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HE TRIED TO GO BACK —

but he had already passed the point of no return.
Her aroma was overpowering—never had David
known such a woman. Her arms clasped and en-
circled him; it was as though boiling quicksand
flowed through his body, a tiredness weighing
him down But it was only the pressure of her
body .

. Wlth a Jolt he pushed her away and she fell
sprawling against the bed post. Stumbling to the
window for air, he saw the gleaming saucer-
shaped ship still hovering in the sky overhead.
It was as though his every move had been
watched .

Dav1d’s mmd was muddled, surrounded by a
cloud of confusion. The beautiful creature was
now sobbing, her whole body racked by tremors

. Then he heard another voice coming from
the outer room. It was Janice!
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ONE

The alarm clock was ringing. There was another
sound in the room as well—the more distant peal
of door chimes. Oddly enough, it was the chime
music which penetrated most sharply into David
Loring’s awakening mind. Each fragment was a
tinkling and the tinklings ran the gamut of the
musical scale. An ice-crystal music in caverns
measureless to man. Rising, falling, almost dirge-
like at times.

The alarm clock, having exhausted itself, stop-
ped ringing. But the chimes continued. The ice
crystals broke, shattered and re-formed again.

Another day, Loring thought, stirring drowsily
and blinking sleep from his eyes. He let his gaze
roam over the room. The floor was thick with dust,
and the record player on its handsome walnut
stand, the ornamental decoy duck on the mantel
and the uneven bricks on the built-in fireplace all
needed dusting badly. In fact, the whole damned
apartment needed the attention of a cleaning wo-
man.

Well, it wouldn’t be long now. The mere fact
that he could afford a cleaning woman and no long-
er had to worry about the expense was reason
enough for putting it off. The place could be made
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spic-and-span at a moment’s notice and he pro-
foundly disliked. having his precious knick-knacks
roughly handled by a stranger. It would be all right
for Janice to take over. Wonderful, in fact.

Just bide your time, boy, and before you know
it your bachelor days will be over. In two or three
weeks you’ll have a wife. And you can support
her now. Two hundred dollars for just one ten-by-
twelve picture, and the next one you paint will be
better than any of the earlier ones, and you can go
on from there with a wife to keep you out of the
doldrums.

No reason to move either. Janice likes Green-
wich Village and the apartment is spacious enough
for two, and cheap, since you high-pressured the
landlord and get the rent whittled down to a song.
He was mixing his metaphors, but it didn’t seem im-
portant to him at the moment. Only the future
seemed important. It was brighter with promise
than he could have imagined when he’d sat holding
hands with her on a bench in Washington Square
on the evening before he’d sold the painting.

He was a little startled when the chimes stopped

abruptly, as if a hand had reached out and ripped
the press-button mechanism from the door. The
sudden, loud knocking startled him even more. It
came from the short entrance hall just outside the
room—three sharp knocks followed by a pause
and a knock so loud that it hinted at more than
just impatience. He knew that it had to be Janice,
for her knocking—when she did knock—followed
a pre-arranged pattern. A fourth knock was part of
the pattern. But not a thump that rattled the door
chain.
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He sprang out of bed and seized the first garment
that came to hand. It was a terry-cloth bathrobe
which Janice had urged him to have laundered.
But he just hadn’t gotten around to it, and now it
contributed nothing to his male aplomb and early
morning dash. He hoped she wouldn’t mind too
muc when he took her in his arms and brought his
lips down hard on hers. And smoothed her red-
gold hair and ran his rough artist’s hands up and
down her back until she began to shiver a little
and purr like a kitten.

He hoped she wouldn’t think about the robe and
how untidy he looked in it. Making women forget
little disharmonies like that could be tougher than
painting a picture that would put Utrillo in the
shade. Well . . . what the heck? He was an artist,
wasn’t he? Not all women went for artists, but
when they did they usually liked them a bit on
the unkempt, disorganized side.

You just had to keep the disorganization from
getting out of control. If you allowed it to spread
to the romance department you were sunk. But that
couldn’t happen with Janice—not when he took her
in his arms and told her how beautiful she was.

As he strode toward the door a tiny muscle in
his jaw started twitching. Something was seriously
wrong. He was sure of it. Self-containment was
Janice’s specialty. Her self-control was phenomenal
and no matter how eager she might be to see him
it just wasn’t in character for her to try to break
the door down.

Something extraordinary must have come up to
make her act that way. It was hard to imagine what
it could be, to bring about such a change in the way
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she ordinarily behaved. Fright? Hysteria? But
Janice didn’t have a baker’s pinch of hysteria in
her make-up. His alarm increased as he reached
the door, and started fumbling with the chain. His
fingers were all thumbs and the knocking was so
loud and continuous now that it further unnerved
him, so that it took him nearly a minute to get the
door open.

She came in with a sobbing gasp, her hair di.
sheveled, her eyes so wide with fright it gave her
a staring, almost China-doll aspect. She was start-
lingly pale and hadn’t bothered to cover up her
pallor with lipstick and rouge.

For an instant the machinery of Loring’s mind
was barely able to function. It moved slowly, as
if ice-clogged, with one dread thought uppermost.
Village streets were likely to be deserted in the
early hours of the morning and a scream could be
quickly smothered. Had she been fleeing from
someone who wouldn’t have let her failure to use
lipstick discourage him? A brutish someone who
cared only that she was a woman?

She was trembling violently and her voice was
so agitated that he had to strain to catch the words
which tumbled from her lips as she clung to him,
her eyes still China-doll wide, her fingers tighten-
ing on his wrists.

“Darling, darling, hold me tight. Just keep your
arms around me for a moment, and I’ll be able to
tell you what happened. Right now I can’t seem to
think straight.”

Loring stood for a moment without moving,
holding her close, his temples throbbing. ‘“What
is it?” he urged, trying to keep his voice calm but
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not succeeding very well. “Tell me. I've got to
know.” /

“There was a man in my room when I woke up
this morning. A complete stranger. I’d never seen
him before.”

Loring’s heart sklpped a beat and for an instant
he couldn’t seem to breathe. “A man—"

“Yes. The door was locked and I don’t see how
he could have gotten in. I never forget to lock the
door when I go to bed. I'm very careful about it.
The windows were locked too. I’m sure of it. I-I
was terribly frightened. He just stood there looking
at me. I don’t think he was a burglar or anything
like that. He was tall, dark and very good look-
ing. Young, about twenty-seven. Just about your
age. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more attractive
looking man. If I’d met him at a party before I
met you—I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

“You don’t know. You mean you’d have gone
overboard for him at first glance, without know-
ing a thing about him?”’

“I might have. I’m being completely honest, be-
cause the experience was so terrifying that I have
to get it straightened out in my mind. And I want
you to understand too, darling. I thought of you,
and something deep inside me protected me, so
that I didn’t really feel that way about him at all.
But I almost did. I had to struggle against it, be-
fore I overcame it. If he’d moved forward and taken
me into his arms I’'m quite sure I would have
screamed. But before I thought of you I might
have—"

“Janice! For God’s sake.” .
“l know, darling. The thought torments you.
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In a way, that makes me happy, because I love
you so very much. So very, very much. And the
torment you’re experiencing proves that you love
me. But it’s cruel of me to feel that way—but all
women do. There’s something very primitive in us
that makes us want to be fought over. If the man
you love will fight for you, to the death, if neces-
sary, it brings him closer to you.”

“If he’s dead that won’t give him any pleasure
at all.”

“I know, darling, I know. I hardly know what
I'm saying. Forgive me, be patient with me.”

“I’m trying to. But don’t you see what you’re do-
ing to me? You’ve told me nothing so far. Or very
little. I mean, did he try to make love to you? Did
he—touch you?” ‘

“No, darling. He didn’t. He just stood there by
the fireplace staring at me. He had a strange way
of looking at me. As if he could see deep inside
my mind and knew exactly what I was thinking.
And there was a kind of—tenderness in his eyes,
as if he would have cut ofl his right arm before
he’d take advantage of the fact that we were com-
pletely alone and I was wearing only—"

“Never mind what you were wearing. Do you
have to tell me? All right, I want to know: I must
know.”

“That lace-fringed nightgown you gave me, darl-
ing. You know, the one with the black lace at the
neck and sleeves. It really isn’t so very revealing.
Only—"

“Only what?”

“It may have slipped down a little at the shoul-
ders. Of course I was embarrassed- as well as
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frightened, but I don’t think he gloated over it
or took advantage of it in his mind in any way.
Try to uﬁderstand what I’m trying to say.”

“I’m trying.”

“He apologized. He was very nice about it.”

“He apologized for what? For breaking into
your room like a thief in the night? You can’t clear
yourself of a criminal charge by making a simple

apology. The courts would take a very dim view
of that.”

“But he didn’t do anything criminal. It was all
a mistake. His exact words were: ‘I'm terribly
sorry. 1 hope I haven’t embarrassed you. I live
on the next block, and I’ve been to a party and—
well, you know how it is sometimes when you’ve
had a little too much to drink. All these buildings
look alike . . . ”

“He didn’t finish. He just smiled, hoping I'd
understand, and there was something boyish and
even a little pathetic about the way he smiled. As
if he was pleading with me to forgive him for for-
getting himself and drinking a little too heavily.
And of course I did understand. It wasn’t a crime.
After all, darling, I do live in the Village.”

“Why don’t you say what you mean? He was
probably reeling drunk.”

“No, he wasn’t. I could see he wasn’t. He might
have reached the reeling stage for just a moment,
when he made a mistake about the apartment. But
it must have passed very quickly, because when he
he spoke to me his speech wasn’t slurred and he
held himself very straight.”

“What happened then?”
11
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“Nothing you need to be alarmed about.” Most
of the agitation had gone out of Janice’s voice, but
there was still a look of fright and sharp appre-
hension in her eyes, as if she were trying hard
not to think about something she hadn’t yet told
him. :
“He—he just crossed to the bed, bent and kissed
me lightly on the forehead.”

“Good God! I thought you said he didn’t even
touch you. What right had he to take such a li-
berty? He must be a clownish Village character of
some sort. I wish I could get my hands on him.”

“Aren’t you being a little absurd, darling? The
man was emotionally upset. It was a crazy thing
to do, but I wasn’t offended. Everybody who lives
in the Village does things like that occasionally.
It was just a spur-of-the-moment, completely im-
pulsive substitution for old-fashioned gallantry.”

“You think so? I don’t. What did he do then?”

“He just turned without saying another word
and walked straight out of the door. He opened the
door and walked out, and I could hear his foot-
steps dying away on the stairs. He didn’t come
back.” .

.Loring let out his breath in a long sigh of re-
lief. Then he seemed to regret having allowed him-
self to feel relieved. He tightened his lips and his
voice became that of an angrily bewildered man
who has a great many questions to ask and is not at
all sure that the answers will satisfy him.

“And the instant he left you dressed and came
rushing over here to tell me all about it, in a con-
dition bordering on shock. Why were you so
terrified? Why do you still look so frightened?
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You’ve done nothing but make apologies for him.
You keep telling me that you weren’t offended in
the least. Then why—"

“Davxd darhng, there s something I havent’ told
you.”

“What was it? For God’s sake, don’t keep me
in suspense.”

“I—I felt myself being embraced.”

“You what?”

“Felt his arms about me, felt him lifting me up.
Of course it had to be just something I imagined.
He was gone. I'd seen him walk out of the room,
and close the door. But for an instant I could see
him again. The outlines of his head and shoulders
were very hazy, and—well, ghostly isn’t just the
right word. Not ghostly. Shifting, smokelike—like
an image in a mirror wrapped in mist. But I could
feel the strength of his arms, his hands moving
across my back, even fumbling with the shoulder
strap of my nightgown, crushing the lace—"

“Stop it, Janice! Keep quiet! You don’t know
what you’re saying. If I thought for a moment . . .”

Loring’s face was very white, and his fingers
clamped tlghtly on Janice’s arm, causing her to cry
out in pain. He released her mstantly, stroking the
arm with his hand.

“I’'m sorry, Janice,” he said contritely. “I got
a little carried away. Let’s get out of here and get
some breakfast. Maybe we can talk more sensibly
about this. What you are saying is too confusing to
take on an empty stomach.”

“All right, darling. That sounds like a fine idea.”
She followed him to the dressing room and leaned
against the doorjamb as he stripped off the bath-
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robe without any self-consciousness, revealing the
compact, finely muscled body she knew and loved.
He appeared so agitated that Janice’s own hysteria
left her, and she felt a sudden, overwhelming ten-
derness sweeping over her, making her forget her
own need for reassurance.

She walked over to him, and reaching up, drew
his head down and opened her lips, murmuring en-
dearments and running her fingers through his hair
to enhance the ardor of her embrace. His arms
tightened about her and for an instant he was not
only holding her close, but saw here as if she were
standing a little apart from him in warm sunlight,
with whispering tropical palms at her back, and the
trade winds ruffling her red-gold hair above the
exquisite beauty of her face. To him it was the
loveliest of all faces, and he had painted it a
dozen times, from the stubborn, loyal chin to the
slightly tilted nose and the precious, adorable brow
with its sprinkling of enchanting freckles.

When he released her, her eyes were shining.
Then, slowly, the look of near rapture faded and
her face clouded over. She shuddered and took a
slow step backwards. He had the feeling that she
had more to tell him, that she was more deeply dis-
turbed than he had imagined. Suddenly, he didn’t
want to hear it. )

He lost his head then completely. It was a
strange time for lovemaking, but he couldn’t help
himself. He gathered her in his arms and carried
her across the living room to the couch that could
be folded back into the wall when he had no oc-
casion to stop painting and turn his attention to a
different kind of artistry.
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He put her gently down and unfastened her dress,
easing the zipper over the places where the cloth
fit tightly. He drew the dress down over her shoul-
ders, freeing her brassiere-ensheathed breasts and
allowing the light to caress the soft, white skin
of her truly lovely back, and the shadowed recess
in the small of her back from which it was so
easy for a hand to glide downward over the smooth
roundness of equally lovely hips.

