TERROR QUT OF SPACE

Lundy was flying the aero-space convertible by hinself. He'd been doing it for
along tine. So long that the bottomhalf of himwas dead to the toes and the
top half even deader, except for two separate aches |like ulcerated teeth; one
in his back, one in his head.

Thi ck pearly-grey Venusian sky went past the speeding flier in streaners of
torn cloud. The rockets throbbed and pounded. Instrunents jerked erratically
under the swirl of magnetic currents that nakes the Venusi an atnosphere such a
swell place for pilots to go nuts in.

Jackie Smith was still out cold in the copilot's seat. Fromin back, beyond
the closed door to the tiny inner cabin, Lundy could hear Farrell screaning
and fighting.

He' d been screaning a long tinme. Ever since the shot of avertin Lundy had
given himafter he was taken had begun to wear thin. Fighting the straps and
screamng, a hoarse jarring sound with no sense in it.

Scream ng to be free, because of It.

Sonmewher e inside of Lundy, inside the runpled, sweat-soaked bl ack uniform of
the Tri-Wrld Police, Special Branch, and the five-foot-six of thick springy
muscl e under it, there was a knot. It was a large knot, and it was very, very
cold in spite of the sweltering heat in the cabin, and it had a nasty habit of
yanking itself tight every few mnutes, causing Lundy to jerk and sweat as

t hough he'd been spi ked.

Lundy didn't like that cold tight knot in his belly. It nmeant he was afraid.
He' d been afraid before, plenty of times, and he wasn't ashamed of it. But
ri ght now he needed all the brains and guts he had to get It back to Speci al
headquarters at Vhia, and he didn't want to have to fight hinself, too.

Fear can screw things for you. It can nake you weak when you need to be
strong, if you're going to go on living. You, and the two other guys dependi ng
on you.

Lundy hoped he could keep fromgetting too nuch afraid, and too tired—because
It was sitting back there inits little strongbox in the safe, waiting for
somebody to crack

Farrell was cracked w de open, of course, but he was tied down. Jackie Smith
had begun to show si gns before he passed out, so that Lundy had kept one hand
over the anesthetic needl e gun bol stered on the side of his chair. And Lundy
t hought ,

The hell of it is, you don't know when It starts to work on you. There's no
set pattern, or if there is we don't know it. Muybe right now the readings |
see on those dials aren't there at al

Down bel ow the torn grey clouds he could see occasional small patches of
ocean. The black, still, tideless water of Venus, that covers so many secrets
of the planet's past.

It didn't help Lundy any. It could be right or wong, depending on what part
of the ocean it was—and there was no way to tell. He hoped nothi ng woul d



happen to the nmotors. A guy could get awfully wet, out in the mddle of that
still black water.

Farrell went on screaming. H's throat seened to be lined with inpervium
Scream ng and fighting the straps, because It was |ocked up and calling for
hel p.

"I"'mcold," he said. "H, Mdget."

Lundy turned his head. Normally he had a round, fresh, nmerry face, with bright
dark eyes and a white, small-boyish grin. Now he | ooked |Iike sonething the
wai ter had swept out fromunder a table at four A°M on New Year's Day.

"You're cold,"” he said sourly. He licked sweat off his lips. "Ch, fine! That
was all | needed.”

Jackie Smith stirred slightly, groaned, to joggle hinself. H s black tunic was
open over his chest, showi ng the white strappi ng of bandages, and his |eft
hand was thrust in over the locked top of the tunic's zipper. He was a big
man, not any ol der than Lundy, with big, ugly, pleasant features, a shock of
coarse pale hair, and a skin like old |eather

"On Mercury, where | was born," he said, "the climate is suitable for human
beings. You A d-Wrld pantywaists . . ." He broke off, turned white under the
| eathery burn, and said through set teeth, "QO! Farrell sure did a good job on
ne."

"You'll live," said Lundy. He tried not to think about how nearly both he and
Smith had cone to not living. Farrell had put up one hell of a fight, when
they caught up with himin a native village high up in the Muntains of Wite
d oud

Lundy still felt sick about that. The bull-neat, the hard boys, you didn't
m nd ki cking around. But Farrell wasn't that kind. He was just a nice guy that
got trapped by something too big for him

A nice guy, crazy blind in love with sonebody that didn't exist. A decent
har dworking guy with a wife and two kids who'd lost his mnd, heart, and soul
to a Thing fromouter space, so that he was willing to kill to protect It.

Oh, hell! thought Lundy wearily, wont he ever stop screani ng?
The rockets beat and thundered. The torn grey sky whi pped past. Jackie Smith
sat rigid, with closed eyes, white around the |lips and breathing in shall ow,

careful gasps. And Vhia still a long way off.

Maybe farther off than he knew. Maybe he wasn't heading toward Vhia at all.
Maybe It was working on him and he'd never know it till he crashed

The cold knot tightened in his belly like a cold bl ade stabbing.

Lundy cursed. Thinking things |ike that was a sure way to punch your ticket
right straight to bl azes.

But you couldn't hel p thinking, about 1t. The Thing you had caught in a
speci al net of tight-woven nmetal nesh, aimng at something Farrell could see
but you couldn't. The Thing you had forced into the glassite box and covered
up with a black cloth, because you had been warned not to look at It.

Lundy's hands tingled and burned, not unpleasantly. He could still feel the



smal | savage Thing fighting him hidden in the net. It had felt vaguely
cylindrical, and terribly alive.

Life. Life fromouter space, swept out of a cloud of cosmic dust by the
gravitic pull of Venus. Since Venus had hit the cloud there had been a wave of
strange madness on the planet. Madness like Farrell's, that had led to nurder
and somne things even worse.

Scientists had sone ideas about that life from Qut There. They'd had a | ucky
break and found one of The Things, dead, and there were vague stories going
around of a crystalline-appearing substance that wasn't really crystal, about
three inches long and magnificently etched and fluted, and supplied with sone
odd little gadgets nobody would venture an opini on about.

But the Thing didn't do them much good, dead. They had to have one alive, if
they were going to find out what nade it tick and I earn howto put a stop to
what the tel ecormentators had chosen to call The Madness from Beyond, or The
Vampire Lure.

One thing about it everybody knew. The guys who suddenly went sluggy and
charged off the rails all nmade it clear that they had met the ultimate Dream
Wman of all women and all dreams. Nobody el se could see her, but that didn't
bot her them any. They saw her, and she was—She. And her eyes were al ways

veil ed.

And She was a whiz at hypnosis and mind-control. That's why She, or It, hadn't
been caught alive before. Not before Lundy and Snith, with every scientific
aid Special could give them had tracked down Farrell and managed to get the
br eaks.

The breaks. Plain fool luck. Lundy noved his throbbing head stiffly on his
achi ng neck, blinked sweat out of his bl oodshot eyes, and wi shed to hell he
was hone in bed.

Jackie Smith said suddenly, "Mdget, I'mcold. Get nme a bl anket."

Lundy | ooked at him Hi s pale green eyes were half open, but not as though
t hey saw anything. He was shivering.

