iswiser. Y ou saved my life when you stopped me on
those stairs—no one has ever gone down into that mist and darkness, and returned. | should have
known, seeing you climb them, that you were not of us. . . for whatever lies beyond, wherever that
stairway leads—it is better not to know. It is better not to look out the windows of this place. We have
learned that, too. For from the outside the Temple looks strange enough, but from the ingde, looking out,
oneisliableto seethingsit is better not to see,, . . What that blue spaceis, on which thisgallery opens, |
do not know—I have no wish to know. There are ~.'indows here open g on stranger things than
this—but we turn our eyes away when we passthem. You will learn. , -.

Shetook hishand, smiling alittle.
“Comewith me, now.” - -~

And in slencethey left the galery opening on space and went down the hail where the blue mist floated
s0 beautifully with its clouds of violet and green confusing, the eye, and agresat stillness. dl about.

The hdlwaysled straight, as nearly as he could see, for the floating clouds velled it, toward the great
portals of the Temple. In the form of amighty triple arch it opened out of the clouded twilight upon a
shining day like no day he had ever seen, on any planet. The light came from no visible source, and there
wasalucid qudity about it, nebulous but

unmistakable, asif one werelooking through the depths of acrysta, or through clear water that trembled
alittle now and then. It was diffused through the trand ucent day from a sky as shining and unfamiliar as
everything dsein thisamazing dreamlend.



They stood under the great arch of the Temple, looking out over the shining land beyond~" Afterward he
could never quite remember what had made it so unutterably strange, so indefinably dreadful. There were
trees, feathery masses of green and bronze above the bronze-green grass; the bright air shimmered, and
through the leaves he caught the glimmer of water not far away. At first glance it seemed a perfectly
normal sense—yet tiny details caught his eyesthat sent ripples of coldness down hisback. The grass, for
instance,

When they stepped down upon it and began to cross the meadow toward the trees beyond which water
gleamed, he saw that the blades were short and soft as fur, and they seemed to cling to his companion’s
bare feet as s-he walked. As he looked out over the meadow he saw that long waves of it, from every
direction, wererippling toward them asif the wind blew from al sides at once toward the common center
that was themsalves. Y et no wind blew.

- “It—it'sdive” he sammered, sartled. “The grass”
“Yes, of course” shesad indifferently. -

And then he redlized that though the fegthery fronds of the trees waved now and then, gracefully together,
there was no wind. And they did not sway in onedirection only, but by twos and threesin many ways,
dipping and riang with asecret, contained life of their own.

Whett they reached the belt of woodland he looked up curiously and heard -the whisper and rustle of
|~aves above him, bending down asif in curiosity as the two passed benegath. They never bent far enough
to touch them, but asinister air of watchfulness, of diveness, brooded over the whole uncannily dive
landscape, and theripples of the grass followed them wherever they went.

Thelake, like that twilight in the Temple, was adegpy blue clouded with violet and green, not like regl
water, for the colored blurs did not diffuse or change asit rippled.

Onthe shore, alittle above the water line, stood atiny, shrine-like building of some creamy stone, its
walls no more than a series of arches open toihe blue, tranducent day. Thegirl led him to the doorway
and gestured within negligently.

“l livehere” shesaid.

Smith stared. It was quite empty save for two low couches with a blue coverlet thrown across each.
Very classcit looked, with its whiteness and austerity, the arches opening on avista of woodland and
grass beyond.

“Doesn't it ever get cold?’ he asked. “Where do you eat?
Where are your books and food- and clothes?’

“I have some spare tunics under my couch,” she said. “That’sal. No books, no other clothing, no food.
Wefeed at the Temple. It isnever any colder or warmer. than this.”

“But what do you do?’

“Do?Oh, swiminthelake, deep and rest and wander through the woods. Times passes very quickly.”
“Idyllic,” murmured Smith, “but rather tiresome, |

should think.” -



“When one knows,” 1she said, “that the next moment may be one' sladt, lifeis savored to the full. One
sretchesthe hours out as long as possible. No, for usit isnot tire— some.” -

“But have you no cities? Where are the other people?’

“Itisbest not to collect in crowds. Somehow they seem to draw—it. Welivein twos and
threes—sometimes alone. We have no cities. We do nothing—what purpose in beginning anything when
we know we shall not’ liveto end it? Why even think too long of one thing? Come down to the lake.”