He could not quite persuade himself to do more
than run his fingers lightly along the curve of her
neck for an instant, to nibble at her ear, and then
plant a single firm kiss in the middle of her back.
It was not, he reminded himself, with an effort,
quite the right time for reckless abandon. She was
still too nervous and upset and was trembling vio-
lently. '

It was only when it slowly dawned on him that
she was not trembling because her nerves had
been strained to the breaking point but for a quite
different reason that he ceased to be constrained
and scrupulous, and embraced her with so fierce
an ardor that it put a complete end to all restraint,
and led them both along pathways of rapture in a
continuously unfolding intimacy . . .

Later, eating Danish pastry and tasting steaming
coffee in the coffee shop a block away from Loring’s
apartment, the world seemed normal again. Their
eyes met across the table, and they smiled, a little
sheepishly, at one another.

“Feel better, sweetheart?” Loring asked.

““You know I do,” she said softly. Then her
smile abruptly disappeared and she frowned slight-
ly. “But David, I have to tell you the rest of it,
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even though I want to forget it, and I know you
would. Afer I had this feeling of being embraced—"

“You had an erotic fantasy, Janice.” David in-
terrupted firmly. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.
It’s an honest, sound objective appraisal of a
scientific reality that every man has experienced a
good many times in his life, and every woman too.”

Janice shook her head.

“It would be all right if my erotic fantasy in-
volved a man with no particular cast of features,
just a man in the abstract. But it involved a living
man, a-man whom I’d just met and described to you.
He’s alive and a rival and you have to think of
him in that way. You can’t help yourself—no matter
how scientifically enlightened you may try to be.”

“I know,” Loring said. “I was lying to myself
and to you. I’d be jealous if it was just a man in
the abstract. I'd be jealous if that man wasn’t me.”

She tried to laugh, tried to force gaiety into her
voice. “You don’t have to carry it quite as far as
that,” she said. “The man would be you, without
all of the very dear, very special details filled in.
You create a mental image first, in the abstract,
a kind of unconscious clay model. Then you meet
the only man in the world for you, and fill the
details in.

“It was a terrifying experience. 1 knew he
couldn’t be real but his strength was so great I
couldn’t free myself. Even if I'd struggled violent-
ly and clawed at his face he’d have caught me
again before I could reach the door.”

Loring’s face had gone very white. “But he was
so attractive to you that you didn’t struggle. Is that
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it?” Even before he words left his lips he hated
himself, but he had to say them.

She shook her head, her eyes firmly denying it.
“He was attractive, yes. The handsomest man I’ve
ever seen. But his attractiveness had nothing to do
with it. Oh, if he’d been an ugly-faced brute I sup-
pose it might have seemed worse. But not much
worse. I couldn’t struggle because I'd gone numb
all over. I couldn’t even raise my arms.”

“A man doesn’t have to have an ugly face to be

a brute!”

“There’s nothing more, .so you can stop tortur-
ing yourself. Quite suddenly he was gone, almost
as if he’d never been there. It was all like some
hideous nightmare, one of those dangerous, utterly
terrifying dreams from which you awaken just in
time. They’re dangerous because people have died
in their sleep just from shock. But I did awaken in
time. You’ll never know how relieved I felt, how
inwardly glad.”

“Then why are you still so frightened? Nothing
happened to you. It’s over and done with. Even
his actual presence in your room, when you heard
him speak, may have been an hallucination. Per-
fectly normal people can have hallucinations. What
else is bothering you, Janice?”

She toyed with her coffee cup for a moment be-
fore answering, then spoke in a low voice. “An
even stranger, more terrifying, thing happened.
Harder to explain and ghastly in a completely non-
human way. I don’t think I was in quite as much
danger, because it ]ust stood there in the hall watch-
ing me without moving at all. But I had the feelmg
that if it did move I'd be in even greater danger
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“It? Janice, what are you talking about?”

“Just give me a moment, darling. I’ll tell you,
but please don’t rush me. Let me tell it'in my own
way. It was so frightening, so unbelievable that
the mere thought of it makes me almost physically
ill. In a way, it could be an hallucination, because I
did have the shock of the other experience before
I saw it. No shock preceded the first experience,
as I told you, but this one—"

“All right now, try to stay calm. You’re in no
danger now. You’re safe here with me. Remember
that.”

“I,ll tl'y.”

“I love you very much.”

“I know you do, darling. Well, I calmed myself
down so successfully that I believe I could have
gone back to sleep again. But I decided instead
to get dressed and go out. I thought the fresh air
might help to clear the cobwebs out of my brain.

“My nervés had stopped screaming, but 1
couldn’t shake off the feeling that there were still
cobwebs deep in my mind crisscrossing, forming a
hideous pattern. Down one of the gleaming strands
a black widow spider was crawling slowly toward
me.”

“Black widow spiders devour their own mates,”
Loring said. “But the female is about fifty times
as large as the male. Only the males have to
worry.” '

It was the wrong way to ease her tension, and
he instantly regretted that he hadn’t kept silent.

She went on quickly, her voice tightening. “It
took me only a moment to get some clothes on and
I didn’t waste any time with make-up. But I was
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trembling so I kept dropping things, and I thought
I’d never get the door open. I didn’t realize just
how badly shaken I was, though, until I got out
into the hall. There was a dim light bulb at the
end of the hall and there were shadows every-
where, large dark shadows that seemed to change
shape as I stared at them. Then I saw it.”

Her voice shook and she looked quickly around
the nearly deserted restaurant, as though expect
ing someone to be eavesdroppmg

“Just remember it is terrifying. The creature
looked almost human. It had a face with nose, eyes,
ears and the body of a man. Darling, I-I can’
describe it. Not really, not perfectly, because I
only saw it for an instant and it was standing in
shadows. But I saw eough to know that it wasn’t
human—couldn’t have been human. It wasn’t a
man or a woman. It was a thing.”

19
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Ten minutes later they were back in Loring’s
apartment again. David had thought it best to hear
the rest of Janice’s revelation there. As they en-
tered the large studio living room an oppressive
pall seemed to burden the atmosphere; as though
they had stepped from the cheerful bustle of the
Village street into a place where fear and uncer-
tainty dwelled. David shook off the feeling reso-
lutely; this was his own apartment, and no one
dwelled here except himself, and he was a real-
istic, if somewhat romantic fellow.

They sat down together on the couch which had
held them rapturously entwined in one another’s
arms such a short time ago.

“Now Janice,” he said, trying to keep his voice
calm and patient, as though he were a doctor deal-
ing with a difficult patient. “You probably had an
hallucination. But tell me about this Thing you
saw. And remember I am right here beside you.”

She spoke with an effort. “I saw it distinctly
enough to be sure it was alive and watching me.
I saw its face. It was flat, qoldly impassive, hideous.
No animation in the features at all. The nose was
bulbous. Like the nose of an alcoholic. Oh, I know
that sounds almost ludicrous, but it’s the right
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dmription. I can’t think of a more accurate one.
Its eyes—"

“Go on.”

“They. were small, dark and smouldermg, buried
in folds of pinkish flesh. I said no animation, but
the eyes were alive, riveted on me as if it were—
yes, a ghoul. As if it wanted to pounce on me,
sink its teeth in my flesh and suck all the marrow
from my bones. There were two little knobby
outgrowths protruding from its forehead, one from
each temple. They were pinkish too, and if they
had been a little longer they would have looked
like horns.”

“Let me get this straight, Janice. Its face was
flat and yet the nose was bulbous. And when the
eyes are animated they have a great deal of
expression. It makes the other features seem ani-
mated too. Aren’t there contradictions there?”

“No, I don’t think so. Its face did look flat,
masklike, despite the bulbous nose and the smould-
ering eyes. I had the feeling that its features just
weren’t human—that it was incapable of feeling as
we do, thinking as we do. I told you how I felt.
It was some kind of monster, despite its almost
human body.”

“Did you see its hands?”

“That’s what terrified me the most, David. I
don’t think it had hands. Its arms were in shadow,
so I couldn’t be sure. But I think it had claws.
Talons. I didn’t wait to make sure. I ran on past it
and down the stairs. It made no attempt to follow

me. »”

For an instant Loring sat motionless, shaken in
spite of himself, not quite knowing what to believe.
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Then, quite suddenly, a look of relief came into
his eyes. In another moment his expression had
changed again. The relief was gone and his eyes
were blazing with anger.

“A prank!” he said. “That’s what it must have
been. All of it, from the moment you saw that
lacquered, good-looking joker in your room to the
caricature in the hall. Some Village character is
having a time for himself, at our expense. Damn
him to hell!”

“But David, I told you—"

“Never mind what you think you saw. I know
exactly what happened now. It happens often
enough, not only in the Village but wherever artists
and writers throw parties and allow envious people
to drift in. There’s always some joker with no
talent who wants to get back at people who have
talent. Sex can get mixed up in 1t, too. Someone
is making a play for another man’s girl, or—"

“You mean you think the whole thing may have
been directed at you.”

“Quite possibly. At me through you. I wouldn’t
put it past Jack Durbin.” He rose and paced the
room, excited by the possibility of a rational
answer to the strange tale.

“But it wasn’t Durbin I saw in my room. Or
anyone we know.”

“Naturally! Durbin’s looks would eliminate him
right off. But he could have talked a friend into
helping out with the prank. There are a dozen
other people I could nominate for the role. You
don’t always remember the faces of people you
meet casually at parties. You may have been star-
ing into a cocktail glass when the good looking guy
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was introduced to you. You may have met him and
forgotten all about it.”

“I wouldn’t forget.”

“All right, you wouldn’t forget him. So he’s new,
someone you've never seen before. That doesn’t
rule out the possibility that he was talked into
helping out with the prank by Durbin or someone
else. We've attended thirty or forty parties in the
last eighteen months. All kinds of people. Beatniks,
Madison Avenue gray flannel suiters, painters who
have crashed the midtown galleries, piano players,
wrestlers, trapeze artists, lads who have been writ-
ing the Great American Novel for forty years. You
can take your pick. I'll cast my vote for one of
the far-out, real gone Beatniks.”

“Darling, if I could really believe—"

“Let me finish, Janice. All kinds of people can
get erotically compulsive ideas, dangerous and
malicious ideas. They become lost to all honor.
That’s an old-fashioned word, but I've always
rather liked it.”

“I’ve no quarrel with it, David. But I can’t
believe it was all a malicious prank. I just can’t
reconcile what I saw with any such convenient,
easy-to-accept explanation. You’ve convinced your-
self that the figure in the hall was wearing a mask.
It was the first thmg I thought of, but I couldn’t
go on believing it.”

“Why not? It makes sense.”

“Not to me. That creature was real, David.
Real and alive and a monster. Not a man dis-
guised by a mask. Its face had a fleshly look.”

“But you said yourself that its face was mask-
like. And modern mechanical masks can be almost
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unbelievably lifelike. Mask-making has become a

fine art. It always was, in a sense, but it’s genius-
inspired today. I've seen a few of the extraordinary
ones—both the Frankenstein monster type and the
kind that wouldn’t scare a woman if she woke up
and saw it beside her on a pillow in the morning.
She might even—"

“Don’t say it, David, or I'll get angry. I've
been holding myself in, but I can get angry. You’ve
been pressing the jealousy pedal too hard, damag-
ing the sound track, jamming the keys.”

“I’m sorry, Janice. It just slipped.”

“What are you going to do, David? If you
really believe it was just a malicious prank.”

“Find him, of course. Find him and take off the
mask and flatten his face out so he won't really
need a mask to look like a ghoulish monster. That
way we’ll be helping each other.”

“You may end up in jail.” -

“It will be worth it. Finding him ‘may not be
easy, -but there’s a good chance I'll get my hands
on him if I work at it hard enough. I’m going over
to your apartment right now, alone. I want you
to stay here until I get back. I'll question the
neighbors. Someone may have seen him coming
or going. I’ll describe him and try to locate sorne-
one who knows him well, or has seen him often
enough to recognize the description. Then I'll go
through the halls and your apartment with a fine-
tooth comb. He may have left a clue to his identity
somewhere about the apartment.”

“That seems unlikely, David.”

“You never know. Even professional criminals
get careless and he isn’t a professional. It’s sur.
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prising how often intruders leave traces some-
where. They get careless and drop something, even
a slip of paper with a name or address on it. I
know a detective lieutenant who’s firmly convinced
you have at least a forty percent chance of tracing
a criminal intruder if you’re thorough enough and
explore all of the possibilities.”

“All right, David, go ahead. I won’t try to stop
you. Find out all you can. I think you’re wrong. I
don’t helieve it was a prank. I’'m sure it was some-
thing stranger and more terrifying, something we
can’t even begin to understand. But I don’t want
you to blame me later. Although I really can’t see
what good catching him would do.”

“You don’t? I should think you’d be the first
to understand how I feel.”

“I can understand how you feel David. But
what good would knocking him down do? If you’re
right about its being a prank he’s a very sick man.
Actually, you ought to have compassion and want
to help him.”

“I’m afraid I can’t be that objective about it.
It’s a mafter of male pride.”

“Well, go ahead, mdulge your pride, David.
I’m not stopping you .