"I can't leave the controls, Jackie."
"Nuts. 1've got one hand. | can hang onto this lousy tin fish that |ong."

Lundy scow ed. He knew Smith wasn't kiddi ng about the cold. The tenperatures
on Mercury made the first-generation colonists sensitive to anything bel ow t he
range of an electric furnace. Wth the wound and all, Smith mght wind up with
pneuronia i f he wasn't covered.

"Ckay." Lundy reached out and closed the switch marked A. "But I'll let Mke
do the flying. He can probably last five mnutes before he blows his guts
out."

Iron M ke was just a pattycake when it canme to Venusi an atnosphere flying. The
constant magnetic conpensation heated the robot coils to the fusing point in
practically no time at all

Lundy thought fleetingly that it was nice to know there were still a coupl e of
t hi ngs men could do better than machinery.

He got up, feeling |like something that had stood outside rusting for four



hundred years or so. Smith didn't turn his head. Lundy growl ed at him

"Next time, sonny, you wear your |ong woolen undies and |let ne al onel™

Then he stopped. The knot jerked tight in his stomach.

Col d sweat needled him and his nerves stung in a swift rush of fire.

Farrell had quit scream ng.

There was silence in the ship. Nothing touched it. The rockets were outside it
and didn't matter. Even Jackie Smith's careful breathing had stopped. Lundy
went forward slowy, toward the door. Two steps.

It opened. Lundy stopped again, quite still.

Farrell was standing in the opening. A nice guy with a wife and two kids. His
face still looked like that, but the eyes in it were not sane, nor even human.

Lundy had tied himdown to the bunk with four heavy straps. Breast, belly,

thi ghs, and feet. The nmarks of themwere on Farrell. They were cut into his
shirt and pants, into his flesh and si new, deep enough to show his bare white
ribs. There was blood. A lot of blood. Farrell didn't mnd

"I broke the straps,"
the straps.”

he said. He smled at Lundy. "She called me and | broke

He started to walk to the safe in the corner of the cabin. Lundy gagged and
pul l ed hinmsel f up out of a cold black cloud and got his feet to noving.

Jackie Smith said quietly, "Hold it, Mdget. She doesn't like it there in the
safe. She's cold and she wants to conme out."

Lundy | ooked over his shoulder. Smith was hunched around in his seat, holding
t he needl e-gun from Lundy's hol ster on the pilot's chair. H's pale green eyes
had a distant, dreany glow, but Lundy knew better than to trust it.

He said, without inflection, "You' ve seen her."

"No. No, but—'ve heard her." Smith's heavy lips twitched and parted. The
breath sucked through between them hoarse and sl ow.

Farrell went down on his knees beside the safe. He put his hands on its bl ank
and gl eam ng face and turned to Lundy. He was crying.

"Open it. You've got to open it. She wants to come out. She's frightened."

Jackie Smith raised the gun, a fraction of an inch. "Qpen it, Mdget." he
whi spered. "She's cold in there."

Lundy stood still. The sweat ran on himand he was colder than a frog's belly
inthe rain; and for no reason at all he said thickly,

"No. She's hot. She can't breathe in there. She's hot." Then he jerked his
head up and yelled. He came around to face Smith, unsteady but fast, and
started for him

Smith's ugly face tw sted as though he m ght be going to cry. "Mdget! | don't
want to shoot you. Open the safe!"



Lundy said, "You dammed fool," with no voice at all, and went on

Smith hit the firing stud.

The anesthetic needles hit Lundy across the chest. They didn't hurt nuch. Just
a stinging prick. He kept going. No reason. It was just sonething he seened to
be doing at the tine.

Behi nd him Farrell whinpered once |like a puppy and | ay down across the little
safe. He didn't nove again. Lundy got down on his hands and knees and reached
in a vague sort of way for the controls. Jackie Smith watched himw th dazed
green eyes.

Quite suddenly, Iron Mke blew his guts out. The control panel |let go a burst
of blue flame. The glare and heat of it knocked Lundy backward. Things hissed
and snarled and ran together, and the convertible began to dance |ike a |eaf
in a gale. The automatic safety cut the rockets dead.

The ship began to fall.

Smith said sonmething that sounded |i ke She and fol ded up his chair. Lundy
rubbed his hand across his face. The lines of it were blurred and stupid. His
dark eyes had no sense in them

He began to craw over the lurching floor toward the safe.

The cl ouds outside ripped and tore across the ship's nose, and presently only
wat er showed. Black, still, tideless water dotted with little islands of
floating weed that stirred and slithered with a life of their own.

Bl ack water, rushing up

Lundy didn't care. He crawl ed through Farrell's bl ood, and he didn't care
about that, either. He pushed Farrell's body back agai nst the cabin wall and
began to scratch at the shiny door, making noises |like a hound shut out and
not happy about it.

The ship hit the water with a terrific smack. Spray geysered up, dead white
agai nst the bl ack sea, fell back, and closed in. Presently even the ripples
went away.

Dark green weed-islands tw ned sinuously upon thenselves, a flock of snall
seadragons flapped their jeweled wi ngs down and began to fish, and none of
them cared at all about the ship sinking away under them

Not even Lundy cared, out cold in the space-tight cabin, with his body wedged
up against the safe and tears drying with the sweat on his stubbled cheeks.
I

The first thing Lundy knew about was the stillness. A dead feeling, as though
everything in creation had stopped breat hing.

The second thing was his body. It hurt, like hell, and it was hot, and it
didn't like the thick, foul air it was getting. Lundy pushed hinself into a
sitting position and tried to boot his brain into action. It was hard work,
because soneone had split his head open four ways with an axe.

It wasn't really dark in the cabin. A wavering silver glow al nost |ike



nmoonl i ght came in through the ports. Lundy could see pretty well. He could see
Farrell's body sprawl ed out on the floor, and a ness of junk that had once
been equi prent .

He coul d see the safe.

He | ooked at it a long tinme. There wasn't nuch to | ook at. Just an open safe
with nothing init, and a piece of black cloth dropped on the fl oor.

"Ch, Lord," whispered Lundy. "Ch, ny Lord!"

Everything hit himat once then. There wasn't nuch in himbut his stomach, and
that was tied down. But it tried hard to come up. Presently the spasns
stopped, and then Lundy heard the knocki ng.

It wasn't very loud. It had a slow, easy rhythm as though the knocker had a
lot of time and didn't care when he got in. It canme fromthe airlock panel

Lundy got up. Slowy, cold as a toad's belly and as white. Hi s |ips drew back
fromhis teeth and stayed there, frozen

The knocki ng kept on. A sleepy kind of sound. The guy outside could afford to
wait. Sonetime that | ocked door was going to open, and he could wait. He
wasn't in a hurry. He would never be in a hurry.

Lundy | ooked all around the cabin. He didn't speak. He | ooked sideways out of
the port. There was water out there. The bl ack sea-water of Venus; clear and
bl ack, like deep night.

There was | evel sand spreading away fromthe ship. The silver light came up
out of it. Some kind of phosphorescence, as bright as nmoonlight and faintly
tinged with green.