Shetook hishand and led him across the clinging grass to the sandy brink of the water, and they sank in
slence on the narrow beach. Smith looked out over the lake where vague colors misted the blue, trying
not to think of the fantastic. things that were happening to him. Indeed, it was hard to do

“much thinking, here, in the midst of the blueness and th~ silence, the very air dreamy about ‘them . . . the
cloudy water |apping the shore with tiny, soft sounds like the breathing of a deeper. The place was heavy
with the stillness and the dreamy colors, and Smith was never sure, afterward, whetherin his dream he did
not deep for awhile; for presently he heard astir a hissde and the girl reseated hersdlf, clad in afresh
tunic, al the blood washed away. Hecould not remember her having left, but it did not trouble him.

Thelight had for some time been sinking and blurring, and imperceptibly a cloudy blue twilight closed
about them, seeming somehow to rise from the blurring lake, for it partook of that same dreamy blueness
clouded with vague colors. Smith thought that he would be content never to rise again from that cool
sand, to st herefor ever in the blurring twilight and the sllence of his dream. How long hedid sit there he
never knew. The blue peace enfolded him “ utterly, uniil be was stegped in its misty evening colors and-
permested through and through with the tranced quiet.

The darkness had deegpened until he could no longer see any more than the nearest wavelets lapping the
sand. Beyond, and al about, the dream-world melted into the violet-misted blueness of the twilight. He
was not aware that he had turned his head, but presently he found himself looking down on the girl beside
him. Shewaslying on the pale sand, her hair afan of darknessto framethe palor of her face.

In the twilight her mouth was dark too, and from the darkness under her lashes he dowly became awvare
that she waswatching him unwinkingly. -

For abOg while he sat there, gazing down, meeting the half-hooded eyesin silence. And presently, with
the effortless detachment of one who movesin adream, he bent down to meet her lifting arms. The sand
was cool and swest, and her mouth tasted faintly of blood.

There wa~ no sunrisein that land. Lucid day brightened dowly over the breathing landscape, and grass
and trees gtirred with wakening awareness, rather horribly in the beauty of the morning. Whew Smith
woke, he saw the girl coming up from the lake, shaking blue water from her orange hair. Blue droplets
clung to the creaminess of her skin, and she was laughing and flushed from head to foot in the glowing
dawn.

Smith sat up on his couch and pushed back the blue coverlet. -
“I’'mhungry,” he said. “When and what do we eat”?’

Thelaughter vanished from he.r face in a bregth. She gave her hair atroubled shake and said doubtfully,
[1] Hurgry?l



“Yes, starved! Didn't you say you get your food at the Temple? Let’ sgo up there.”
She sent him asidelong, enigmatic glance from under her lashes as she turned aside.
“Very wdl,” shesad.

“Anything wrong?’ He reached out as, she passed and pulled her to hisknee, kissing the troubled mouth
lightly. And again he tasted blood. -

“Oh, no.” Sheruffledhis hairandrose. “I’ [Ibereadyina moment, and then we' [l go.”

And s0 again they passed the belt of woods where the trees bent down to watch, and crossed the
rippling grasdand. From all directions long waves of it came blowing toward them as before, and the
fur-like blades clung to their feet. Smith tried not to notice. Everywhere, he was seeing thismorning, an
undercurrent of nameless unpleasantness ran beneeth the surface of thislovely land.

Asthey crossed the live grass a memory suddenly returned to him, and he said, “What did you mean,
yesterday, when you said that there was a way—out—other than death?’

She did not meet his eyes as she answered, in that troubled
voice, “Worsethandying,lsaid. A wayoutwedonotspesk of here.
“But if theré' sany way at dl, | must know of it,” he perssted. “Tell me” -

She swept the orange hair like avell between them, bending her head and saying indigtinctly, “A way out
you coult not take. A way too costly. And—and | do not wish you to go, now.. .

“I must know,” said Smith relentlesdly. -
She paused then~ and stood looking up at him., her sherrycolored eyes disturbed.

“By theway you came,” shesaid at last. “By virtue of the Word. But that gate isimpassable..”

“Why?