The parting shot rankled a little as David stood
outside the apartment building staring down the
long length of MacDougal Street, his eyes alert
for a cruising taxi. Simply being angry with her
made no sense at all, he told himself. A woman
couldn’t understand how a man felt when he was
caught up in an ugly situation that could only be
straightened out in one way if he wanted to go on
living with himself.
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Being angry made no sense, but he should have
explained to her exactly what would happen to his
integrity if he shrugged the whole matter off and
forgot about it. Emotionally she would never under-
stand, but he should have made a serious effort
to at least straighten her out intellectually and
correct the impression he’d left with her that he
was scientifically moronic and still living in the
Middle Ages as far as mental illness was cop-
cerned. ,

The prankster was quite possibly psychotic,_or,
at the very least, a psychopathic personality. But
even so, his integrity demanded that he give the
scoundre] at least one sturdy biff in the jaw. After
that, he could afford to feel generous and enlight-
ened and drag the man by the scruff of his neck to
the nearest mental institution.

A taxi swung to the curb at last and Loring got
in and gave the driver Janice’s Horatio Street ad-
dress. He relaxed a little and watched Village
stores, restaurants and dry cleaning establishments
sweep past the windows of the cab. The almost
completely deserted aspect of the Village before
ten in the morning néver ceased to fascinate him.
He didn’t quite know why.

Three minutes later, the taxi drew in to the curb
in front of a four-story brownstone. Loring paid
the driver, climbed the stoop and walked up two
flights of stairs to the door of Janice’s apartment.
He inserted the key she had given him into the lock.

Janice’s apartment seemed completely peaceful
—quiet and appealing in the early morning light
which streamed in from a high window directly
opposite the daybed. The covers were in disarray
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and there was a slipper in the middle of the floor
and a small oaken stand had been overturned in
her hurry to get away. But otherwise the room was
in order and her presence seemed to hover over
eveything that Loring touched.

He was staring at the slipper when a chill thought
crept into his mind, and made his heart stand still.
What if she were not alive and safe and waiting
for him in the apartment they’d soon be sharing?
What if he were a lover returning alone to a house
that would never echo to her footsteps again? What
if she occupied a narrow home beneath a row of
cypresses and he was alone now with only memo-
ries to comfort him, or tear cruelly at his heart?

If he were returning alone to such a dwelling,
could he bear even to look at the slipper, the
unmade bed, all of the dear, precious things her
hands had touched?

He remembered suddenly that in the past when
he had allowed his mind to dwell even for a
moment on some great and inconsolable loss which
had never actually taken place he was the better
for it—a man more capable of taking full advantage
of every moment of joy and happiness in the nar-
rowing orbit of his days. You had to live every
moment to the full, with as much heightening of
consciousness as you were capable of experiencing,
because the orbit started narrowing when you were
twenty and never grew any wider even when it
stopped narrowing for a time and stayed the way
it had been.

In the past such thoughts had not shaken him too
profoundly or left a cold chill in their wake. But
now they did, somehow. The room felt perceptibly
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more somber and the chill seemed to spread out
from his mind in widening circles to envelop the
chirs and bedside table, the bricks of the fireplace
and even the pictures on the wall.

He did not hear the door open, though it made
a faint click which would have been audible to
anyone less preoccupied.

He did not even hear the woman’s footsteps
approaching him across the room. Her tread was
very light and the rug was deep-napped and very
soft. But her quick, excited breathing and the
heady perfume which was distilling its essence
through the room—an odor of jasmine—and the
rustle of her dress as she moved quickly made him
aware that he was no longer alone.

He turned abruptly and stood staring at her,
unable to move or speak, a look of dazed disbelief
in his eyes.

He had never seen the woman before. Once
seen, her face would have stayed forever in his
memory and he could not possibly have forgotten
how tormentingly beautiful it was or failed to
remember every _first-encounter impression, the
time, the place, the exact moment when she had
ceased to be a stranger.

Her beauty was so overwhelming that it stirred
the heart in ways that were dangerous. Instantly,
tumultuously, like a drug injected directly into the
aorta, tightening the muscle fibers, drawing them
together, increasing each pulse beat, turning each
beat into a hammer blow in a bursting stillness.
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David Loring had no way of knowing that he
was under observation and that his every movement
was being watched. He could not see the lighted
tele-communication screen or the cold, alien eyes
trained on his image as he inserted the key which
Janice had given him into the door of her apart-
ment and stood for an instant motionless, with an
angry set to his jaw.

He did not know that an a_lien electronic pickup
device was transmitting his image from an apart-
ment house hallway in Greenwich Village to a
hovering flying disk high in the sky. Within the
disk the screen glowed brightly and Loring’s image
was life size. It stood out with a startling, three-
dimensional clarity. Not only was the image studied
carefully, it was relayed to a dozen other flying
disks within a radius of six hundred miles. The
eyes that watched were dark and inscrutable,
buried in folds of pinkish flesh. They did not
blink, but stared steadily and without noticeable
animation. Each eye was like a smoky lens, con-
cealing more than it revealed, keeping its many
secrets hidden. Each eye was a Sphinx-eye, brood-
ing and unfathomable.

And each was the eye of a Martian.
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The truth would have staggered Loring and
broken down all of his defenses. He would have
stood motionless, his hand on the doorknob, strug-
gling to remain calm but feeling his sanity im-
periled. Fortunately he did not know, did not even
suspect that everything he said or did was being
constantly scrutinized.

His ignorance was shared by every man, woman
and child on Earth. Not even the sharp, wise eyes
of the astronomers had detected the rocket flares
on Mars when the Martian ships had taken off from
the red planet on their three-stage journey across
space. '

There were other things that Loring did not
know or suspect. The Martian invaders of Earth
had been woman hunting. They had been woman
hunting so relentlessly for five days that even as
Loring’s image flickered on their tele-communica-
tion screens their great, silvery mother ship was
moving slowly above the autumn-resplendent coun-
tryside one hundred and forty miles from New
York City, at an altitude of ninety feet above
ground level.

It was a deserted region of sapling spruce and
birches and dwarfed evergreens, growing so sym-
metrically on the sloping hillsides that each, iso-
lated group of trees had a deceptive appearance
of greenhouse cultivation.

The Martian invaders were takmg a calculated
risk. They were almost sure that the sparsely settled
region would contain no eyewitness whom they
could not quickly capture and silence. But they
could not be completely sure. The screams of the
captured women or the barking of savage dogs on
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the scattered farms or in the streets of the small
village communities might be just loud and frantic
enough to alert the hard-eyed, stony-faced men
whose duty it was to carry arms and be always
on guard.

The inhabitants of Earth had already seen far
too many Martian ships. Fortunately their Martian
origin had not been stressed even by the credulous,
and the majority of eyewitnesses preferred to believe
they came from Venus, or the dark side of the
moon, or some unknown region of outer space. No
scientist of world wide prestige had even seen a
flying saucer, and scientists in general refused to
take Unidentified Flying Objects seriously, and
were quick to dismiss the many rumored sightings
as superstitious nonsense—a product of mass
hysteria.

Nevertheless it was a dangerous undertaking. If
a Martian ship should meet with an accident and
be forced to land, tangible proof would exist in
abundance. There would be a fiery crater in the
quiet countryside which would flame more brightly
than a cluster of burning buildings. The walls of
the crater would be eroded and smoke-blackened,
its circumference sprinkled with radioactive dust
from the descending ship’s exploding rocket jets.
A search party would be likely to find, scattered
about in the immediate vicinity, fragments of a
radioactive metal unknown on Earth.

A wave of terror would sweep from city to city,
from continent to continent, until it engulfed the
entire planet. Emergency warning signals would be
broadcast everywhere, from New York and London,
from Paris and Moscow, to the remote Asian
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villages: It has come. The ultimate horror, the
unbelievable. Earth has been invaded by the in-
telligent inhabitants of another planet.

And if a Martian should be captured alive . . .
The thought could be accepted by the human mind
perhaps and even embraced with a momentary,
wholly unjustified feeling of triumph. But to a
Martian it would be a death thought, too hideous
to contemplate

A Martian in a cage or in a laboratory, stared
at, jeered at perhaps, completely at the mercy of
his human captors. A Martian stretched out oh an
operating table, with sharp instruments of human
science glittering in a cone of radiance above his
strapped-down body. Pain, torment beyond endur-
ance. Martian pride humbled, and dragged through
the dust.

A dissecting laboratory. Would Earth display
pity or stay its hand if it needed knowledge to
forge weapons to combat an intelligent race bent
on space conquest—a race so different from Man
in some respects that it would be easy to think of
its captive members as caged beasts or hideous and
dangerous monsters?

No mercy would be shown. No mercy could be
expected. It would be a battle to the death, and in
some respects Earth’s technological knowledge was
formidable. No Martian ship could hope to survive
a full-scale atomic attack. The hydrogen bomb was
far more destructive than any Martian weapon,
deadly as some of those weapons were. A single
nuclear bomb could destroy ten or twelve Martian
ships moving in close formation.

It was not a thought which Tragor cared to dwell
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upon. He stood in the observation compartment of
the mother ship, staring out at the bright autumn
foliage directly beneath him. The ship was hover-
ing so low above the sloping countryside that its
hull almost brushed the branches of occasional tall
trees, looming like sentinel posts above the dwarfed
pines and the slender trunks of young birch trees,
spruces and cedars. Some of the hillsides were
rocky and overgrown with lichen, their leaf-choked
recesses and bramble patches casting purple shad-
ows. Others were bright with a riot of autumn
colors, reds and browns and golden yellows.

Tragor could see his own reflection in the view-
glass, tall and grave and commanding. It seemed
incredible to him that even on an alien world his
appearance could cause a female to recoil from
him in terror and revulsion. That he should seem
handsome and desirable, an outstandingly virile
male, to all humanoid women—no matter what
their lineage—was something he had taken for
granted. C

Was he, after all, so different from the males
whom women mated with on Earth? Did he not
have a strong, robust body, well-shaped, eyes that
could burn with an unquenchable ardor, hands that
could clasp and caress? Why, if the women of
Earth seemed so- maddeningly attractive and de-
sirable to him, did he not seem equally desirable
to them? Why should they recoil from him in
horror? Why should they regard him as a monster?

There were physical differences, of course, but
they were biologically superficial. He was in every
vital aspect of his being completely human. Human
enough to make love, to embrace a human female
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and convince her in a hundred ways that in him
she had a lover indeed. And every other Martian
felt the same way. They had made a tragic blunder,
but it was a blunder that could be wiped out, for-
gotten, and compensated for. It was net too late.
Had it not been, after all, a natural blunder, a
credit to a male with pnde" To conquer and
colonize another planet was a hazardous undertak-
ing. To expose females to so great a danger, to such
unimaginable hardships, would have been unthink-
able. But still, a mistake had been made. A male
cannot live alone. The woman-need must be ap-
peased, or unendurable frustration and wretched-
ness will result.

And on Earth there were women who, by a
miracle that could not be easily explained, were
even more desirable to a Martian than the females
of his own race. If only—

Forget the ‘“only” Tragor told hlmself with
vigor. Their fear can be overcome, their resistance
broken down. Ardor will do it, flaming ardor, all
the delights of the dark, the words of love, the
whispered reassurances. Limbs crushing limbs,
with a passion irresistible, gentleness with fierce-
ness intermingled . .

Yes, yes. He only needed to be bold, virile,
fearless. And he had a great boldness within him.
He was stronger than any male on Earth and wiser
and more understanding. In the long run no
human woman could resist him.

Had they not already captured and studied
dozens of human women? They had needed to do
that for a quite different reason, a reason not asso-
ciated with lovemaking at all. They had held them-
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selves in restraint, because they had not been so
long cut off from the women of their own race that
the torment and frustration had become unendur-
able. Studying the women of Earth had been part
of the master plan, the Great Plan for Earth
conquest.

Nothing must be allowed to interfere with that
plan even now. But now there was another need—
compulsive, overwhelming. For every Martian a
mate must be found—a woman tender and yielding.

For every Martian.

Tragor straightened in sudden alertness, his
eyes on a stretch of open coutryside a few hundred
feet in front of the steadily advancing ship. Be-
tween a winding brook and a small, tree-shadowed
grove eight or ten tiny human figures were moving
slowly about or sitting in pairs on the grass.

He had seen such groups before and the sight
did not surprise him. They were hikers, relaxing
after a strenuous tramp over the green-yellow hills,
and enjoying one another’s company by a cool
stream in the shadow of whispering boughs. They
had unwrapped packages of food and spread a
white tablecloth on the grass and at the edge of
the stream a girl with gold-red hair was filling a
pail with water.

He could see the girl clearly now, her slender
supple form bent seductively above the pale, sky-
mirroring water. There were other girls in the
group but even at a distance they seemed far less
attractive. Two were very stout and one was a
gaunt, big-boned woman with almost mannish
features and no roundness where Tragor looked
for roundness with anticipatory delight.
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He saw now that the group consisted of eight
people, and that four of them were men. The men
could be destroyed without difficulty and presented
no problem. But he studied them carefully never-
theless. He studied their physiques for muscular
sturdiness and their faces, as the ship drew rapidly
nearer, for qualities which might prove trouble-
some in a struggle, however heavily the odds were
weighted against them: resolution, defiance, firm-
ness of mind and will.

He knew that a few men would fight to the
death, counting their own lives of no importance,
if a monster threatened a woman dear to them.
Tragor recoiled a little at the thought, cursing
himself for allowing such an image to torment him
at a moment when his triumph seemed assured.
He was not a monster, and he intended to make
sure that the woman by the brook did not think
of him as one for long. She would very soon
find out he was the most perfect lover she had
ever known.