Bl ack sea-water. Silver sand. The guy kept on knocking at the door. Slow and
easy. Patient. One—+wo. One—+two. Just off beat with Lundy's heart.

Lundy went to the inner cabin, walking steadily He | ooked around carefully and
then went back. He stopped by the | ock panel

"Ckay, Jackie," he said. "In a minute. In a mnute, boy."
Then he turned and went very fast to the port |ocker and got a quart bottle
out of its shock cradle, and raised it. It took both hands.

After a while he dropped the bottle and stood still, not |ooking at anything,
until he stopped shaking. Then he pulled his vac-suit down off its hook and
climbed into it. His face was grey and quite bl ank

He took all the oxygen cylinders he could carry, enmergency rations, and al
the Benzedrine in the nedicine kit. He put the Iimt dose of the stinulant
down on top of the brandy before he | ocked his helnet. He didn't bother with
the needl e gun. He took the two Service blasters—his own, and Snith's. The
gentl e knocking didn't stop

He stood for a noment |ooking at the open safe and the black cloth dropped
beside it. Sonething cruel cane into his face. A tightness, a twtching and
setting of the nuscles, and a terrible | ook of patience.

Bei ng under water wouldn't bother a Thing from outer space. He reached up and
lifted the net of tight-woven nmetal -mesh down off its hook and fastened it on



his belt. Then he wal ked over and opened the airl ock door

Bl ack water swirled in around his wei ghted boots, and then the door opened
wi de and Jackie Smith came in.

He'd been waiting in the flooded | ock-chanber. Kicking his boots against the

i nner door, easy, with the slow breathing of the sea. Now the water pushed his
feet down and held hi mupright from behind, so he could walk in and stand

| ooking at Lundy. A big blond man with green eyes, and white bandages strapped
under his open black tunic, |ooking at Lundy. Not long. Only for a second. But
| ong enough.

Lundy stopped hinself after the third scream He had to, because he knew if he
screamed again he'd never stop. By that time the black water had pushed Jackie
Smith away, over to the opposite wall, and covered his face.

"Ch, Lord!" whispered Lundy. "OCh, Lord, what did he see before he drowned?"

No one answered. The black water pushed at Lundy, rising high around him
trying to take himover to Jackie Smth. Lundy's nouth began to tw tch.

He shut his teeth on his lower lip, holding it, holding his throat. He began
to run, clunsily, fighting the water, and then he stopped that, too. He

wal ked, not | ooking behind him out into the flooded | ock. The door slid shut
behi nd him automatically.

He wal ked out across the firmgreen-silver sand, swallow ng the blood that ran
in his mouth and choked him

He didn't hurry. He was going to be walking for a long, long time. Fromthe
position of the ship when it fell he ought to be able to make it to the
coast—dnl ess It had been working on himso the figures on the dials hadn't
been there at all.

He checked his direction, adjusted the pressure-control in his vac-suit, and
pl odded on in the eerie undersea moonlight. It wasn't hard going. If he didn't
hit a deep sonewhere, or neet sonething too big to handle, or furnish a neal
for sone species of hungry Venus-weed, he ought to live to face up to the Ad
Man at HQ and tell himtwo nmen were dead, the ship lost, and the job nmessed
to hell and gone.

It was beautiful down there. Like the dreamworlds you see when you're doped
or delirious. The phosphorescence rose up into the black water and danced
there in wavering whorls of cold fire. Fish, queer gaudy little things with
jewel ed eyes, flicked past Lundy in darts of sudden color, and there were
great stands of weed |like young forests, spangling the dark water and the
phosphorescence gl ow wi th huge burni ng spots of blue and purple and green and
sil ver.

Fl owers. Lundy got too close to some of them once. They reached out and opened
round mouths full of spines and sucked at himhungrily. The fish gave them a
wi de berth. After that, so did Lundy.

He hadn't been wal king nore than half an hour when he hit the road.

It was a perfectly good road, running straight across the sand. Here and there
it was cracked, with sonme of the huge square bl ocks pushed up or tipped aside,

but it was still a good road, going sonewhere.

Lundy stood |l ooking at it with cold prickles running up and down his spine.



He' d heard about things like this. Nobody knew an awful |ot about Venus yet.
It was a young, tough, be-damed-to-you planet, and it was apt to give the
snoopy scientific guys a good swift boot in their store teeth.

But even a young pl anet has a long past, and stories get around. Legends,
songs, folk tale. It was pretty well accepted that a | ot of Venus that was
under water now hadn't been once, and vice versa. The old girl had her little
whi nsi es whil e doing the prelininary nmock-up of her permanent face.

So once upon a tine this road had crossed a plain under a hot pearl-grey sky,
goi ng somewhere. Taking caravans fromthe seacoast, probably. Bal es of spices
and spider-silk and casks of vakhi fromthe Nahali canebrakes, and
silver-haired slavegirls fromthe high I ands of the C oud People, going al ong
under sultry green liha-trees to be sold.

Now it crossed a plain of glowi ng sand under still black water. The only trees
that shadowed it were tall weeds with brilliant, hungry flowers, and the only
creatures that followed it were little fish with jewel ed eyes. But it was
still there, still ready, still going somewhere.

It was headed the same way Lundy was. It nust have nade a bend sonewhere and
turned to meet him Lundy |icked cold sweat off his |ips and stepped out on
it.

He stepped slow and careful, like a man coming al one down the aisle of an
enpty church

He wal ked on the road for a long tine. The weeds crowded in thicker along its
edges. It seemed to run right through a dense forest of themthat spread away
as far as Lundy could see on either side. He was glad of the road. It was
wide, and if he stayed in the nmiddle of it the flowers couldn't reach him

It got darker outside, because of the weeds covering the sand. Whatever made

t he phosphorescence didn't |ike being crowded that way, and pretty soon it was
so dark that Lundy had to switch on the light in the top of his helnet. In the
edges of the beam he could see the weed fronds noving lazily with the sl ow
breat hi ng of the sea

The flowers were brighter here. They hung like lanps in the black water,
burning with a light that seened to come out of thenselves. Sullen reds and
angry yellows, and coldly vicious blues.

Lundy didn't l|ike them

The weeds grew in thicker and cl oser. They bulged out their roots, in over the
stone edges. The fl owers opened their bright hungry nouths and yearned at
Lundy, reaching.

Reachi ng. Not quite touching. Not yet.

He was tired. The brandy and the Benzedrine began to die in him He changed
hi s oxygen cylinder. That hel ped, but not nuch. He took nore dope, but he was
afraid to go heavy on it lest he drive his heart too hard. H s |egs turned
nunb.

He hadn't slept for a long time. Tracking Farrell hadn't been any breeze, and
t aki ng hi mand It—-had been plain and fancy hell. Lundy was only human. He was
tired. Bushed. Cooked. Beat to the socks.

He sat down and rested a while, turning off his light to save the battery. The



flowers watched him glowing in the dark. He closed his eyes, but he could
still feel them watching and waiting.