“It is death to pronounce the Word. * Literafl). | do not know it now, cOuld not speak it if | would. But in
the Temple thereis one room where the Word is graven in scarlet on thewall, and its power is so great
that the echoes of it ring for ever round and round that room. If one stands before the graven symbol and
lets the force of it beat upon ‘hisbrain he will hear, and know—and shriek the awful syllables
aloud—and so die. It isaword from some tongue so dien to all our being that the spoken sound of it,
echoing in thethroat of aliving man, isdisrupting enough to rip the very fibers of the human body
apart—to blagt its atoms asunder, to destroy body and mind as utterly. asif they bad never’ been. And
because the sound is so disruptive it somehow blasts open for an instant the door between your world
and mine. But the danger is dreadful, for it may open the door to other worlds too, and let things through
more terrible than we can 4ream of . Some say it was thus that the Thing gained accessto our land eons
ago. And if you are not standing exactly where the door opens, on the one spot in the room that is
protected, asthe center of awhirlwind is quiet, and if you do not passinstantly out of the sound of the
Word, it will blast. you asunder asit does the one who has pronounced it for you. So you see how
impos—" Here she broke off withalittle scream,

and glanced down in half-laughing annoyance, then took two or three little running steps and turned.

“Thegrass,” she explained ruefully, pointing to her feet. The brOwn bareness of them was dotted with



scores of tiny blood-spots. “If one stands too long in one place, barefoat, it will pierce the skinand
driiik”-~stupid of meto forget. But come.”

Smith went on at her Sde, looking round with new eyes upon the lovely, pellucid land, too beautiful and
frightening for anything outsde adream. All about them the hungry grass came hurrying inlong,
converging waves as they advanced. Were the trees, then, flesh-eating too? Canniba trees and vampire
grass—he shuddered alittle and looked

ahead. . -
The Temple stood tall before them, abuilding of some

nameless materia as mistily blue asfar-off mountains on the Earth. The mistiness did not condense or
clarify asthey approached, and the outlines of the place were mysterioudy bard to fix in mind—he could
never understand, afterward, just why. When hetried too hard to concentrate on one

pifticular corner or tower or window it blurred before hiseyes asif the fOcus were at fault—asiif the
whole strange, veiled building stood just on the borderland of another dimension.

From theimmensg, triple arch of the doorway, asthey approached—actriple arch like nothing he had
ever seen before, so irritatingly hard to focus upon that be could not be sure just wherein its difference
lay—apaeblue migt issued smokily: And when they stopped within they walked into that twilight
dimness he was coming to know so well.

The great hail lay straight and veiled before them, but after afew stepsthe girl drew him aside and under
another archway, into along gallery through whose drifting haze he could see rows of men and women
knedling againgt the wall with bowed heads, asif in prayer. Sheled him down thelineto the

-end, and he saw then that they knelt before small spigots
curving up from thewall at regular intervals. She dropped to

her knees before one and, motioning him to follow, bent her head and laid her lipsto the up-curved
spout. Dubioudy hefollowed her example.

Ingtantly with the touch of his mouth on the nameless

substance of the spigot something hot and, strangely, at once sdty and sweet flowed into his mouth.
There was an acridity about it that gave a curious tang, and the more he drank the more avid he became.
Hauntingly deliciousit was, and.

warmth flowed through him more strongly with every draft.

Y et somewhere deep within him memory stirred unpleasantly . . . somewhere, somehow, he had known
thishot, acrid, salty taste before, and—suddenly suspicions. struck him like abludgeon, and he jeited his
lipsfrom the spout asif it burnt. A tiny thread of scarlet trickled from the wall. He passed the back of one
hand across hislips and brought it away red. He knew that odor, then. -

The girl knelt beside him with closed eyes, rapt avidity in every line of her. When he seized her shoulder
she twitched away and opened protesting eyes, but did not lift her lips from the spigot. Smith gestured
violently, and with onelast long draft she rose and turned a hdf-angry faceto his, but laid a

finger on her reddened lips. -



Hefollowed her in silence past the knedling lines again. When they reached the bal outside he swung
upon her and gripped her shoulders angrily.

“What was ‘that?’ he * demanded.
Her eyesdid away. She shrugged.