How many human lovers had she known? he
wondered. A woman that beautiful could hardly
have escaped lovers, but it did not matter to him
at all. It disturbed human males, sometimes even
drove them to acts of violence, but he was not
that kind of a fool. He could make any woman
forget any lover in her past. He was sure of it.
He could blot the memory from her mind, make
it seem less than the shadow of a dream. She
would exist for him alone and believe that she
had come into his arms completely virginal.

A little violence at first perhaps might be
needed. He must be firm and unbending, but it
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would not be for long. She would quickly enough
dissolve in his arms when the monster image was
destroyed by an embrace more passionate and
unyielding than she could have dared to hope for,
even during those moments of wild surrender
when a woman is asleep and dreaming and re-
strained by nothing sternly forbidding and unfair
to her nature in the waking world.

The four men and four women had seen the
ship now and were on their feet; pointing, shout-
ing, their faces contorted with terror. The girl by
the brook had dropped her pail and was running
toward the others, her red-gold haid whipped by
the wind, her white limbs gleaming in the sunlight.

Tragor swayed a little, so aroused and stimu-
lated by her great beauty that he was unable to
take command. He stood very still, his heart
beating wildly, knowing that it. was not really
necessary for him to act. Others would act for
him, as they had often done in the past. In the
absence of direct orders the ship would veer
slightly, and then remain stationary, hovering
above the women who were to be taken captive
and the men who were to be destroyed. A wide
section of the hull would swing open, and five
heavily armed Martians would descend to the
ground over a collapsible metal stairway. The
stairway would be instantly withdrawn and not
lowered again until the men had been killed, the
women taken captive.-

It was happening now. Tragor could hear the
thrumming of the opening hull section, the metal-
lic clatter of weapons and equipment as the
marauding party waited with no attempt to conceal
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their impatience for the stairway to be lowered.

Then, through the view-glass, he saw the stair-
way go down and the first of the five Martians
start to descend, his massive shoulders and hair-
less skull giving him the formidable aspect of a
trained warrior who would give and expect no
quarter. The brutishness of the warrior caste never
failed to repel Tragor a little, but he realized that
warriors were necessary.

A human woman might almost be justified in
looking upon a Martian warrior as a monster. A
straggle-legged brute, hairy and uncouth and utterly
lacking in refinement. To be seized by a warrior,
roughly slapped, and carried screaming and kick-
ing to a space ship could hardly fail to be abhor-
rent to a sensitive and delicate woman. But a de-
sirable woman could not be allowed to escape and
the women of Earth were often incredibly fleet of
foot. '

Two warriors were descending the stairway now
and a third was just emerging. The structure
grazed the ground, but did not rest solidly upon it.
It was necessary to keep the ship in motion, and
a grounded stairway could cause unimaginable
havoc.

Below there was havoc of a different sort. Two
of the men were standing their ground and one
had picked up a rifle. But the fourth man was in
headlong flight, his shoulders jerking as he ran,
his coat flapping open. He stumbled and fell and
picked himself up again, stopping for an instant
to look back in horror. He did not seem to care
that he had stamped himself a craven and cut a
woefully pitiful figure, for he added to his shame
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by crying out hoarsely. He changed his course
slightly and headed directly for the grove, moving
slowly and awkwardly now, as if fear had begun
to paralyze him.

The gaunt, mannish woman was standing very
still, shading her eyes with her hands and watch-
ing the Martians descend with no pronounced
chage of expression. But her face was drained of
all color. The two stout women were clinging to
each other and screaming.

But the girl whom Tragor had seen first by the
brook and now saw in a different light, with the
sunlight aureoling her hair and a man to defend.
her, did not appear to be the kind of woman who
could be easily demoralized. She stood straight
and still by the man with the rifle, her head tilted
back in defiance, her lips slightly parted.

All five of the Martians were on the stairway
now, and the first to emerge from the ship had
been passed by the second, an equally muscular
warrior with an even more brutish countenance.
With a quick leap he was on the ground, his
puckered, heavy-lidded eyes darting toward the
four women with lascivious eagerness, the pupils
strangely luminous.

The Martian directly above him paused for an
instant on the stairway, raised to his shoulder a
small, compact weapon that bore a slight resem-
blance to a sawed-off shotgun despite its technical
complexity and took careful aim at the running
man, who had almost reached the grove.

The weapon leapt in the Martian’s clasp and a
sharp crack echoed like a pisto]l shot across the
open countryside, from the hollow, metallic sound-
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ing board of the ship’s hull to the distant cluster
of trees. _

The running man screamed, threw out his arms
and crumpled at the edge of the grove. The spurt
of blood from a severed artery was visible from
the ship, a thin, crimson jet that spattered the
grass and the foliage and gleamed brightly on the
boles of the trees until the crumpled body began
to smoke. The smoke spiralling up from the slain
man obscured the gleaming, and was blown by
the wind between the trees, filling the entire grove
with a thin, drifting haze.

One of the stout women swayed released her
hold on her companion’s arm and sank to the
ground in a dead faint. The other went on scream-
ing, so shrilly and hysterically that for a moment
no other sound could be heard—not even the
heavy tread of the Martians moving toward the
four women and three men with their weapons
raised.

The slender girl who, Tragor coveted, gripped
the arm of the man beside her in desperate appeal.

‘Don’t shoot, Kenneth,” she whispered, her face
pale with fear. “They’ll kill you too!”

“They’ll kill me anyway,” the man said, closing
his hand tightly over her trembling fingers and
gently freeing his arm. “This is one nightmare
that seems to be real. They’re certain to kill us
all. But I'm going to get one of them first.”

The rifle was at his shoulder before she could
cry out in protest.

There was another sharp crack, not unlike the
report which the Martian’s complicated weapon
had made. The nearest Martian came to an abrupt
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halt. For an instant his green-fleshed, masklike face
remained totally devoid of expression. Then the
lineaments seemed - to shrivel and darken. The
cruel, slitted mouth lost its firmness and the flesh
around the eyelids began to sag. Slowly, horribly
the entire face changed color, the green fading to
an ashen gray, the pinkish hue of the eyelids
darkening to a deep crimson which did not fade.

From a ragged cavern in the Martian’s chest
there came a brighter flood of crimson. It stained
the fabric of his dark-textured, tight-fitting gar-
ments, dripped from his garments to the ground
and formed a widening pool at his feet.

He swayed a little, but he did not totter and
fall. He died standing up, with the animation
fading slowly from his eyes. The eyes clouded
over, became opaque. But still the Martian re-
mained upright, a standing corpse which main-
tained its equilibrium by the sturdiness of its
firmly planted legs and the sheer massiveness of
its barrel-shaped torso and dangling arms.

The mannish woman sank to her knees, covered
her eyes with her hands, and began to moan. The
man with the rifle stood motionless, his lips white,
smoke pouring from the barrel of the half-lowered
weapon. The stout woman had ceased to scream.
Her face looked gray and frozen and her fingers
had gone to her throat. She was plucking at the
flesh of her throat, as if the sudden tightening of
her vocal cords was causing her unendurable - tor-
ment.

The -slain Martian’s costly delay in killing. the
man with the rifle appeared to enrage his com-
panions. With brutal callousness two of them
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moved forward, and hurled the lifeless body to
the ground. Then, they took care not to repeat his
mistake. They killed all three men, with such
rapid bursts of weapon fire that they were lifted
into the air, hurled backwards and were dead
before their bodies struck the ground.

The slender woman whom Tragor coveted cried
out in anguish and ran toward the crumpled form
of the man with the rifle, her eyes shining with a
near madness that went far beyond shock and
made her waver as she ran. He was still clasping
the rifle, his fingers snagged in the trigger frame.
There were no visible wounds on his body, but
blood stained his left temple and his eyebrows
and hair had been singed. His face was ashen,
the eyes blankly staring. She knew at once that
he was dead and flung herself upon him, weeping,
moaning, her body racked by uncontrollable sobs.

She did not hear the slow, heavy tread of a
Martian drawing near and if she had heard she
would not have cared. She had no desire to go on
living, and had ceased to know the meaning of
fear. Her life was over. At that moment she
realized, as never before, that no one dies alone.

He had taken her with him and she had died
too. Only the hollow shell of a living woman re-
mained. She did not care what happened to that
shell. There is no fate worse than death to a
woman who has ceased to live.

At first, when she felt herself being seized and
lifted up, she struggled only to remain where she
was—close to the man whose life she had shared
and would go on sharing forever, despite death
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and change and Time’s relentless tyranny in a
universe which spared no one.

She was not even aware of the Martian’s fleshly
strength, the savage. cruelty of his embrace, the
way he was drawing her to him mercilessly, en-
circling her shoulders and refusing to relax his
grip on her arms until his flat, hard chest bruised
her numbed breasts.

At first the Martian was no more than a hin-
drance, an obstacle, a disembodied force that was
keeping her from her dead lover. It was as if a
magnetic web had enmeshed her limbs and was
lifting her from the slain man’s side, forcing her
to abandon him.

It wasn’t until the Martian had swung about
and started back toward the ship, his arms tight
about her, that she started to struggle. Even then
her struggles were blindly instinctive, her flesh
rebelling while her mind remained remote and
grief-shattered. ‘

She was not the only captive. Both of the stout
women were struggling furiously in the arms of
warrior-caste Martians, their faces flushed and
despairing, their bodies arched backwards, as if
to remain pressed cruelly to the boardlike chests
of captors so brutish and alien, their screams
silenced by force, was a horror and a degradation
which no woman could sanely endure.

The gaunt, large-boned, mannish-looking woman
was not being carried to the ship. She was being
propelled forward by nudgings from the weapon
of a Martian who wore upon his masklike face an
unmistakable look of distaste.
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There was a cold anger in her eyes and she
walked with dignity despite the proddings, her
composure completely restored now, her lips set
in tight lines.

Tragor, staring through the view-glass, had
missed nothing of the deadly, ten-minute struggle.
He was pleased and almost beside himself with
eagerness to take the captive whose beauty had so
maddeningly aroused him from the arms of the
warrior-caste brute and carry her to his own
sleeping compartment.

The warriors had done well, but he had no
intention of congratulating them. Discipline for-
bade it. A wave of revulsion swept over him again
when he thought of how crude the warriors were
in their lovemaking. They had no delicacy of
perception, no true understanding of how to make
love to a woman. They went about it in the most
brutal imaginable way. Firmness, yes—that was
necessary. You had to be very strong and sure of
yourself. The slightest doubt or hesnatlon could
be fatal.

In fact, you could develop what human psychol-
ogists called a complex in regard to one particular
woman if you failed at the wrong moment, no
matter how accomplished you were with other
women. He had been on Earth long enough to
understand these things, to realize that Martians
were no different from human males in that
respect. One failure, and a woman could be Jlost
to you forever. And she might be the most desir-
able woman you’d ever known, and -couldn’t do
without.

It was important to understand all this, because
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when a Martian made love to a woman who re-
garded him as a monster, failure might very easily
occur the first time. And that failure might be
impossible to overcome later on.

No, no, he told himself angrily. It wouldn’t
happen this time. The captive who had stirred him
beyond reason was now being carried up the stair-
way into the ship. She was still struggling and i
red-gold hair had come unbound and fallen over
her shoulders and he could see the entrancing
curvature of her half-revealed breasts. She was
slender and yet her beauty seemed full-blown in
a pulse-stirring way, as the beauty of a young girl
often seems in the magic mirror which draws no
sharp distinction between a girl of twenty and a
woman of thirty. If she is lovely enough, she be-
comes not one woman, but two, her youthful
charms blending with the ripeness which will soon
be hers and making that ripeness another aspect
of her present self.

It couldn’t happen this time, he told himself
again. He desired her too overwhelmingly and
her beauty was too irresistible. She would stir
him instantly to an amorous frenzy. He was sure
of it. He would experience no misgivings, no
apprehension. Already he could feel her lips
moving against his. Her lips were full, red and
enticingly curved. He would drain the sweetness
of her mouth like a thirsty man, a parched desert
wayfarer . .

He stralghtened, anger creasing his brow. The
warrior-caste brutes were taking unwarranted
liberties with two of the captive women when they
were under strict orders to do no more than clasp
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them firmly and carry them into the ship. It did
not anger him too much, because the women the
brutes had captured would probably soon become
their mates. But what if it gave the warrior who
was carrying the slender woman ideas?

The brute did not know that she was the woman
of Tragor’s choice. He had not assumed command
and he had issued no orders. What if the warrior
assumed that Tragor was hard to please and
would not be likely to have made a choice when
so many opportunities were open to him? Hadn’t
he surrendered even more beautiful women to
warriors with a shrug, simply because they hadn’t
seemed quite so desirable as the slender woman
who might, unless he acted quickly, find herself
in the deadliest kind of danger?

A sudden trembling seized him. His worst fears
scemed about to be realized. The warrior-caste
Martian had paused a short distance from the top
of the stmrway, and had taken firm hold of his
captive’s unbound hair. He was drawing her head
backwards, with the unmistakable intention of
implanting a kiss on her lips—a kiss that would
be savage and prolonged. Just to be kissed in that
way by such a brute was a desecration in itself.
And Tragor knew that the brute would not be
satisfied with a kiss. It would not stop there. His
hands. ..