After a mnute or two he got up and went on
The weeds grew thicker, and taller, and heavier with flowers.

More Benzedrine, and damm the heart. The helnmet |light cut a cold white tunne
t hrough the bl ackness. He followed it, wal king faster. Wed fronds nmet and

i nterlaced high above him closing himin. Flowers bent inward, downward.
Their petals al most brushed him Fleshy petals, hungry and alive.

He started to run, over the wheel-ruts and the worn holl ows of the road that
still went sonmewhere, under the bl ack sea.

Lundy ran clunsily for a long tine between the dark and pressing walls. The
flowers got closer. They got close enough to catch his vac-suit, |ike hands
graspi ng and slipping and grasping again. He began using the blaster.

He burned off a lot of themthat way. They didn't like it. They began swayi ng
in fromtheir roots and down fromthe |aced ceiling over his head. They hurt.
They were angry. Lundy ran, sobbing wi thout tears.

The road did himin. It crossed himup, suddenly, w thout warning. It ran
al ong snoot hly under the tunnel of weeds, and then it was a broken, junbled
mass of huge stone bl ocks, tipped up and thrown around |ike something a
giant's kid got tired of playing wth.

And the weeds had found places to stand in between them

Lundy tripped and fell, cracking his head agai nst the back of his helnmet. For
a nonent all he could see was bright Iight flashing. Then that stopped, and he
realized he nmust have jarred a connection | oose somewhere because his own
[ight was out.

He began to craw over a great tilted bl ock. The flowers burned bright in the
dar kness. Bright and close. Very close. Lundy opened his nouth. Nothing cane

out but a hoarse aninmal whinper. He was still holding a blaster. He fired it

off a couple of times, and then he was on top of the block, lying flat on his
bel | y.

He knew it was the end of the |ine, because he couldn't nove any nore.

The bright flowers canme down through the dark. Lundy lay watching them His
face was quite blank. H's dark eyes held a stubborn hatred, but nothing else.

He watched the flowers fasten on his vac-suit and start working. Then, from up
ahead, through the dark close tunnel of the weeds, he saw the light.

It flared out suddenly, like lightning. A sheet of hot, bright gold cracking
out |ike a whipped banner, lighting the end of the road.

Lighting the city, and the little procession com ng out of it.
Lundy didn't believe any of it. He was half dead already, with his mnd
floating free of his body and begi nning to be wapped up in dark clouds. He

wat ched what he saw i ncuriously.

The gol den light died down, and then flared out twice nore, rhythmcally. The
road ran snooth again beyond the end of the tunnel, straight across a narrow



pl ain. Beyond that, the city rose.

Lundy coul dn't see nuch of it, because of the weeds. But it seemed to be a big
city. There was a wall around it, of green marble veined with dusky rose, the
edges worn round by centuries of water. There were broad gates of pure

unt arni shed gol d, standi ng open on gol den pintles. Beyond themwas a vast
square paved in cloud-grey quartz, and the buildings rose around it like the
castles Lundy remenbered fromEarth and his chil dhood, when there were cl ouds
of a certain kind at sunset.

That's what the whol e place | ooked like, under the flaring golden |ight.

C oud- cuckoo | and at sunset. Renote, dreaming in beauty, with the black water
drawn across it like a veil—something never destroyed because it never
exi st ed.

The creatures who cane from between the gol den gates and down the road were
like tiny wisps of those clouds, torn free by sone cold wandering breeze and
driven away fromthe |ight.

They came drifting toward Lundy. They didn't seemto be nmoving fast, but they
must have been because quite suddenly they were anmong the weeds. There were a
ot of them maybe forty or fifty. They seenmed to be between three and four
feet tall, and they were all the same sad, blue-grey, twlight color

Lundy coul dn't see what they were. They were vaguely man-shaped, and vaguely
finny, and sonething that was nore than vaguely sonething el se, only he
couldn't place it.

He was suddenly beyond caring. The dull black curtain around his mnd got a
hole in it, and fear canme shrieking through it. He could feel the working and
pul ling of his vac-suit where the flowers were chewing on it as though it were
hi s own skin.

He could feel sweat running cold on his body. In a mnute that woul d be sea
wat er running, and then .

Lundy began to fight. His |lips peeled back off his teeth, but he didn't make
any noi se except his heavy breathing. He fought the flowers, partly with the
bl aster, partly with brute strength. No science, no thought. Just the | ast
blind struggle of an aninmal that didn't want to die.

The flowers held him They snothered him crushed hi mdown, wrapped himin
| ovely burning petals of destruction. He seared a |l ot of them but there were
al ways nore. Lundy didn't fight |ong.

He lay on his back, knees drawn up a little toward a rigid, knotted belly,
blind with sweat, his heart kicking himlike a |ogger's boot. Cold,
tense—wai ting.

And then the flowers went away.

They didn't want to. They let go reluctantly, drawi ng back and snarling |like
cats robbed of a fat mouse, naking small hungry feints at him But they went.

Lundy cane nearer fanning off for keeps then than he ever had. Reaction wung
himout like a wet bar-rag. His heart quit beating; his body jerked |like
somet hing on a string.

Then, through a mist that m ght have been sweat, or tears, on the edge of the
Hereafter, he sawthe little blue-grey people | ooking down at him



They hovered in a cloud above him holding place with menbranes as fluttering
and delicate as bird-calls on a windy day. The nenbranes ran between arm and
| eg- menmbers, both of which had thin flat sw mm ng-webs. There were suckers on
the | egs, about where the heels would have been if they'd had feet.

Their bodi es were sl ender and supple, and definitely femni nine wthout having
any of the usual human characteristics. They were beautiful. They weren't I|ike
anyt hi ng Lundy had even seen before, or even dreamed about, but they were
beauti ful .

They had faces. Queer little pixie things without noses. Their noses were
round and tiny and rather sweet, but their eyes were their dom nant feature.

Huge round gol den eyes with pupils of deep brown. Soft eyes, gentle,
inquiring, it made Lundy feel like crying, and so scared it made hi m mad.

The flowers kept weavi ng around hopeful ly. When one got too close to Lundy,
one of the little people would slap it gently, the way you woul d a pet dog,
and shoo it away.

"Do you live?"

11

Lundy wasn't surprised by the tel epathic voice. Thought-comunicati on was
commoner than speech and a lot sinpler in many places on the inhabited worlds.
Speci al gave its men a thorough training init.

"I live, thanks to you."

There was sonething in the quality of the brain he touched that puzzled him
It was like nothing he'd ever net before.

He got to his feet, not very steadily. "You cane just in tine. How did you
know | was here?"

"Your fear-thoughts carried to us. W know what it is to be afraid. So we
cane. "

"There's nothing | can say but 'Thank you!""
"But of course we hel ped! Why not? You needn't thank us."

Lundy | ooked at the flowers burning sullenly in the gloom "Howis it you can
boss them around? Why don't they . "

"But they're not cannibals! Not |ike—Fhe Others." There was pure cold dread in
that |ast thought.