“What were you expecting? We feed aswe mug, here. You'll learn to drink without aqualm—if it does
not come for you too soon.” -

A moment longer he stared angrily down into her evasive, strangely lovely face. Then he turned without a
word and strode down the halway through the drifting.mists toward the

door. He heard her bare feet pattering dong behind hurriedly, but he did not look back. Not until he had
come out into the glowing day and half crossed the grasdands did he relent, enough to glance around.
She paced at his heels with bowed

head, the orange hair swinging about her face and unhappiness e oquent in- every motion. The submisson
of her

touched him suddenly, and he paused for her to catch up, smiling down haf reluctantly on the bent
orange head.

Shelifted atragic faceto his, and there were tearsin the
sherry eyes. So he had no choi& but to laugh and lift her up

againg hisleather-clad breast and kiss the drooping mouth into smiles again. But he understood, now~
thefaintly acrid bitterness of her kisses.

“Stll,” he said, when they had reached the little white shrine among the trees, “there must be some other
food than—that. Does no grain grow? [sn't there any wild lifein the woods? Haven't the trees fruit?”.

She gave him another sdelong, look from tinder dropped lashes, wa-ily.
“No,” she said. “Nothing but the grass grows here. NO'

living thing dwellsin thisland but man—and it. And asfor thefruit of the trees—give thanksthat they
bloom but oncein alifetime.”

“Better not to—spesk of it,” shesaid.

The phrase, the constant evasion, was beginning to wear on Smith’ s nerves. He sai~ nothing Of it then,.
but he turned from her and went down to the beach, dropping to the sand and striving to recapture.last
night’ s languour and peace. His hunger was curioudy satisfied, even from the few swallows he had taken,
and gradudly the drowsy content of the day before began to flow over him in degpening waves. After dl,
itwasalovey land. .

That day drew dreamily to a close, and darkness rosein amist from the misty lake, and he cameto find
in kisses that tasted of blood a certain tang thatbut pointed their sveetness.

And in the morning he woke to the dowly brightening day, swam with the girl in the blue, tingling waters
of the lake— and reluctantly went up through the woods and across the ravenous grass to the Temple,
driven by ahunger greater than his repugnance. He went up with adight nausearisng within him, and yet
strangely eager. . ..



- Once more the Temple rose veiled and indefinite under the glowing sky, and once more he plunged into
the ete~nal twilight of its corridors, turned aside as one who knows the

way, kndt of hisown accord in the line of drinkersaong thewall....

With thefirst draft that nausearose within him amost’ overwhelmingly, but when the warmth’ of the drink
had spread through him the nausea died and nothing was left but hunger and eagerness, and he drank
blindly until the girl’s hand on his shoulder roused him.

A sort of intoxication had wakened within him with the burning of that hot, sdt drink in hisveins, and he
went back across the hurrying grassin a haf-daze. Through most of the pellucid day it lasted, and the
dow dark wasrising from the lake before clearness returned to him. -

if

And so liferesolved itsdlf into avery smplething. The days glowed by and the blurred darknesses came
and went.

Life held little any more but the bright clarity of the day and’ the dimness of the dark, morning journeysto
drink at the Temple fountain and the bitter kisses of the girl with the

orange hair. Time had ceased for him. Sow day followed dow day, and the same round of living circled
over and over, and the only change—perhaps he did not see it then—wasthe

- degpening-look in the girl’ s eyeswhen they rested upon him,
her growing silences. --

One evening just asthe first faint dimness was clouding the air, and the lake smoked hazily, he happened
to glance off acrossits surface and thought he saw through the risng mists the outline of very far
mountains,

He asked curioudy, “What lies beyond the lake? Aren’t those mountains over there?”
The girl turned her head quickly and her sherry-brown eyes

- darkened with something like dread.

“ldon’t know,” shesaid. “We bdieveit best not to wonder what lies—beyond.”
And suddenly Smith'’ sirritation with the old evasonswoke and he said violently,

“Damn your beliefs! I'm sick of that answer to every question | ask! Don’t you euar. wonder about
anything? Are you al so thoroughly cowed by this dread of something unseen that every spark of your
Soirit isdead?”’

She turned the sorrowful, sherry gaze upon him.