Tragor left the observation compartment in
three long strides, dark anger surging up in him,
a fury that he was powerless to control. He knew
that the warrior was not too much to blame, for
he had issued no orders. But if it went beyond a
kiss, he swore that the brute would die.
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He had gone beyond a kiss but not too much
beyond. Standing at the head of the stairway,
with the opened section of hull looming at his
back, Tragor took careful note of what the warrior-
caste Martian was doing. The brute had placed
one of his taloned hands squarely on his captive’s
back, and was running the other over her body,
over the smooth curvature of her hips and back
and forth across her knees. Her knees were drawn
up and she was kicking her legs in protest, but
her efforts to free herself did not seem to be
discouraging the Martian.

Tragor did not move at all for a moment. Then
he stepped forward into the light which was
flooding up from below and spoke to the warrior-
caste Martian.

“Come into the ship. Put her down and walk
away from her. Do you understand" I expect
instant obedience.”

The warrior obeyed in complete silence. He
cast one doubtful glance at Tragor and then did
as he was told. The slender girl slumped to the
deck the instant she was released, rolled over on
her side and moaned.

The warrior spoke then, for the first time. “I
did not harm her. You saw—"

“I saw,” Tragor said.

“If I did her no harm, why are you angry?

“Your orders were to bring her into the ship
without making love to her.”

“But you gave no orders—"’

“They are permanent orders. All captive women
are to be brought to me first. I will decide who
is to claim them.”
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The warrior nodded. “I am sorry,” he said.

“You had better be. Turn now and walk away
from me.”

The warrior-caste Martian took a slow step
backwards. He began to tremble. “You will not—"

“You heard what I said. Walk away from me.”

The Martian turned without a word and walked
away from Tragor along the deck.

‘Tragor removed a small metallic box [rom his
three-pocketed waist jacket, opened it, and with-
drew the dart projector from its sterile container.
He raised the projector to eye level and took
careful aim. '

The dart- struck the warrior-caste Martian at
the base of the neck and went completely through
his skull, passing upward through his brain to
emerge at the top of his head.

He did not die standing up. The needlelike
sliver of metal severed a cerebral nerve that con-
trolled the functioning of his muscles and his
entire body went flaccid, so that he slumped to the
deck without uttering a sound, but with a conclu-
sive shudder that would have been pitiful to watch
if Tragor had been capable of compassion or
remorse.

But Tragor felt only dark, terrible, anger,
ebbing away a little now that he had found a
target for his ire and had laid that target low.

He turned and walked to where the slender
woman was lying. He was more shaken than he
would have cared to admit even to himself. He
had never experienced a rage quite so uncontroll-
able and he knew that it did him no credit.
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Jealousy? No, that was insane. How could he be
jealous of a brutish, warrior-caste Martian?

The brute had held her tightly in his arms,
kissed her savagely, dared to embrace her in a
more intimate way. But he had not possessed her.
And ske had not responded in any way to his
brutal lovemaking. She had struggled instead, had
shown unmistakably that she would have preferred
death to a night in the dark with so primitive a lover.

But that was all over now. He had avenged and
protected her and with him it would be different.

It would be very different. He would destroy
the beast image very quickly by his tenderness
and solicitude, and his virile, forthright love-
making. There was no brutishness in him but she
would find him very firm, accomplished, deter-
mined to make her realize that Martians were
completely human in every way that mattered—
with minds and hearts that worshipped at the
shrine of love, and with bodies which were lithe-
limbed and well formed. Anatomically there was
no actual structural difference between Earthmen
and Martians that went beyond skin coloration and
the more superficial aspects of posture, muscular
co-ordination in the higher cerebral centers, and
the distribution of body fat. Martians walked with
a slightly stooped posture, but they could stand
straight enough when the need arose. In addition
to the difference in skin coloration their facial
contours were at variance with the human form, and
their hands terminated in nails so sharp and long
that Earthmen thought of them as claws.

They were clawlike, but only because the nails
contained a network of tiny blood vessels and
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could not be cut without causing a Martian to
writhe in pain. Why did it so seldom occur to
Earthmen that their own bodies were primitive to
an equal degree and that the heritage of the jungle
had left its mark on them? Why were they so slow
to realize that only the great beauty of their women
could overcome such flaws?

Martians were human—as that term was used on
Earth. To think of them as merely humanoid did
Earthmen and Earthwomen no credit, for it was
a reflection on their intelligence. And in one re-
spect at least both races possessed a ‘splendor
whieh no primitiveness could dim. In both Mar-
tians and Earthmen the great organ of love was
the same.

Tragor remained for an instant deep in thought,
his eyes on the slender woman for whem he had
killed—and he would kill again, if necessary, to
make her completely his own. Then he bent and
slipped one arm about her slim waist, and gently
raised her to a sitting position on the deck. For an
instant she seemed scarcely aware that she was
no longer alone with her grief. Her failure to
struggle or offer any resistance at all surprised him.
She had surrendered limply to his guiding strength,
allowing him to lift her up and change the position
of her body without crying out or pleading with
him not to touch her.

It was a good omen, even though it seemed
strange and unnatural under the circumstances.
Then, quite suddenly, he realized that she wasn’t
looking at him at all. She was staring dazedly
beyond him, at the blank expanse of metal sur-
rounding the slowly closing hull section. Her eyes
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were very wide, the pupils slightly dilated, and
her lips were parted, as if she lacked the will or
desire to bring her thoughts to a focus, and exer-
cise control over the muscles of her face.

She appeared to be in a state of shock. Well
that was understandable, he told himself. He
should have anticipated such a frustrating develop-
ment and made allowances for it. He could wait.
She would find him an impetuous lover but not an
inconsiderate one. He would know how to be
gentle with her.

He would wait patiently and — it suddenly
seemed to him that he could no longer breathe.
Her closeness, the pulsating of the veins in her
soft, white throat, the swelling firmness of her
breasts, bursting like honey mounds from the
constraining tightness of her dress made it impos-
sible for him to wait.

It was all like a terrible dream that is both
rapturously intoxicating—sweet beyond anything
the waking mind can experience—and laden
with the blackest kind of guilt. He had not wanted
to be cruelly importunate with this woman whom
he desired so ardently—this woman when he had
already begun to worship.

But now he had no choice. Restraint had be-
come impossible.

His arms went out and around her. She was
not the first human woman he had ever made love
to, but in that instant of fierce passion no other
woman existed for him. There were no memories
to ‘distract him and provide comparisons, for all
past amorous conquests dwindled to a pin point
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glimmering in his mind, and then vanished com-
pletely.

He was only aware of her. Aware of her hair,
which his taloned hands caressed lightly and the
soft flesh of her shoulders which he also caressed,
and the tender swell of her bosom which drew his
eyes, and her mouth, which he wanted to smother
with kisses. He wanted to envelop her completely,
and in every pore of her being, to make of his
body a palpitating web of love which would bind
and imprison her and make her his captive and a
slave of love through long months and years of
amorous dalliance.

He wanted to hold her tightly and never let her
go. There were lovers who remained entwined the
whole night through and he wanted to be such a
lover now, but a single night would never suffice
and he wanted it to be a hundred nights, a thou-
sand.

Earthmen were too quick in their lovemaking,
headstrong and foolish. They thought of love as
a kind of explosion, which quickly burned itself
out and left only ashes. He knew better. He was
far wiser and now that wisdom and knowledge
was a living flame consuming him. Not a flame
that could be extinguished in one soaring burst of
ecstacy or a hundred such bursts but a flame that
would burn forever.

First her mouth. Claim and possess it, parted
lips over parted lips with the dartings of love
between. Yes, her moist and yielding lips: She
would bend to him and he would kiss her with

such ardor....
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But is was not as he had expected. As his arms
moved to envelop her more completely and his
lips approached her mouth she shuddered con-
vulsively and strained backwards, crying out in
wild terror.

It was not the cry alone which unnerved him.
He could see her eyes now. They were very close
and he could look directly into them. They were
no longer glazed and uncomprehending. They
were trained on his face with a blazing intensity
of hatred and loathing.

It was horrible. It shamed him. He himself
began to tremble and turn pale. Not only ad his
ardor failed to arouse her, it had stirred her to
the kind or response that he most dreaded—anger,
contempt, revulsion. She was no longer evenfright-
ened. He could see that she despised him too much
to be afraid of him. He revolted her, sickened her.
But strongest of all was the hatred—a blazing
hatred such as he had never before seen in the
eyes of a woman. :

It was not even a womanly hate. It was the
kind of hate that could crush and destroy. She
was clubbing him with it, using it as a gladiator
would use a /mace—a mace encircled with cruel,
blood-drawing spikes.:

He had no defense against such comtempt, such
hatred. It unmanned him, so that he cowered back
from her as if she had turned suddenly into a
savage beast with bared fangs, slowly pacing about
in front of him, and waiting for his knees to give
way before closing in for the kill.

The words she flung at him were the worst of all.
He had hoped never to hear such words spoken by
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any woman. But from her lips they seared all that
remained of his pride, so that his image of himself
as a lover, accomplished and irresistible, shriveled
and blackened and fell apart, hke a leaf on a
burning tree.

Her words were destructive to more than his
pride. They even made him doubt the genuineness
of his past triumphs, his success with Martian
women. Had his fierce lovemaking not been what
Martian women wanted? Had he been less than an
artist in love? Had they submitted to him only
because of his high station, while secretly holding
him in contempt? If they had spoken such words
as were coming now from the lips of the woman
before him would their voices have rung out with
the same biting comtempt?

‘He could imagine a Martian woman saying such
things to him. He could picture it now. But the
words of the slender woman before him were
infinitely more cruel and vindictive and even as
he listened to them he could feel his virility ebbing
away. They were terrible and crushing words and
they burned into his brain like a firing rod glowing
white-hot.

“If you touch me again I will kill myself! I
will find a way! If only you knew how loathsome
you are—what a beast thing you are! I would
rather be embraced by a toad! I do not know where
you came from or what you are. But you are
inhuman beasts, cruel and cold and merciless. We
will fight you until every man and woman on
Earth is dead. If necessary, we will all die. But we
will fight you. You can be sure of that. Oh, you
can be very sure! You killed my husband! He
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had every ‘right to defend himself. He saw what

you did to the man who fled.”

Tragor heard himself speaking in reply. How

he managed to find the right words he did not
quite know, and perhaps they weren’t the right
words at all. But he had to say them. He had to
speak. :
“Listen to me,” he said, with a pleading ur-
gency in his voice that he could not repress and
did not perhaps really want to repress. “I can
speak your language. We have been on Earth for
almost two years but we have taken care to keep
our presence well concealed. We are from Mars.
We call our home planet Jagroon, but to you it
is Mars. A few of our spaceships have been sighted
in the past, for almost twenty years now. But we
sent only a few ships to Earth to explore the
planet at first and did not come in force until two
years ago.

“Do you understand" I want it all to be very
clear to you.” .

The woman’s hps had gone very white. “It is
clear enough. It is what I feared. Beasts like you,
and men like my husband cannot live on the same
planet in peace. You will either destroy us or we
will destroy yow My husband took the flying
saucer sightings seriously. I did not. I only msh
that my blindness had not been shared by so many.”

“If that blindness had not been widespread you
still could not have struck a single destructive
blow - against us,” Tragor heard himself saying,
knowing that he lied but determined to prevent
the woman from knowing. “You have atomic wea-
pons, but so have we. And our weapons are more
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destructive than yours. We could destroy all of
your cities overnight. We could destroy them in-
stantly.”

“Then why have you not done so? Isn’t that
what beasts would normally be expected to do?”

“We have a better plan. It is not our purpose
to destroy but to build. That is why we are here.
To build a better world for both men and Mar-
tians.”

“With the beasts in the saddle, is that it? Peace
on your terms. Peace with slavery for every man
and woman on Earth.”

“I did not say that.”

“No, but you are thinking it. I can see it in
your eyes.”

“And what if it were true? Should a higher
race bow to a race that could not hope to build a
ship like this? If you could see the Martian cities
you would understand.”

“I have never seen a city built by beasts, filled
with beasts. I doubt‘if I would care to visit such a
city. The constant stench would be intolerable—
the stench of cruelty and death.”

“We are not beasts,” Tragor said, still looking
at her almost pleadingly. “If I were stretched out
on a table in the operating room of a New York
hospitals, the surgeons busy with their scalpels,
there would be no horrified faces, I can assure you.
There is nothing about my body or brain that is
in the least beastlike.”

“You forget. I have seen a demonstration of
just how beastlike Martians can be.”

“Is there nothing I can say to convince you
then?”
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“Nothing. You killed a man I loved more than
my own life. You’ve killed me too. I died with him.
You are looking upon a woman who no longer
places any value upon the mockery life that remains.
That is why I do not fear you.”

It seemed to Tragor that he, too, had died. At
least a part of himself had penshed For a mo-
ment life had flamed so brightly in him that he
had feared it might consume him. But now that
vision of beauty, of desire’s complete fulfillment,
had been snatched away. There could be no rap-
ture in the night with a woman who looked upon
him with loathing and contempt.

He could take her by force, easily enough. But
how could love have any meaning when it was
completely one-sided? Just to make love was not
enough. You had to be loved in return, loved for
yourself. He had never been able to endure a com-
pletely unresponsive woman, a cold shape of ice
in his arms. The warrior-caste brutes felt quite
differently about it. They preferred either com-
plete passivity in a woman, or protests, tears, and
wild strugglings. He had no great liking for either.
He preferred a woman who was as passionate as
himself and who could return his caresses with
unrestrained ardor. \

Perhaps it was a limitation in his nature. He
had never felt completely happy about it and
now it returned to torment him. Why couldn’t he
be primitively ruthless? Had not an Earth philoso-
pher said that all women were alike in the dark?
Perhaps in the dark even a completely unre-
sponsive woman . . . no, no, it was unthinkable.
He was not a warrior-caste brute and never could
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be. The small, fleshy protuberaces growing from
‘his head were a mark of his high station. The
ruling caste alone possessed them, and no man
who wore them could ever descend to that kind of
barbaric lovemaking.