"Canni bal s." Lundy | ooked up at the cloud of dainty blue-grey woman-t hi ngs.
H s skin got cold and a size too small for him

Their soft golden eyes smiled down at him "W're different fromyou, yes.
Just as we're different fromthe fish. Wat is your thought? Bright things
gr owi ng—weed—-yes, they're kin to us."

Ki n, thought Lundy. Yeah. About like we are to the animals. Plants. Living
pl ants were no novelty on Venus. Wiy not plants with thinking mnds? Plants



that carried their roots along with them and watched you with sad soft eyes.
"Let's get out of here,"” said Lundy.

They went down al ong the dark tunnel and out onto the road, and the flowers
yearned |i ke hungry dogs after Lundy but didn't touch him He started out
across the narrow plain, with the plant-wonen drifting cloudlike around him

Seaweed. Little bits of kelp that could talk to you. It made Lundy feel queer

The city nade himfeel queer, too. It was dark when he first sawit fromthe
plain, with only the noonlight glow of the sand to touch it. It was a big
city, stretching away behind its barrier wall. Big and silent and very old,
waiting there at the end of its road.

It was curiously nmore real in the dimlight. Lundy lost trace of the water for
a nonent. It was |like walking toward a sleeping city in the noonlight, feeling
the secretive, faintly hostile strength of it laired and | eashed, until dawn .

Only there would never be a dawn for this city. Never, any nore.
Lundy wanted suddenly to run away.
"Don't be afraid. W live there. It's safe.”

Lundy shook his head irritably. Quite suddenly the brilliant light flared out
again, three regular flashes. It seened to conme from sonewhere to the right,
out of a range of undersea nountains. Lundy felt a faint trenbling of the
sand. A vol canic fissure, probably, opened when the sand sank

The gol den |ight changed the city again. d oud-cuckoo | and at sunset—a place
where you coul d set your boots down on a dream

When he went in through the gates he was awed, but not afraid. And then, while
he stood in the square | ooking up at the great dimbuildings, the thought cane
drifting dowmn to himout of the cloud of little woman-things.

"It was safe. It was happy—before She cane.™
After a long moment Lundy said, "She?"

"W haven't seen her. But our mates have. She came a little while ago and
wal ked through the streets, and all our mates left us to follow her. They say
she's beautiful beyond any of us, and . "

"And her eyes are hidden, and they have to see them They have to look into
her eyes or go crazy, so they follow her."

The sad little blue-grey cloud stirred in the dark water. Gol den eyes | ooked
down at him

"How di d you know? Do you follow her, too?"

Lundy took a deep, slow breath. The pal ms of his hands were wet. "Yes. Yes, |
foll owed her, too."

"W feel your thought " They came down close around him Their delicate
menbranes fluttered like fairy wings. Their gol den eyes were huge and soft and
pl eadi ng.



"Can you help us? Can you bring our mates back safe? They' ve forgotten
everything. If The Ot hers should cone . "

"The O hers?"

Lundy's brain was drowned in stark and terrible fear. Pictures cane through
it. Vague gigantic dreans of nightmare

"They come, riding the currents that go between the hot cracks in the
mount ai ns and the cold deeps. They eat. They destroy." The little woman-t hi ngs
wer e shaken suddenly like |leaves in a gust of wind.

"W hide fromthemin the buildings. W can keep them out, away from our seed
and the little new ones. But our mates have forgotten. If The Ot hers cone
while they follow Her, outside and away from safety, they'll all be killed.
W' |l be left alone, and there'll be no nore seed for us, and no nore little
new ones. "

They pressed in close around him touching himwth their small blue-grey
forefins.

"Can you help us? Ch, can you hel p us?"

Lundy cl osed his eyes. H s nouth twitched and set. \Wen he opened his eyes
again they were hard as agates.

"Il help you," he said, "or die trying."

It was dark in the great square, with only the pal e sand-gl ow seepi ng through
the gates. For a nonent the little blue-grey woman-creatures clung around him
not movi ng, except as the whole nass of them swayed slightly with the slow
rhyt hm of the sea

Then they burst away fromhim outward, in a wild surge of hope—and Lundy
stood with his nouth open, staring.

They weren't blue-grey any |longer. They gl owed suddenly, their wings and their
dai nty, supple bodies, a warm soft green that had a vibrant pulse of life
behind it. And they bl ossoned.

The I ong, slender, living petals nust have been retracted, |like the fronds of
a touch-me-not, while they wore the sad bl ue-grey. Now they broke out |ike
coronal s of flane around their snmall heads.

Bl ue and scarlet and gold, poppy-red and violet and flame, silver-white and
warm pi nk like a nmorning cloud, streaming in the black water. Stream ng from
smal | green bodies that rolled and runbl ed high up agai nst the dark, dream ng
buil dings like the butterflies that had danced there before the sunlight was
| ost forever.

Quite suddenly, then, they stopped. They drifted notionless in the water, and
their colors dimed. Lundy said, "Were are they?"

"Deep in the city, beyond our buildings here—n the streets where only the
curious young ones ever go. Ch, bring them back! Please bring them back!"

He left them hovering in the great dark square and went on into the city.

He wal ked down broad paved streets channeled with wheel -ruts and hol | owed by



generations of sandal ed feet. The great water-worn buildings lifted up on
either side, lighted by the erratic glare of the distant fissure.

The wi ndow openi ngs, typical of nost Venusian architecture, were covered by
grilles of marble and semi -precious stone, intricately hand-pierced like bits
of jewelry. The great gol den doors stood open on their uncorroded hinges.

Thr ough them Lundy could watch the life of the little plant-people being
l'ived.

In some of the buildings the |ower floor had been covered with sand.
Pl ant - wonen hovered protectively over them brushing the sand smooth where the
water disturbed it. Lundy guessed that these were seed beds.

In other places there were whole colonies of tiny flower-things still rooted
in the sand; a pale spring haze of green in the dimess. They sat in placid
rows, nodding their pastel baby coronals and playing solemmly with bits of

bri ght weed and col ored stones. Here, too, the plant-wmen watched and guarded
| ovingly.

Several tinmes Lundy saw groups of young plantlings, grown free of the sand,
bei ng taught to swimby the woman-creatures, tunmbling in the black water |ike
bright petals on a spring w nd.

Al the wormen were the same sad blue-grey, with their bl ossons hidden

They' d stay that way, unless he, Lundy, could finish the job Special had sent
himto do. The job he hadn't been quite big enough to handle up to now.

Farrell, with the flesh flayed off his bones, and not feeling it because She
was all he could think of. Jackie Smth, drowned in a fl ooded | ock because She
wanted to be free and he had hel ped her

Was this Lundy guy so nuch bigger than Farrell and Snmith, and all the other
men who had gone crazy over Her? Big enough to catch The Vanpire Lure in a net
and keep it there, and not go nuts hinsel f?

Lundy didn't feel that big. Not anywhere near that big.

He was remenbering things. The first time he'd had It in a net. The last few
m nutes before the weck, when he'd heard Her crying for freedomfromi nside
the safe. Jackie Snmith's face when he walked in with the water fromthe

fl ooded | ock, and his, Lundy's, own question—&h Lord, what did he see before
he dr owned?