“Welearn by experience,” she said. “Those who wonder—those who investigate—die. Weliveinaland
aivew,ith danger, incomprehensble, intangible, terrible. Lifeisbearable only if we do not ook too
closdy—only if we accept conditions and make the most of them. Y ou must not ask

questionsif you would live,

“Asfor the mountains beyond, and al the unknown country that lies over the horizons—they areas



unreachable as a

mirage. For in”aland where no food grows, where we must visit the Temple daily or starve, how could
an explorer provison himsdf for ajourney? No, we are bound here by unbreakable bonds, and we must
live here until wedie”

Smith shrugged. The languor of the evening was coming upon him, and the brief~flare of irritation had
died asswiftly

asitroxe. ‘ -

Y et from that outburst dated the beginning of his discontent. Somehow, deg,Ite the lovely languor of the
place, despite the sweet bitterness of the Temple fountains and the sweeter bitterness of the kisses that
were hisfor the asking, he could not drive from hismind the vision of those far mountainsvelled inrisng
haze. Unrest had wakened within him, and like some deeper arising from alotus-dream his mind turned
more and more frequently to the desire for action, adventure, some other use for his danger-hardened
body than the exigencies of deep and food and love. -

On dl sdes gretithed the moving, restlesswoods, farther than the eye could reach. The grasdands
rippled, and over the* dim horizon the far mountains beckoned him. Even the

mystery of the Temple and its endless twilight began to torment his waking moments. He dallied with the
idea of exploring those halways which the dwellersin thislotudand avoided, of gazing from the strange
windows that opened upon inexplicable blue. Surdly life, even here, -must bold some more fervent
meaning than that he followed now. What lay beyond the wood and grasdands? What mysterious
country did those mountainswall?

He began to harry his companion with questions that woke more and more often the look of dread
behind her eyes, but he gained little satisfaction. She belonged to a people without history, without
ambition, their lives bent wholly toward wringing from each moment itsfull sweetnessin anticipation of
the terror to come. Evasion was the keynote of their existence, perhaps with reason. Perhaps all the
adventurous spirits among them had followed their curiogity into danger and death, and the only ones | eft
were the submissive soulswho led their bucolically voluptuous livesin this Elysum so shadowed with
horror.

In this colored lotus-land, memories of the world he had |eft grew upon him more and more he
remembered the hurrying crowds of the planets capitals, the lights, the noise, the laughter. He saw
gpace-ships cleaving the' night sky with flame, flashing from world to world through the star-flecked
darkness. He remembered sudden brawlsin saloons and space-sailor dives when the air was dive with
shouts and tumult, and heat-guns dashed their blue-hot blades of flame and the smdll of burnt flesh hung
heavy. Life marched in pageant past hisremembering eyes, violent, vivid, shoulder to shoulder with
death. And nostalgiawrenched at him for the lovely, terrible, brawling worlds he had left behind.

Daily the unrest grew upon him. The girl made pathetic little attempts to find some sort of entertainment
that would o~cupy hisranging mind. Sheled him on timid excursonsinto the living woods, even
conquered her horror of the Temple enough to follow him on timorous tiptoe as he

explored alittle way down the corridors which did not arouse in her tdo anguished aterror. But she. must
have known from the first that it was hopeless.

One day asthey lay on the sand watching the lake ripple bluely under acrysta sky,
Siuitth’ s-eyes,dwelling on the faint shadow of the mountains, half unseeingly, suddenly narrowed into a
hardness as bright and pale as stedl. Muscleridged his abruptly set jaw and he sat upright with ajerk,



pushing away the girl who had been leaning on his shoulder.

“I’'mthrough,” he said harshly, and rose.

“What—what isit?’ The girl sumbled to her feet.

“I"m going away—anywhere. To those mountains, | think. I’'m leaving now!”
“But—youwish to die, then?’

“Better thered thing than aliving death likethis” hesaid~“At least I'll have alittle more excitement
firs”

“But, what of your food? There s nothing to keep you alive, even if you escape the greater dangers.
Why, you'll dare not even lie down on the grass at night—it would egt you dive! Y ou have no chance at
dl toliveif you leave thisgrove—and me.” -

“If I must die, | shdl~" hesaid. “I’ve been thinking it over, and I’ ve made up my mind. | could explore
the Temple and so come on it and cue. But do something | must, and it seemsto mt my best chanceisin
trying to reach some country where food grows before! starve. It sworth trying. | can’t go on likethis.”