It seemed suddenly horrible, unendurable to
him that he should have to surrender all hope of
fulfillment. He had never before been quite so
stirred by a woman. Her great beauty had enrap-
tured him beyond reason. Not only her physical
charms in the light of day when she was standing
close to him, but the promise of delight which
those charms hinted at when the daylight was gone
and they would be alone together in the night.

No, it could never be now and he had lost her
forever. He felt like a man cast adrift in an open
boat, far from land, his throat parched, the sun
beating down. Water in abundance, but not a
drop to quench his thirst.

If only he were a man in a completely human
sense, a man like her husband. Then, no matter
how much she hated him, he might be able to
overcome her resistance by continuous, passionate
pleading.

But now there was no hope. No hope at all.

He turned and gestured to a waiting, warrior-
caste brute, whose stationary bulk cast a long
shadow on the smooth metal wall opposite the
drawn up, now completely telescoped stairway.
The warrior stepped forward and stood waiting
expectantly.

Tragor spoke tonelessly, as if the tumult within
him had risen to such unprecedented heights that
its ebbing had left him exhausted.
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“Take her to my sleeping compartment. I am
quite sure that she will go willingly.” He looked at
the woman as he spoke, and was not too surprised
when she nodded. She at least had the good sense
to realize that further struggle would be useless.

“If you harm her in any way I will kill you,”
Tragor said, surprised and shocked by the explos-
ive violence which gave his words so much added
weight that the warrior-caste brute paled and
stared with alarm in his eyes at the slumped form
at the end of the passageway. From the slain war-
rior’s dart-pierced skull a thin ribbon of blood was
descending to the deck and spreading out in a
widening pool which gleamed in the overhead
lamps. -

“I warn you,” the slender woman said. “If you
touch me again I will find a way to kill myself.”

She turned then and followed the waiting war-
rior down the passageway to where it turned sharp-

ly to the right. .
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The landscape beneath the Martian mother ship
was changing rapidly now, but no Martian eyes
watched a lake sweep into view and the dwarfed
evergreens surrender their sovereignty to a for-
est of tall, straight pines, their boles dark against
the pale, blue-gray sky. A speedboat came sud-
denly into view from behind a mile-wide island
densely overgrown with scrub oak and hemlocks,
and headed northward, throwing up a curtain of
silvery spray that slowly blended with the -haze
that hung over the southern part of the lake.

The observation compartment was deserted and
only the tele-communication screen opposite the
view-glass glimmered with light and movement.

The light was very bright, the movements of
absorbing interest to Martian eyes on every ship
that had tuned in on that particular broadcast.
Tweny-two Martian ships had tuned in. On the
screen a man was fitting a key into a lock in the hall-
way of a building in New York City.

The man was an artist and every Martian watcher
knew that the man’s name was David Loring. They
knew that he was about to walk into the apartment
and change the entire pattern of his life. And that
change would be a small but vital part of a
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larger change—the Martian pattern for world con-
quest.

It was all a part of the Great Plan. And every
Martian knew exactly what that plan would do to
the man even if he failed to behave as he was ex-
pected to behave. Even if he failed. He was in
deadly danger, but he did not know that and it was
not important that he should know. Nothing but
the Great Plan itself was 1mportant

It was a plan tremendous in scope, unbelievable
in its daring.

It was a plan that had to succeed or Martian
hopes would go down into everlasting night and
darkness. It was a plan for the conquest of Earth
by infiltration. But it was not the infiltraion of
spies and fifth-columnists. Not even the infiltration
of skillfully trained saboteurs. It was a quite dif-
ferent kind of infiltration.

To perfect the Great Plan five hundred women
had been captured and studied. And five hundred
men. Their desires, hopes, dreams, intelligence na-
tive and acquired, manner of thinking, loving,
dressing, walking, eating, sleeping; their habits
and methods of choice in every aspect of living,
taste in women—or, in the case of the women,
men. Sex proclivities, sex drives, physical appeal,
were all approached scientifically, and the effects of
enhancement of the sex urge and .what happens
when it is enormously diminished by accident or
design.

The Earth people were kept in captivity for eight
months and then released, with all knowledge of
what had happened to them blotted from their
minds.
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Five hundred men. Five hundred women. Living
models. Living models for—what?

Only the Martians knew.

The Great Plan was protected, guarded, veiled
in secrecy. But now one man was about to know,
to be tested, to enter into the inner workings of the
Plan. His name was David Loring and he was an
artist and he was a man of very great talent, per-
haps even a man of creative genius.

One man alone first and then ten thousand men,
the wielders of political and social power, states-
men, generals industrialists of the first rank, in-
fluential moulders of public opinion, atomic physi-
cists, the key men in a hundred laboratories. Ten
thousand men who could strategically determine,
by the /power invested in them whether human
civilization should resist or surrender when the
Martian mask was lowered and Martian intentions
were made umistakably plain.

Ten thousand men who must be made to say:
“We must surrender. We shall. The Martians will
not destroy us. They wish only to live with us in
peace, in a world so strangely beautiful that we
cannot understand why we were content to live in
the world as it was,— with its poverty and wars and
widespread human misery. We have received from
the Martians a living gift that has transformed
our lives and made us men indeed. Let us -sur-
render freely and joyfully, with everlasting grate-
fulness to the gift-bearers.” '

Ten thousand women too, in high places, in the
front ranks of industry and politics, women of
enormous wealth, of great and commanding talents
who had found no man to please them, or had
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foolishly allowed themselves to believe that they
did not need men to enrich their lives and con-
tinuously adore them. Ten thousand women who
must also be made to say: “Let us surrender with
gratitude, for in the world as it was there was no
true happiness for career women. Now all that
is changed and we are deliriously happy.”

In the thrumming observation compartment of
the mother ship, as. it moved southward toward
New York City, the landscape beneath a riot of
autumn colors, the sky clearing now and the haze
dissolving, the tele-communication screen contin-
ued to glow brightly. ~ '

And on the screen the man named David Loring
was moving into a room fragrant with woman-
scent, with the lingering perfume of his beloved and
another perfume that mingled strangely with it,
barely noticed but impinging on his senses in a
subtle, and beguiling way—the odor of jasmine.

A low, droning sound arose suddenly in the
observation compartmeént and a wall panel swung
open.

Two Martians stood framed in the lighted aper-
ture, remaining for a moment motionless, neither
advancing nor retreating, but staring steadily at
the tele-commuicaion screen, as if it were com-
manding all of their attention and had for them
an almost hypnotic fascination.

One of the Martians was Tragor. The other was a
shorter, less heavily  muscled ruling-caste indi-
vidual, stern of eye and lean to the point of ema-
ciation. His name was Sull.

Tragor seemed to have aged and almost to
have shrunken in stature. There was a smoulder-
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ing bitterness in his eyes, a look of savage frustra.
tion.

If only her rejection of him could have wavered
slightly, he might have been -able to endure her
scorn. He had tried in a thousand ways to please
her, had humbled himself, had knelt in desperate
appeal at her feet.

He had beaten on the panel of his sleeping com-
partment when she had locked it—and he had
given her permission to lock it—until the bruis-
ing of his flesh had become too painful to endure
and blood had dripped from his taloned hands.
The back of his right hand was scraped raw. ~

Never had a woman been wooed so ardently, with
such utter abandonment, with such a thrusting aside
of all pride. Even a woman of ice should have
been stirred to compassion, should have relented
a little. Was there not something in all women
which responded to the lovemaking of the stricken,
the hopeless, the lost? Should not her maternal
instincts have been aroused?

They had advanced into the observation com-
partment now and he was suddenly aware that
Sull was talking to him.

“You must be quite mad to forget in so danger-
ous a way why we are on Earth, Tragor. The
Plan is about to be tested, an actual experiment
is at the crucial stage, and you let a woman make
a complete fool of you.”

“I am sorry,” Tragor heard himself replying.
“I did not intend—"

“You did not intend. You are sorry. What a
pitifully weak excuse that is! We should not have
gone searching for women at all at so crucial an
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hour. The success of this experiment is vital to
us. We may be needed to silence the man if the
expenment is not a success. ]f you were not my
superior I might be tempt.

“Do not allow yourself to be tempted, Sull,”
Tragor heard himself saying, his bitterness and
frustration giving way to rage. “I warn you. I am
in no mood to countenance insubordination. I would
be quite capable of silencing you, in a way that
would cause you exquisite torment.”

“I am not afraid of you, Tragor. My lineage is
almost as high as your own. I have a right to
speak my mind.”

“Speak it then, and let us be done with it. I
know where my duty lies. I have not neglected it
in any way.”

“You are trembling so I am concerned for your
sanity. You are thinking of that woman and you
are thinking of her compulsively and that is bad.
I would never allow a woman to hold the whip
hand. They must be made to obey.”

“You have never been in love, Sull. You cannot
force a woman to love you.”

“You can force her to respond.”

“Sull, there is something about you that I do not
like. I refuse to listen to you. We have come to
watch the experiment. Let us watch.”

The two Martians approached the tele-communi-
cations screen and stood before it. The man named
David Loring was in the room of his beloved star-
ing about him now, his eyes on the unmade bed
and a slipper that she had dropped in her haste
to leave the apartment. He was standing very still,
his image very sharp on the lighted screen.
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Tragor turned and glanced for an instant at the
view-glass, which mirrored the' shining waters of
the lake far below and the launch which was head-
ing northward.

He stiffened in instant alarm, gripping Sull’s
arm. “That speed boat!” he whispered. “Sull,
look! Quickly! Can you see it? They’ve observed
the ship and are turning about. We can’t allow
that many eyewitnesses to remain alive when
everything is so crucial. It would be dangerous—.
the height of folly. We must silence them im.
mediately.”

Sull turned and stared in the view-glass, his
lean body and the emaciated lines of his face
making him look almost mummylike in the cold
overhead light.

“Three men and three women,” he said. “One of
the men has a camera.”

“It would not be the first time that photographs
have been taken of our ships in daylight,” Tragor
said quickly. “But we cannot risk it now. Events
are moving too rapidly.”

“Yes, it would be a very clear photograph, with
identifiable scenery in the background. The kind
of photograph it would be difficult to fake. It
would carry conviction, if backed up with the ob-
servations of six eyewitnesses. I do not like it at
all.,”

“Neither do I. And it is too late to get out of
range. They have started taking pictures and they
can see us clearly. I'm afraid we shall have to
destroy the boat.”

Tragor turned, strode quickly across the com-
partment and picked up a communication tube.
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He spoke into it, issuing detailed instructions,
pleased by the steady way his voice rose above the
faint buzzing and clicking of the instrument, feel-
ing within him the sureness and firmness which he
always experienced- when he knew himself to be
in command. . . .

On the bright waters of the lake the occupants
of the launch were no longer in a merrymaking
mood. It had been quite wonderful to be in such
a mood and it had lasted for five hours before the
huge, shining disk had come into view. Both the
men and the women had been drinking heavily
and had felt gloriously relaxed and at ease, the
way they had known they would feel on a speed-
boat excursion with no holds barred. Even now
on the foredeck there was still a sprawl of arms
and nylon-encased legs and a sleepy voice whisper-
ing: “I’m not going to get up, lover. Not even
going to get up and look. You hear me, lover? It’s
too dee-licious right here. What do I care about
an old flying saucer? You are sending me, lover.
Sweetkins, come closer. Closer . . .- that’s it.
Never mind that silly old flying saucer. We can do
our own flying right here.”

All of the others had gotten up, however and
were staring up at the sky. One of the women was
very tall, but otherwise no fault could have been
found with her from a man’s point of view. She
was wearing only a halter and a transparent, black
guaze brassiere which was having no success at all
in concealing her rose-tipped, sharply pointed
breasts. Her legs were long and so beautifully
shaped that they could very easily have persuaded
a man at the wheel of a speedboat to ignore the
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safety of his companions in a dangerous gale. The
whiteness of her body where it wasn’t sun-tanned
was a specialty of the house, and her face went
with the menu like the rarest of Parisian wines.

The man who stood at her side had tossed the
menu aside for’a moment, apparently. He was
almost as tall as she was, with curly blond hair
and a rugged, outdoorsman aspect. He was wear-
ing a gray tweed sports jacket and a stubby pipe
was clamped between his teeth, the smoke drifting
out over the water.

The woman sprawled on the foredeck, who still
did not seem in the least interested in t.he saucer,
was a redhead, and she also wore a halter. But her
companion, who had a Latin profile and hair so
black that it could have been mistaken for the
wings of a crow, was doing his best to conceal
most of her charms. The third woman was a short,
almost dumpy brunette, but there was something at-
tractive about her. -

The man with the camera was heavy set and
ruddy-faced and attired in a bathing suit. He
seemed the most excited member of the party.

“And I thought people who took UFO’s seriously
were whacks!” he shouted. “Good Lord! Look at
it. Just look at it. It’s an Unidentified Flying Ob-
ject, all right, but when I get it on film the lads in
Washington will drop the ‘Unidentified’. It’s from
somewhere in space. Mars, Venus! Who knows?
Big—oh, my God!”

“You’ve got a good camera there,” the man in
the tweed sports jacket said, removing the pipe
from his mouth and speaking very calmly. “A
Leica, isn’t it?”
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“Sure it’s a good camera. The best. But why in
hell does that interest you now? A kid’s box camera
would do the job just as well. You’re a funny guy,
Jim. Does nothing excite you?”