The tight cold knot was back in Lundy's belly again, and this tinme it had
spurs on.

He | eft the col ony behind him wal king down enpty streets lit by the rhythmc
flaring of the volcanic fissure. There was damage here. Pavenents cracked and
twisted with the settling, towers shaken down, the carved stone jal ousies
split out of the wi ndows. Wiole walls had fallen in, in some places, and nost
of the gol den doors were wecked, jamed w de open or gone entirely.

A dead city. So dead and silent that you couldn't breathe with it, and so old
it made you craw inside

A swell place to go mad in, following a dream

After a long time Lundy saw them+the mates of the little seaweed wonen. A
long, long trail of themlike a flight of homing birds, w nding between the



dark and broken towers.

They | ooked like their wonen. A little bigger, a little coarser, with strong
tough dark-green bodies and brilliant coronals. Their gol den eyes were fixed
on somet hing Lundy couldn't see, and they |ooked like the eyes of Lucifer
yearni ng at the gates of Heaven

Lundy began to run against the water, cutting across a wi de plaza to get under
the head of the procession. He unhooked the net fromhis belt wi th hands that
felt like a couple of dead fish.

Then he staggered suddenly, lost his footing, and went sprawling. It was as

t hough sonebody had pushed himwith a strong hand. When he tried to get up it
pushed hi m agai n, hard. The gol den glare fromthe fissure was steadier now,
and very bright.

The trail of little man-things bent suddenly in a | ong whipping bow, and Lundy
knew what was the matter.

There was a current rising in the city. Rising |like the hot white w nds that
used to how in fromthe sea, carrying the rains.

"They ride the currents that go between the hot cracks in the nmountains and
the cold deeps. They eat. They destroy."

The Ot hers. The O hers, who were canni bal s

She led the bright trail of plant-nen between the towers, and there was a
current rising in the streets.

Lundy got up. He bal anced hinself against the thrust of the current and ran
follow ng the procession. It was clunsy work, with the water and his | eaded
boots. He tried to gauge where It—er She-—was fromthe focus of the plant-nen's
eyes.

The hot light flared up brighter. The water pulled and shoved at him He
| ooked back once, but he couldn't see anything in the shadows between the
towers. He was scared

He shook the net out, and he was scared.

Funny that It—er She—didn't see him Funny It didn't sense his nmind, even

t hough he tried to keep it closed. But he wasn't a very big object down there
in the shadows under the walls, and creating an illusion for that many mi nds

woul d be a strain on anything, even creature from outer space.

He' d had the breaks once before, when he caught up with Farrell. He prayed to
have t hem agai n.

He got them for what good it did him The current caught the procession and

pulled it down close to Lundy. He watched their eyes. She was still |eading
them She had a physical body even if you couldn't see it, and the current
would pull it, no matter howtiny it was. He cast his net out, fast.

It bellied out in the black water and cane swooping back to his pull, and

there was sonething in it. Something tiny and cylindrical and vicious.
Sonet hi ng al i ve.

He drew the net tight, shivering and sweating with nervous excitenent. And the
pl ant - men attacked.



They swooped on himin a brilliant cloud. Their gol den eyes burned. There was
no sense in them Their ninds shrieked and clanmored at him a form ess how of
rage—and fear, for Her.

They beat at himwith their little green fins. Their coronals blazed, hot
angry splashes of colored flame against the dark water. They wenched at the
net, tore at it, beating their menbranes |ike w ngs against the rising
current.

Lundy was a solid, nuscular little guy. He snarled and fought for the net |ike
a wolf over a yearling lanb. He lost it anyway. He fell on his face under a
smal I nountain of churning man-things and | ay gasping for the breath they
knocked out of him thankful for the vac-suit that saved himfrom being
crushed fl at.

He watched themtake the net. They clustered around it in a globe like a swarm
of bees, rolling around in the noving water. Their gol den eyes had a terrible
stricken | ook.

They couldn't open the net. Lundy had drawn it tight and fastened it, and they
didn't have fingers. They stroked and pawed it with their fins, but they
couldn't let Her out.

Lundy got up on his hands and knees. The current quickened. It roared down
bet ween the broken towers like a black wind and took the swarm of man-t hings
with it, still clutching the net.

And then The O hers cane.

vV

Lundy saw them a I ong way off. For a nmoment he didn't believe it. He thought
t hey must be shadows cast by the fitful glare of the fissure. He braced
hi nsel f agai nst a buil ding and stood wat chi ng.

St ood wat ching, and then seeing as the rushing current brought them closer. He
didn't nove, except to lift his jawa little trying to breathe. He sinply
stood, cold as a dead man's feet and just as nunb.

They | ooked sonething like the giant rays he'd seen back on Earth, only they
were plants. Geat sleek bulbs of kelp with their |eaves spread |like wings to
the current. Their |long teardrop bodies ended in a flange like a fishtail that
served as a rudder and they had tentacles for arns.

They were colored a deep red-brown like dried blood. The golden flare of the
fissure made their cold eyes gleam It showed their round mouth-holes full of
sharp hairspines, and the stinging deadly cups on the undersides of their huge
tent acl es.

Those arms were | ong enough and tough enough to pierce even the fabric of a
vac-suit. Lundy didn't know whether they ate flesh or not, but it didn't
matter. He wouldn't care, after he'd been slapped with one of those tentacles.

The net with Her in it was getting away from him and The O hers were com ng
down on top of him Even if he'd wanted to quit his job right then there
wasn't any place to hide in these ruined, doorless buildings.

Lundy shot his suit full of precious oxygen and added hinself to the creatures



riding that black current to hell.

It swept himlike a bubble between the dead towers, but not fast enough. He
wasn't very far ahead of the kelp-things. He tried to swm to make hinself go
faster, but it was |like racing an oared dinghy against a fleet of

si xteen-neter sloops with everything set.

He could see the cluster of plant-nmen ahead of him They hadn't changed
position. They rolled and tunbled in the water, using a |lot of the forward
push to go around with, so that Lundy was able to overhaul them

But not fast enough. Not nearly fast enough.

The hell of it was he couldn't see anything to do if he got there. The net was
way inside the globe. They weren't going to let himtake it away. And if he
did, what would it get anybody? They'd still follow Her, without sense enough
to run away fromthe kel p-beasts.

Unl ess .

It hit Lundy all of a sudden. A hope, a solution. Hit himneatly as the
| eadi ng kel p-thing clinbed up on his heels and brought its leaf-wings in
around him hard.

Lundy I et go an aninmal how of fear and kicked wildly, shooting nore air into
his suit. He went up fast, and the wings grazed his boots but didn't quite
catch him Lundy rolled over and fed the thing a full charge out of his

bl aster, right through the eye.

It began to thrash and flounder |ike a shot bird. The ones coming right behind
it got tangled up with it and then stopped to eat. Pretty soon there were a
ot of themtunbling around it and fighting like a flock of gulls over a fish.
Lundy swam furiously, cursing the clunmsy suit.