Shelooked a him miserably, tears brimming her sherry

eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say aword her eyes strayed beyond his
shoulder and suddenly she smiled, adreadful, frozen little amile.

“Youwill not go,-” shesad. “Death has comefor usnw.” -
Shesadit so camly, so unafraid that he did not understand until she pointed beyond him. He turned.
Theair between them and the shrine was curioudy agi

tated. As hewatched, it began to resolveitself into a nebulous blue mist that thickened and darkened. . .
blurry tingesof violet and green began to blow through it vaguely, and then by imperceptible degreesa
flush of rose appeared in the mist—deepened, thickened, contracted into burning scarlet that seared his
eyes, pulsed dively—and he knew that it had come. -

An auraof menace seemed to radiate fromiit, strengthening asthe mist strengthene,d, reaching out in
hunger toward hismind. Hefdt it astangibly as he saw it—cloudy danger reaching out avidly for them
both.

The girl was not afriad. Somehow he knew this, though he dared not turn, dared not wrench hiseyes
from that hypnotically pulsing scarlet. . . . Shewhispered very softly from behind him.

-“So | diewithyou, | am content.” And the sound of her voice freed him from the snare of the crimson
pulse,

He barked awalfish laugh, abruptly—welcoming even this diverson from the eterna idyl he had been
living—and the gun legping to his hand spurted along blue flame so ingtantly thet the girl behind him
caught her breath. The sted-blue dazzle illumined the gathering migt lividly, passed through it without
obstruction and charred the ground beyond. Smith set histeeth and swung afigure-eight pattern of flame
through and through the migt, lacing it with blue heat. And when that finger of fire crossed the scarl et
pulse the impact jarred the whole nebulous cloud violently, so that its outlines wavered and shrank, and
the pulse of crimson sizzled under the heat—shriveled—began to fade in desperate haste. - --



Smith swept, the ray back and forth aong the redness, tracing its pattern with destruction, but it faded
too swiftly for him. In little more than an ingtant it had pale and disembodied and vanished save for a
fading flush of rose, and the blue-hot. blade of hisflame sizzled harmlesdy through the disappearing mist
to sear the ground beyond. He switched off the heet, then, and stood breathing alittle unevenly asthe
death-cloud

thinned and paled and vanished before his eyes, until no trace of it wasleft and the air glowed lucid &fid
transparent once

more. . -

The unmistakable odor of burning flesh caught at his nogtrils, and he wondered for amoment if the Thing
had indeed materialized a nucleus ~Tmatter, and then he saw that the smell came from the seared grass
hisflame had struck.

Thetiny, furry blades were dl writhing away from the burnt spot, straining at their roots asif awind blew
them back and from the blackened area athick smoke rose, reeking with the odor of burnt meat. Smith,
remembering their vampire habits, turned away, haf nauseated.

The girl had sunk. to the sand behind him, trembling violently now that the danger was gone.
“Is—it dead?.” she breathed, when she could master her quivering mouth.

“| don’t know. No way of teffing. Probably not.”

“What will—will you do now?’

He did the heat-gun baék into its holster and settled the belt purposefully.

“What | started out to do.” -

The girl scrambled up in desperate haste.

“Wait!” she gasped, ‘~wait!” and clutched at hisarm to steedy hersdlf. And he waited until the trembling
had passed. Then she went on, “ Come ujfto the Temple once more before you go.”

“All right. Not abad idea. It may be along time before my next—med.”

And s0 again they crossed the fur-soft grass that bore down upon them in long ripples from every part of
the meadow.

The Templerose dim and unreal before them, and asthey entered blue twilight folded them dreamily
about. Smith turned by habit toward the gallery of the drinkers, but the girl laid upon hisarms ahand that
shook alittle, and murmured, “Comethisway.”

He followed ingrowing surprise down the halway through the drifting mists and away from the galery he
knew so well.

It seemed to him that the mist thickened~ as they advanced,

~and iii the uncertain light be could never be sure that the walls did not waver as nebuloudy asthe
blurring air.- Hefet a curiousimpulse to step through their intangible barriers and out of the hail
into—what?