For reply the tweedy man glanced signiﬁicantly
at his tall companion, his eyes lingering for an in-
stant on the black gauze brassiere, and then passing
downward to her shapely legs.

“Blondes, brunettes and redheads,” he said,
rather tritely.

“Oh, come off it. No guy could see a flying
saucer—actually see one at close range—and not
bust his seams with awe. Yeah, that’s what I said.
Awe. A fancy word, but I'm not ashamed to use it.
Boy! Brother! It’s so big it‘fills half the sky.”

“I see what you mean,” the tweedy man said.
“But I never. allow myself to get too excited. It
doesn’t pay.”

“Do you have to take photographs?” the tall
girl said. “It makes me terribly nervous. Suppose
they don’t want to be photographed?”

“I thought of that. But it s the chance of a life-
ime. I’m not passing it up.”

“Oh, lover!’ came from the foredeck. “Oh,
darling, sweet, I never imagined—don’t stop now.”

“Oh, Gawd!” the tall girl said. “Do we have to
put up with that?”

“I’s a crazy world,” the tweedy man said.
“That’s why I’m such a skeptic. A flying saucer?
Maybe. But I’m not convinced by any means. It
could be a Naval Observatory plane, some new
fancy kind that’s disk-shaped and very large. Or
maybe the Russians have come up with a low-flying
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satellite. Anything is possible. I’ll admit that if
I was convinced I would get excited.”

“I’m frightened,” the short brunette said. “I’m so
scared I can’t think straight.”

“I guess we all are,” the tweedy man admitted.
“I take back what I said. I guess we all are. But
if we just sit tight it will be gone in two or three
minutes.”

“I’ve got thirty-two exposures on this roll,” the
man with the camera said. “I’ll get it from every
angle. There won’t be any argument about it this
time. They’ll be banner headlines and every paper
in the country will give the pictures a front-page
spread. I’ll be in Life. Both the pictures and the
guy who took them. The best kind of publicity for
a writer. He made it on the flying-saucer circuit.”

“I agree with Ellen,” the tweedy man said. I
don’t think you should be taking pictures. And it’s
not really a joking matter.”

““P’m not joking. Believe me, I'm not. I'm just
being a little light-headed. Can you blame me for
that? You get keyed up and you think of the
craziest things. Like in the poem. Two lines. ‘His
life was scarlet but his books were read.” To a
writer that’s important. Just to be read. Starting
tomorrow, I’ll bave fifty million readers.”

“You’re over stimulated,” the tall girl said
“Calm down. The right place for over stimulation
is where it can be appreciated. There’s a time and
place for everything, Freddy boy, as you should
know. If that flying saucer was a woman, I bet you
wouldn’t be half as excited.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. But if flying sau-
cers really exist, do you realize what that means?
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The whole universe could cave in on us. Anything is
possible, as Jim said. Only he was thinking of
Russian satellites. I'm thinking visitors from space
who may bear us no love, who may want to see
the whole planet go pouf.”

On the gleaming waters of the lake four fright-
ened people and two who were too preoccupied to
be frightened, lived out the last five minutes of
their lives with the unique individualty which sets
every man born into the world apart from all other
men, every woman apart from all other women.

They were no different from a million other
people as people go: thoughtful, whimsical, light-
hearted, unselfish and self-seeking, generous and
tight-fisted, courageous and cowardly, aggressive
and self-effacing as changing circumstances dic-
tated. Each was a world in himself or herself—
each a universe, a spiral nebula.

And in a blazing split second of time six uni-
verses were blotted out.

It happened so qulckly there was .no pain, no
shock even. From the hull of the Martian mother
ship a shaft of blinding incandescence lanced
down, white, flaring, terrible. A dull concussion
shook the bed of the lake, ran in earthquake-like
waves to both shorelines, toppled a few trees, and
traveled on with an electrically generated surcharge
to the brushwood-covered summits of adjacent hills
and set the brush aflame.

Where the shaft struck the water geysered. Else-
where it was churned into whitecaps and miniature
whirlpools. A dozen gigantic catfish were killed
instantly and rose slowly to the surface to float,
white-bellied, near the shore.
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When the incandescence vanished, both the
boat and its occupants were gone.

‘“Let us hope we encounter no more men with
cameras before we have made certain that the
Plan will succeed.” Tragor said.

He had returned to the tele-communication
screen and was standing at Sull’s side, watching
the image of the man who, more than any other
member of his race, had become the trigger mech-
anism that would make or break the Plan. . . .

David Loting had not turned, but now the door
-was slowly opening behind him and someone was
coming into the room. On the bright and flickering
screen Loring’s image seemed a little larger than
life size, the planes of his face a little sharper
than when he had first stepped into the room. Even
his shadow on the floor seemed to lengthen as
Tragor stared, and Tragor found himself wonder-
ing—the thought, of course, was absurd—if that
shadow might not continue to lengthen, slowly and
relentlessly, until it filled the world and brought
the Martian Plan crashing down in ruin.

‘Had they taken too great a risk? Was it not
highly dangerous to use a man as a guinea pig?
No, no—not a guinea pig. Only Earthmen used
guinea pigs in laboratory experiments. Had he lived
too long on Earth, two years that seemed like a
lifetime. It was outrageous the way Earth terms
sprang. naturally to his lips, both outrageous and
disturbing. He must try not to think in such terms.
Loring was a guinea pig only in the sense that he
could be destroyed if he failed. But Martians did
not really use men as guinea pigs. They used them
as pawns.
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The woman who had come into the room stood
silently staring at him for a moment, her lips
slightly parted, her young breasts taut and pres-
sing tightly against the silken constriction of a
dress that did full justice to their voluptuous
roundness. The dress was pale blue, with a plung-
ing neckline, and its semi-transparency seemed to
accentuate her beauty beyond the scope of Nature’s
design. Absolute nudity could hardly have en-
hanced her loveliness at that moment, for she
seemed more than unclother to the inner eye, wrap-
ped in a splendor so revealing that for an instant
Loring could scarcely breathe.

Her femininity was so extreme as to seem unbe-
lievable. She was all woman, her very stillness a
male-stirring miracle. It excited him instantly and
overwhelmingly, so that all of his thoughts be-
came centered on her, and he forgot that he was
in love with another woman. He forgot even that
there were strict physical limits to any one man’s
capacity to experience desire.

He felt himself to be not one man but ten thous-
and, each from a different age, each bursting with
an uncontrollable urge to elasp and hold, and sat-
isfy to satiety the most primal and compulsive of
human needs.
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The wonder of her, and the strangeness, the vo-
luptuous softness and sweetness enticed him away
from reality and then drew him back to the throb-
bing, pulsating core of Nature’s supreme reality,
and held him captive there, caught up in a -web of
time-obliterating instinct which reason and all of

Man’s higher faculties had .made the opposite of
blind.

She seemed both a wanton and a wanton’s op-
posite: a virginal and tender creature, shy and
withdrawn. Her very breathing seemed to whisper:
“I could be to you mistress and wife, dear com-
panion and seductive enchantress, mature woman
and girl-child, first love of the boy you once were
and still are in dreams of youth which will never
fade. I could be your lady in ermine, a goddess
of fertility rites, a Paleolithic woman with great
breasts swelling, and a Grecian Venus rising slen-

der-limbed from the foam.”

Even as he heard the whisper deep in his mind,
the whisper of a voice that was hers, surely, though
it seemed to float through his consciousness like a
feather blown about at random by the slow rise
and fall of her breathing—even as he heard the
voice her physical attributes seemed to change.

She became a woman of woodland enchantment,
a slender mymph darting in and out between the
trees of an autumn-colored forest, her skin berry-
stained. She became a woman pirouetting on a
stage, clad like a Russian ballet dancer. She became
a dancer in flowing robes, moving in slow, sensual
rhythm under the spell of a weaving baton.: The
baton rose and fell, gleamed and swayed and the
music became tumultuous, and then, abruptly, the
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baton ceased to move and there was only silence
and darkness on the stage.

Then, all at once, he saw her again as she really
was, standing with slightly parted lips within reach
of his arms, so unbelievably near that he could have
clasped her and drawn her to him by taking a
single step forward. The fantasies conjured up by
the voice—were they hallucinatory or merely mind-
beguiling?—became shadowy and unreal, and her
actual physical presence was all that concerned
him.

In daring dreams Loring had, like most men,
imagined what it would.be like to make instant
and completely uninhibited love to a woman with-
out preamble and with no need to rely on past
acquaintanceship, however brief, or to summon
to his aid any of the social devices by which ardor
without limit. can be excused or palliated in the
eyes of the world.

It was primitive, perhaps, but he had often im-
agined himself walking between the huts of a
South Sea Island village, seeing in a doorway a
brown native girl who set his pulses to pounding
and wasting not a second’s time in gathering her
into his arms and carrying her inside the hut.
The girl would have to be willing, of course, even
eager. Even in his most audacious dreams Loring
was not a brute

Making love that impetuously was certainly
frowned upon by society, even if a man wasn’t a
brute, and very difficult to achieve in reality, be-
cause almost all women preferred the slower,
more graceful and romantic approach. The whis-
pering of at least a few sweet nothings into a wom-
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an’s ear could work wonders and it helped to have
known her for at least ten or fifteen minutes.

In sober fact, Loring had never quite been able
to reconcile himself to an amatory pattern that
was taken for granted in the Village. You went to
a party and met a girl you liked and slept with
her the same night. He liked to tell himself he
couldn’t be shocked and yet, almost invariably, he
was shocked. Some vestigial Puritan remnant deep
in his nature, perhaps. He was glad that it hadn’t
happened that way between Janice and himself.

And yet, strangely enough, he experienced no
such inhibiting emotional reaction when he looked
deep into the eyes of the woman standing before
him. He felt completely freed from all conventional
restraints, untouched by scruples of any kind. Her
eyes both mocked and challenged him, with an al-
most animal sensuality, as if even his few seconds
of hesitation were wholly inexcusable and were be-
coming intolerable in her sight.

She was unsurpassably young and vibrant, a
temptress with sultry eyes and heaving bosom.
Her lips were full, red and curving; her hair sil-
very blonde, her skin fair and smooth, unmarred
by the tiniest blemish. :

She gave a little cry when he seized her. At the
touch of his hands on her back and thighs a spasmed
aliveness took possession of her and she writhed in
his clasp with an ardor that drove the blood in tor-
rents from his heart. Her lips were fire, her kisses
a burning that dissolved the barrier of flesh where
their tongues met in molten sweetness.

Her body molded itself to his, pressing against
the hard muscles of his chest and thighs. His own
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passion equaled hers for an instant and then sur-
passed it, and in the fierce, unrelenting masculini-
ty of his embrace she became suddenly passive,
content to surrender completely to his guidance.
But in that very surrender there was a continuing
wild responsiveness, a fervor that matched his own,
as if she had been caught up in a wilderness of
desire where bright bursts of lightning forked

down and the trees were sheathed in flame.

'He had lifted her up and was carrying her to-
ward the bed, the passion seething within him mak-
ing him oblivious of hs surrounding and blotting
from his mind all thought of Janice, when his hand
on the throbbng warm flesh-ef her thigh, just above
the knee, encountered a startling coldness. An ob-
struction and a coldness—something solid and very
hard which sent a shock through his arm when he
touched it.

For an instant his fingers tingled and he felt
a sudden, very acute stab of pain, as if he had
touched an open electric-circuit. It was followed
by a burning sensation, and a distinct mental shock,
a feeling of blank bewilderment verging on horror.
Suddenly the room became very real again, and he
remembered that it was Janice’s room, Janice’s bed.
A sickening sense of guilt and self-reproach swept
over him. But only for the space of a dropped
heartbeat. The obstruction beneath his hand was too
mysteriously strange for even guilt to obliterate as
an immediate, impossible-to-ignore threat to his
sanity. .

The object was metallic and unmistakably disk-
like. Beneath his exploring fingers its configuration
dispelled all uncertainty as to its shape and it had
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the smoothness, the coldness, and the general feel
of a metal object. It was about three inches in di-
ameter and seemed to be embedded in the flesh
of her thigh. There were no wires or prongs pro-
jecting from it. The shock had come from the disk
itself, but there was no further shock as his
fingers rested upon it.

He found himself tugging at it, without quite
knowing why he felt such a compulsive need to
find out all that he could about it except that it
filled him with alarm and foreboding.

The woman in his arms was still clinging to
him, her arms tight about his shoulders, her body
moving with the slow, voluptuous amorousness
that kisses could distract but for an instant. She
seemed unaware that he had found the metal disk,
so entranced was she by the soaring breathlessness
of a moment from which the mechanical was by
necessity barred and kept at bay by love’s physical
rapture in a temple of love’s own choosing. She
was breathing heavily now, her eyes glazed, a dee
flush suffusing her face and throat. '

But Loring’s pulses were no longer pounding.
Her kisses were feverish and had to be returned,
but he returned them now without enthusiasm, a
cold fear constricting the muscles of his heart. A
dozen frightening question clamored in his mind for
answers that did not satisfy him, and did nothing to
lessen his dread.

Was the disk a surgical device of some sort? If
it was, what was its purpose and function? A metal
plate inserted in a man’s skull could protect his

brdin from damage, if natural suturing failed. But
why should a metal device be embedded in the
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flesh of a woman’s thigh, just above her right
knee? What possible purpose could it serve?