There were a lot of the things that hadn't stopped, and the ones that had
woul dn't stay long. Lundy kicked and strained and sweated. He was scared. He
had the wind up so hard it was blowi ng his guts out, and it was |ike sw nm ng
in a nightmare, where you're tied.

The current seemed to nove faster up where he was now. He gathered his

t houghts into a tight beamand threw theminto the heart of the cluster of
pl ant-men, at the creature in the net.

| can free you. I"'mthe only one that can

A voice answered him inside his mnd. The voice he had heard once before,
back in the cabin of the wecked flier. A voice as sweet and small as

Pan-pi pes calling on the Hlls of Fay.

I know. My thought crossed yours . . . The elfin voice broke suddenly, al nost
on a gasp of pain. Very faintly, Lundy heard:

Heavy! Heavy! | am sl ow
A longing for sonething beyond his experience stabbed Lundy like the cry of a
frightened child. And then the gl obe of man-things burst apart as though a

gi ant wind had struck them

Lundy watched t hem wake up, out of their dream



She had vani shed, and now they didn't know why they were here or what they
were doi ng. They had a heart-shaking nmenory of sonme beauty they coul dn't
touch, and that was all. They were lost, and frightened.

Then they saw The O hers.

It was as though soneone had hit thema stunning blowwith his fist. They hung
noti onl ess, swept along by the current, staring back with dazed gol den eyes.
Their brilliant petals curled inward and vani shed, and the green of their

bodi es dull ed al nost to bl ack.

The kel p-beasts spread their wi ngs wi de and rushed toward them|ike great dark
birds. And up ahead, under the sullen golden glare, Lundy saw the distant
bui | di ngs of the colony. Sonme of the doors were still open, with knots of tiny
figures waiting beside them

Lundy was still a little ahead of the kel p-things. He grabbed up the floating
net and hooked it to his belt, and then steered hinself clunsily toward a
broken tower jutting up to his right.

He hurled a wild tel epathic shout at the plant-nmen, trying to nake themturn
and run, telling themthat he'd hold off The Others. They were too scared to
hear him He cursed them alnost crying. On the third try he got through and
they came to life in a hurry, rushing away with all the speed they had.

By that time Lundy was braced on his pinnacle of stone, and the kel p-beasts
were right on top of him

He got busy with both blasters. He burned down a I ot of the things. Pretty
soon the water all around himwas full of thrashing bodies where the living
had stopped to fight over the dead. But he couldn't get themall, and a few
got by him

Al most without turning his head he could see the huge red bird-shapes
overhaul i ng stragglers, wapping themin broad wings, and then lying quiet in
the rush of the current, feeding.

They kept the doors, open, those little woman-things. They waited until the
last of their mates came hone, and then slanmmed the gol den panels on the bl unt
noses of the kel p-things. Not many of the little men were lost. Only a few
smal |l wives would hide their petals and wear their sad blue-grey. Lundy felt
good about that.

It was nice he felt good about sonething, because Ad M. Gimwas clinbing
right up on Lundy's shoul ders, showi ng his teeth. The kel p-beasts had finally
found out who was hurting them Al so, now, Lundy was the only food in sight.

They were ganging up for a rush, wheeling and sideslipping in the spate of
bl ack water. Lundy got two nore, and then one bl aster charge fizzled out, and
right after it the other one became dull.

Lundy stood al one on his broken tower and watched death sweep in around him
And the sweet elfin voice spoke out of the net:

Let me free. Let nme free!
Lundy set his jaw tight and did the only thing he could think of. He deflated

his vac-suit and junped, plunging down into the black depths of the ruined
bui I di ng.



The kel p-things folded their |eaves back |like the wings of a diving bird and
cane down after him wusing their tails for power.

Fitful flares of Iight came through broken walls and wi ndow openi ngs. Lundy
went down a long way. He didn't have to bother about stairs. The quakes had
knocked nost of the floors out.

The kel p-things followed him Their |ong sinuous bodies were maneuverable as a
shark's, and they were fast.

And all the tinme the little voice cried in his mnd, asking for freedom
Lundy hit bottom

The walls were fairly solid down here, and it was dark, and the place was
choked with rubble. Things got a little confused. Lundy's helnmet |ight was
shot, and he wouldn't have used it anyway because it woul d have gui ded the
hunt ers.

He felt them swirling and darting around him He ran, to no place in
particul ar. The broken stones tripped him Three tines great sinew bodies
brushed him knocking hi mspinning, but they couldn't quite find himin the
dar kness, chiefly because they got in each other's way.

Lundy fell through suddenly into a great hall, |ying beside whatever room he
had been in and a little belowit. It was hardly damaged. Gol den doors stood
open to the water, and there was plenty of |ight.

Plenty of light for Lundy to see sone nore of the kel p-beasts poking hopef ul
faces in, and plenty of light for themto see Lundy.

The elfin voice called, Let ne out! Let ne out!

Lundy didn't have breath enough left to curse. He turned and ran, and the
kel p-beasts gave a lazy flirt of their tails and caught up with himin the
first thirty feet. They al nost | aughed in his face.

The only thing that saved Lundy was that when they opened their leaf-wings to
take himthey interfered with each other. It slowed them just for a nonent.
Just | ong enough for Lundy to see the door

Alittle door of black stone with no carving on it, standing half-open on a
gol den pivot, about ten feet away.

Lundy made for it. He dodged out from under one huge swoopi ng wi ng, nmade a
wild leap that alnmost tore himapart, and grabbed the edge of the door wth
hi s hands, doubling up and pul ling.

A tentacle tip struck his feet. H s | ead boots hit the floor, and for a mnute
he thought his | egs were broken. But the surge of water the bl ow nmade hel ped
to carry himin through the narrow openi ng.

Hal f a dozen blunt red-brown heads tried to cone through after him and were
stopped. Lundy was down on his hands and knees. He was trying to breathe, but
somebody had put a heavy building on his chest. Also, it was getting hard to
see anyt hi ng.

He crawl ed over and put his shoul der agai nst the door and pushed. It wouldn't
budge. The buil ding had settled and jamred the pivot for keeps. Even the
butting kel p-things couldn't jar it.



But they kept on trying. Lundy crawl ed away. After a while sone of the weight
went off his chest and he could see better.

A shaft of fitful golden Iight shot in through a crack about ten feet above
him A small crack, not even big enough to let a baby in and out. It was the
only openi ng other than the door

The roomwas small, too. The stone walls were dead bl ack, w thout ornanent or
carving, except on the rear wall.

There was a square block of jet there, about eight feet long by four w de,
hol | owed in a peculiar and unpl easantly suggestive fashion. Above it there was
a single huge ruby set in the stone, burning red like a foretaste of hel

fire.

Lundy had seen simlar small chanbers in old cities still on dry land. They
were where nen had gone to die for crines against society and the gods.

Lundy | ooked at the hungry nonsters pushing at the i nmovabl e door and | aughed.
There was no particular humor in it. He fired his |l ast shot, and sat down.