Presently steps rose under hisfeet, dmost imperceptibly, and after awhile the pressure on hisarm drew



him aside. They went in under alow, heavy arch of stone and entered the strangest room he had ever
seen. It appeared to be sevensided, as nearly as he could judge through the drifting mist, and curious,
converging lineswere graven deep in the floor.

It seemed to him that forces outside his comprehension
were begting violently againg the seven walls, circling like
hurricanes through the dimness until the whole roomwasa
meaelstrom of invisbletumult. -

When helifted his eyesto the wail, he knew where he was. Blazoned on the dim Stone, burning through
the twilight like some other-dimensiond fire, the scarlet pattern writhed acrossthewall.

Thesgght of it, somehow, set up acommotion in hisbrain, and it was with whirling head and stumbling
-feet that he answered to thepressure on hisarm. Dimly be redlized that he stood at the very center of
those strange, converging lines, fedling forces beyond reason coursing through him along paths outside
any knowledge he possessed.

Then for one moment arms clasped his neck and awarm, fragrant body pressed againgt him, and avoice
sobbed in hisear.

“If you must leave me, then go back through the Door, beloved—life without you—more dreadful eve~i
than adesth likethis. . . . A kiss-that stung of blood clung to hislipsfor an instant; then the clasp
loosened and he stood aone.

Through the twilight he saw her dimly outlined against the Word. And he thought, as she stood there, that
itwasasif theinvisible current beat bodily against her, so that she swayed and wavered before him, her
outlines blurring and forming again as the forces from which he was so mysticaly protected buffeted her’
merciledy.

And he saw knowledge dawning terribly upon her face, as

the meaning of the Word seg~ed dowly into her mind. The sweet brown face twisted hideoudly, the
blood-red lips writhed apart to shriek aWord-in amoment of clarity he actualy saw her tongue twisting
incredibly to form the sylla’ bles of the ungpeakable thing never meant for human lipsto frame. Her
mouth opened initran impossible shape. . . she gasped in the blurry mist and shrieked adoud. . .. -

-lv

Smith waswalking along atwigting path so scarlet that he could not bear to look down, a path that
wound and unwound and shook itself under hisfeet so that he sumbled at every step. He was groping
through a.blinding mist clouded with violet and green, and in his ears adreadful whisper rang—thefirst
gyllable of an unutterable Word. . . . Whenever he neared the end of the path it shook itself under -him
and doubled back, and wesariness like adrug was sinking into his brain, and the deepy twilight colors of
themist lulled him, and— - -

“He swaking up!” said an exultant voicein hisear.

Smith lifted heavy eydids upon aroom without walls—aroom wherein multiple fl~ures extending into
infinity moved to and fro in countless hosts

“Smith! N.W.! WaY ~e up! “urged that familiar voice from somewhere near~



He. blinked. The myriad diminishing figures resolved themsdvesinto the reflections of two menina
steer-walled room, bending over him. Thefriendly, anxiousface of his partner, Yarol the Venusan,
leaned above the bed.

“By Pharot, N.W.,” said the well-remembered, ribald voice, “you’ ve been adeep for aweek! We
thought you’ d never come out of it—must have been an awful brand of whisky!”

- Smith managed afeeble grin—amazing how week he felt—and turned an inquiring gaze upon the other
figure

“I"'m adoctor,” said that individua, meeting the questing

dare. “ Y our friend called mein three days ago and I” ve been working on you ever since. It must have
been dl of five or Sx days since you fel into this coma—have you any ideawhat caused it?” -

Smith’s pale eyesroved the room. He did not find what he sought, and though his weak murmur
answered the doctor’ a question, the man was never to know it.

“Shaml?’

“| threw the damned thing away,” confessed Y aral. “Stood it for three days and then gave up. That red
pattern gave me the worst headache I’ ve had since we found that case of black wine on the asteroid.
Remember?”’

“Where—?'
“Gaveit to agpace-rat checking out for Venus. Sorry. Did you redly want it? 1’1l buy you another.”

Smith did not answer, the weakness was rushing up about him in gray waves. He closed his eyes, hearing
the echoes of that first dreadful syllable whispering through his head. . whisperfromadream.. . . Yarol
heard him murmur softly,

“ And—I-giever even knewv—her namd