The brutes m ght go away sonetine, maybe. But unless they went within a very
few mnutes, it wasn't going to matter. Lundy's oxygen was getting low, and it
was still a long way to the coast.

The voice fromthe net cried out, Let nme freel!

"The hell with you," said Lundy. He was tired. He was so tired he didn't care
much whether he lived or died.

He nade sure the net was fast to his belt, and tightly cl osed.

"I'f I live, you go back to Vhia with me. If |I die—well, you won't be able to
hurt anybody again. There'll be one |less devil |oose on Venus."

Free! Free! Free! | must be free! This heavy wei ght

"Sure. Free to lead guys like Farrell into going crazy, and |leaving their

wi ves and kids. Free to kill . . . ." He looked with sultry eyes at the net.
"Jackie Smith was ny pal. You think I'd I et you go? You think anything you
could do would make nme let you go?"

Then he saw her.

Ri ght through the net, as though the metal nesh was cel |l ophane. She crouched
there in his lap, atiny thing less than two feet high, doubled over her
knees. The curve of her back was something an angel had carved out of a whisp
of warm pearl -pink cloud.

\Y

Lundy broke into a trenbling sweat. He shut his eyes. It didn't matter. He saw
her. He couldn't help seeing her. He tried to fight his mnd, but he was tired

Her hair hid nost of her. It had black night in it, and nobonbeans, and glints
of fire like a humm ng-bird's breast. Hair you dream about. Hair you could
snot her yourself in, and die happy.



She raised her head slowy, letting the veil of warm darkness fall away from
her. Her eyes were shadowed, hidden under thick | ashes. She raised her hands
to Lundy, like a child praying.

But she wasn't a child. She was a woman, naked as a pearl, and so |lovely that
Lundy sobbed with it, in shivering ecstasy.

"No," he said hoarsely. "No. No!"

She held her arns up to be free, and didn't nove.

Lundy tore the net loose fromhis belt and flung it on the altar block. He got
up and went lurching to the door, but the kel p-things were still there, stil
hungry. He sat down again, in a corner as far away from both places as he
could get, and took some Benzedri ne.

It was the wong thing to do. He'd about reached his limt. It nmade him

i ght headed. He couldn't fight her, couldn't shut her out. She knelt on the
altar with her hands stretched out to him and a shaft of golden light falling
on her like something in a church

"Open your eyes!" he said. "Open your eyes and | ook at ne."

Let me free. Let nme free!

Freedom Lundy didn't know anythi ng about. The freedom of outer space, with the
whole Ml ky Way to play in and nothlng to hold you back. And with the I onging,
fear. A blind, stricken terror

"No!" Lundy said.

Thi ngs got dark for Lundy. Presently he found hinmself at the altar block
funmbling at the net.

He wrenched away and went stunbling back to his corner. He was twitching al
over like a frightened dog.

"Why do you want to do it? Wiy do you have to torture me—drive themcrazy for
somet hing they can't have—kill thenP"

Torture? Crazy? Kill? I don't understand. They worship ne. It is pleasant to
be wor shi ped.

"Pl easant ?" Lundy was yelling aloud, and didn't know it. "Pleasant, dam youl!
So you kill a good guy like Farrell, and drown Jackie Smith . "

Kill? Wait—give me the thought again .

Sonet hi ng i nside Lundy turned cold and still, holding its breath. He sent the
t hought again. Death. Cessation. Silence, and the dark

The tiny glowing figure on the black stone bent over its knees again, and it
was sadder than a seabird's cry at sunset.

So will | be soon. So will all of us. Wiy did this planet take us out of
space? The weight, the pressure breaks and crushes us, and we can't get free.
In space there was no death, but now we die

Lundy stood quite still. The blood beat like druns in his tenples.



"You mean that all you creatures out of space are dying? That the—the nmadness
will stop of itself?"

Soon. Very soon. There was no death in space! There was no pain! W didn't
know about them Everything here was new, to be tasted and played with. W
didn't know .

"Hell!'" said Lundy, and | ooked at the creatures beating at the crack of the
stone door. He sat down.

You, too, will die.

Lundy raised his head slowy. H's eyes had a terrible brightness.

"You like to be worshiped,” he whispered. "Wuld you Iike to be worshiped
after you die? Wuld you like to be renmenbered al ways as somet hi ng good and
beauti f ul -a goddess?"

That woul d be better than to be forgotten

"WIl you do what | ask of you, then? You can save ny life, if you will. You
can save the lives of a lot of those little flower-people. 1'll see to it that
everyone knows your true story. Now you're hated and feared, but after that
you'll be I oved."

WIl you let me free of this net?

"I'f you promi se to do what | ask?"

| would rather die at least free of this net. The tiny figure trenbled and
shook back the veil of dark hair. Hurry. Tell ne .

"Lead these creatures away fromthe door. Lead all of themin the city away,
to the fire in the mountain where they' |l be destroyed.”

They will worship me. It is better than dying in a net. | prom se.

Lundy got up and went to the altar. H s feet were not steady. H s hands were
not steady, either, untying the net. Sweat ran in his eyes. She didn't have to
keep her promise. She didn't have to

The net fell away. She stood up on her tiny pink feet.

Slowmy, like a swirl of mst straightening in a little breeze. She threw her
head back and smiled. Her nouth was red and sul ky, her teeth whiter than new
snow. Her lowered |ids had faint blue shadows traced on them

She began to grow, in the golden shaft of light, like a pillar of cloud rising
toward the sun. Lundy's heart stood still. The clear gl eam of her skin, the
line of her throat and her young breasts, the supple turn of her flank and
thigh .

You worship nme too.

Lundy stepped back, two lurching steps. "I worship you," he whispered. "Let ne
see your eyes."

She smled and turned her head away. She stepped off the altar bl ock, floating
past himthrough the black water. A dreamthing, wthout weight or substance,



and nore desirable than all the wonen Lundy had seen in his life or his
dreans. He followed her, staggering. He tried to catch her. "Open your eyes!
Pl ease open your eyes!"

She floated on, through the crack of the stone door. The kel p-things didn't
see her. Al they saw was Lundy coning toward them

"Open your eyes!™

She turned, then, just before Lundy had stepped out to death in the hal
beyond. He stopped, and watched her raise her shadowed I|ids.

He screaned, just once, and fell forward onto the black floor

He never knew how long he lay there. It couldn't have been long in tineg,
because he still had barely enough oxygen to nake it to the coast when he cane
to. The kel p-beasts were gone.

But the time to Lundy was an eternity—an eternity he came out of with whitened
hair and bitter lines around his npbuth, and a sadness that never left his
eyes.

He'd only had his dreama little while. A few brief nmonents, already shadowed
by death. H s mind was drugged and tired, and didn't feel things as deeply and
clearly as it mght. That was all that saved him

But he knew what Jackie Smith saw before he drowned. He knew why nen had died
or gone mad forever, when they |ooked into the eyes of their dream and by
| ooki ng, destroyed it.

Because, behind those shadowed, perfect lids, there was—Not hing.