Had some unusual and tragic accident left her
partially paralyzed? Was the metal disk a surgical
device designed to restore the circulation or correct
the impaired muscular flexibility of an injured
limb? An electrical device? It seemed probable,
since touching it had given him a shock. But the
rest of it was hard to accept. The shock had been
more than physical. Momentarily it had done some-
thing to his mind, chilling him to the core, and
making him remember something that he had once
read—that a man in the grip of stark fear can lose
all sexual drive. '

But why had his discovery of the disk so pro-
foundly alarmed him? Why had he experienced
such sharply mountipg apprehension? It was
merely an electrically charged metal appliance,
small, flat and circular and—yes, not unlike a hear-
ing aid. Could it be a hearing aid? He would have
liked to believe so, but it seemed unlikely. No wo-
man, however vain, would wear a hearing aid on
her right thigh.

Her hands were moving back and forth across
his back, and she was moaning a little and pressing
her lips against his throat. He knew that he could
not maintain the pretense of desire much longer,
that she would begin to suspect he was responding
like an automaton, with the desperate clumsiness
of a man whom heated kisses and the most fer-
vent of body movements could no longer arouse.

He felt detached, remote in some vital part of
himself, with a cold gbjectivity growing in his
mind which he could neither explain nor under-
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stand. There was a pain inhis heart also, an agony
of indecision. He was backed up against the bed
now, his arms still tight about her, but love’s cul-
mination would now be a mockery and something
deep in his nature rebelled at carrying pretense
that far.

It was incredible, it stunned him, because he
was susceptible beyond the average—so overwhelm-
ingly so that there were times when the mere touch
of a beautiful woman’s hand on his arm could set
him to trembling.

And now he was clasping a woman who was al-
most savage in her direct approach to passion. a
woman utterly without inhibitions, primitive as
few women would have dared to be. But a woman
of flesh and blood notwithstanding, with an eager-
ness to love and be loved that was as human as his
own demanding need of her had been.

That was as human . . . The thought was in.
sidious at first, a small, gnawing doubt in an ob-
scure recess of his mind, emerging fearfully crawl-
ing out into the light like some tiny rodent with
razor-sharp teeth. 7

Hadn’t her great beauty seemed from the first
almost unendurably tormenting, as if no woman
had a right to be quite so beautiful and to- drive
a man to such a wild, uncontrollable frenzy of
desire? Hadn’t he felt for an instant that she could
have very easily destroyed him, simply by with-
holding her favors and refusing to let him touch
her? And the fierceness of his desire, his feeling
that all of his ancestors lived in him and desired
her with a deep, racial urgency, a Dawn Man’s
primitiveness—hadn’t that heen a little different
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from the strong virile desire which a perfectly
normal, civilized man of ardent temperament
would feel even in the presence of an extraordinar-
ily beautiful woman?

He was completely human, all too human, and
it was useless to pretend that he hadn’t found the
going a little rugged at times since he’d set him-
self he difficult task of staying loyal to just one
woman." It had been tough, but he had proved to
himself that he could do it. Not once, but a dozen
times. And yet, when he had taken this strange
woman into his arms something dark and terrible
had stirred in his blood, and blotted out every
loyalty.

Why? What did it mean? The metal disk on her
thigh, her great beauty, the strangeness of her.
The strangeness . . . There was something in the
Song of Songs about that. “The magic and wonder
of a strangc woman.”

According to Biblical legend there were two
women in Eden. There was Eve, who was Adam’s
lawful wife. And there was Lilith, the enchantress,
the dark sorceress, a creature of fire and dust who
was not human and who gave birth to demons. But
Lilith was beautiful beyond imagination—more
maddeningly desirable than a human woman could
ever be.

She was clothed in garments of flesh, but she
was not flesh. She was the eternally seductive
male that Man cannot do without, lest his man-
hood wither on the vine. He must pursue and clasp
her, in wild dreams of madness and desire, or his

Earthbound lovemaking will be futile and absurd
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and living women will turn from him to seek a
more accomplished lover elsewhere.

The sorceress came bearing gifts—the greatest
all of all gifts, a wealthy fruitage that was hers
alone to share. “Love me at your peril,” she whis-
pered, “but love me well, or you will be less than
a man and you will live to regret it. Why should
you fear the kind of love I bring you? All life is
uncertain; all men dwell in the shadow of the
grave. But there is one supreme fulfillment, one
joy that, once experienced, can never be taken
from you. I am Lilith, all woman, all soft yielding
flesh, and I have come to you alone, in a secret
place, and in the ]ommg of our bodies there is
rapture unspeakable.”

They were not the words of the woman in his
arms. That Loring knew. But still they found an
echo in his thoughts, as though the woman he was
clasping could see deep into his mind and knew
that from myths and dreams and legends Man had
built an imperishable inner world that no reality,
however harsh, could wholly shatter and destroy.

And what if modern science could illuminate
and transform that world without altering its
strangeness and its dangerous beauty, making it
in every respect real? What if modern science, with
the technical knowledge of intellectual giants and
the lightning at its fingertips could create a Lilith?
A woman of more than human beauty but still in
every way a woman. A woman not fashioned of
fire and dust but of living, breathing flesh, labora-
tory-created, perfect, flawless, in every aspect of
her being.

Only a fool would think it impossible. Had
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not modern science achieved as great a miracle
when it had released the wild stallions at the Atom’s
core? Why not . . . why not? Modern science
or—a technology alien to Earth? -

Both were possible. There could be intelligent
life on Mars, on Venus. What was it H.G. Wells
had said? Great cool minds watching us, plotting
our destruction . . . -

The woman in Loring’s arms spoke then, for the
first time. She was no Ionger clinging to him, no
longer moving her limbs in amorous abandonment
and tugging at his hands in an effort to draw them
to the warm cavern between her taut young breasts.

“Yes,” she said.

Loring’s temples began to pound. He stared at
her wordlessly, looking deep into her eyes, un-
able to believe what he saw there. A calmness, a
quiet depth of understanding—even a measure of
pity. “Those were not all your thoughts,” she said.
“Some of them were mine.”

“Who are you?” Loring breathed.

“Lilith,” she said. “As you have thought of
what such-a woman could be to you if you believed
in her as a scientific reality. Lilith, in that sense.
Your dark enchantress—if my hair were not sil-
very blonde and my eyes were not blue. Laboratory
created. Yes, that's true. And the disk gives me
life and warmth and fire. I am a telepath. I can
read your thoughts. But you were not supposed to
know that. And you were not supposed to discover
the disk. You stirred me beyond reason and I be-
came careless. Your too eager hands . . .”

She sighed and the pity in her eyes seemed to
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deepen, widening her pupils in an unfathomable
way.

“The harm is done now. There is nothing I can
do. If I hadn’t told you you would have tugged at
the disk and I would have gone limp in your arms.
Then your curiosity would have become insatiable.
Fear alone would have made it insatiable. I know
exactly what you would have done.”

“What—would I have done?”

“You would have ceased to_be a lover. You
would have become ruthlessly scientific and clini-
cal. You would have stretched me out on the bed
and removed all of my clothes. You would have
examined me from head to foot, not sparing even
the pores of my skin. Without a magnifying glass
you would be handicapped, not quite as well equip-
ped as one of those thorough little men whose task
it is to peer at beetles under glass or butterflies
pinned to a board, or a human body stretched out
naked and helpless on a mortuary slab. But you
would have seen enough to disillusion you. No
woman can be peered at quite that relentlessly.
Even a body like mine is not perfect. There are a
few flaws.”

Loring drew in his breath sharply. She had
drawn away from him and was sitting on the edge
of the bed, a faint, enigmatic smile on her lips.
Then the smile vanished and her eyes clouded
over. '

“I am sorry. It is all very serious—and I am
deeply troubled. I did not intend to speak with
bitterness or levity. But sometimes levity helps
when you are inwardly greatly disturbed.
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“Good God, if I really believed—" Loring’s
mouth had gone dry and he had difficulty in getting
the words out. “You don’t actually expect me to
believe—"

“How much proof do you need? If I hadn’t the
ability to anticipate some of your thoughts would
you know as much as you do about me? Telepathy at
that level of complexity would only be possible
between a human and a not entirely human mind.
Surely you must realize that. The faculty is more
highly developed in me than it is in you, but it is
strong enough in you to be stimulated artificially
when our minds are in contact.”

“Then you must have wanted me to know.”

“Up to a point. Your erotic ardor might have
been less intense if you had thought me completely
human. There would have been less mystery to
stir you and make you my slave.”

“Your slave! You must be quite mad.”

“Oh, no, I’'m not. You may think the shoe was
on the other foot, but it wasn’t, not for a moment.
You have a term for it. Love slave. Don’t misunder-
stand me. That is not a reflection on your mascu-
linity, on the relationship that exists between a
man and a woman in biological sense. No truly
feminine woman wants to dominate a man in a love
relationship, and no really masculine man would
stand for it. But I am not talking about the purely
physical relationship. In an ultimate sense it is
the woman who enslaves the man, by her beauty.
If that beauty is great enough he becomes her
slave night and day. He thinks of nothing else, de-
sires nothing else.”
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It was a subject that Loring had alway felt
so strongly about that for an instant he forgot
his fear, his growing bewilderment and even the
threat implicit in her reference to him as a slave.

“Slave is too harsh a term for that kind of en-
tanglement,” he said. “The world calls such a
man a romantic fool or a fool for love. But I’ve
never had any objection to being that kind of a
fool. What else in life is one-tenth as important?
There’s nothing else that you can be completely
sure of ; that no one can take away from you once
you've expenenced it. Even the memory is better
than a Long Island estate or seven Cadillacs and
almost anything else I can think of that I wouldn’t
pass up if it were offered me. A poet once put
it better than I could: ‘Who gets more than the
lovers, in the dust, in the cool tombs?'”

“I wasn’t thinking about tombs,” she said. “But
it could be very serious for you.”

“Why? Because I wouldn’t object too strenuous-
ly to being what you foolishly call a love slave?”

“Yes. Because, you see, that’s why you were
chosen. Because you feel that way, And that’s why
Janice Reece was chosen.”

Lormg started, his lips tightening, his face be-
coming pale beneath his summer tan. “Chosen?
What do you mean? Are you talking about what
happened here this morning, when Janice woke

up? The man in her room?”

“You shouldn’t have to ask that. Why do- you
suppose you found me here? I'm surprised you
didn’t have more curiosity right at the start. You
couldn’t think of anything, see anything, but the
cut of my dress and the way it clung to me, and
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I’ll be very blunt—the bed on the other side of the

room.”

She looked at him steadily, almost angrily, but
he had the feeling she wasn’t angry because of
what he had done. She was angry in a more im-
personal way, as if she were cursing fate for bring.
ing about a tragedy which should never have taken
place.

“They wanted you to make violent love to me
and you did,” she said. ““At least, you started to.
And your lovemaking was very wonderful. It
would have stirred a woman of ice. If my response
was all that they could have desired, it wasn’t a
pretense. I want you to know that. When you took
me into your arms I could have—well, never mind.
It’s over now, and you’re in very great danger. 1
wish there was something I could do.”

“There is,” Loring said, trying to keep his voice
steady, but not quite succeeding. “You can stop
talking in insane riddles. You say you’re not en-
tirely human. But I can’t accept that. I've the kind
of mind that just can’t adjust to a thing like that.
Speculating about it and telling yourself that it’s
not impossible, not beyond the scope of what mo-
dern science could accomplish, isn’t quite the same
thing as out-and-out "acceptance. You look too
human, act too human, you’re warm and alive.
You’re right here with me, and I took you in my
arms and kissed your eyes and lips and hair. I
can’t believe—"

“You must believe,” she said, ‘“because it is
trne. I am completely human in a physical way,
with warm human blood in my veins, and a heart
that beats steadily; and I can be stirred to passion
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like any young girl by the caresses of a lover. Even
my mind is human, although there may be certain
defferences. If you could see my brain it would
not startle you. No medical student would be
puzzled or disturbed by it. It is no larger or in
any way different from the brain of a quite ordi-
nary woman.”

She paused and moistened her lips, still looking
at him steadily. “I have warm blood in my veins
and I can be as yielding and generous as any man
could desire. But I’m unlike any other woman. 1
was never born.” '

He started to speak, but she silenced him with
a gesture. “Don’t look so startled. Have I not pre-
pared your mind for such a revelation? Does it
not follow the pattern of your thoughts a moment
ago, when our thoughts merged? I was never born.
I was laboratory-created. But I was not created
by human science. Human science has soared mi-
raculously and a tiny, furry creature with bulging
eyes has descended from the trees and become a
big-brained biped who has exploded the energies
at the core of matter, explored the universe through
a great, stationary eye for millions of light years
and may yet succeed in disrupting -a sun, and
hurling a blinding incandescence through space
as a symbol of what Man alone can accomplish.”

She nodded, her eyes beginning to shine. “Yes,
human science can accomplish miracles, but it
has not yet succeeded in reproducing the human
form in all of its complexity—brain, heart, arte-
ries, bone structure, the pulse of life itself—with-
in a transparent incubator bright with nutrient
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fluids, weaving filaments of flame, stabbing needles
of nuclear energy.

She stopped, her breath quickening, and low-
ered her eyes. “I have told you too much,” she
went on with a slight tremor in her voice, as if
she were forcing herself to remain calm, but knew
that she was treading on dangerous ground. “There
are some things I can’t tell you. They would de-
stroy me instantly if I told you more than a small
part of what I know. I am in danger because you
discovered the disk which controls my breathing,
my pulse rate, and my ability to move about at
will. But you are in much greater danger. You are
in danger because you were able to resist me.
They may feel that their plans are in jeopardy.”

“Their plans—"

“Let me talk. Let me say what has to be said
now, before I think about it too much and fear
make a coward of me. If you who are a fool for
love—I am only repeating what you told me and what
they believe about you—if even you could resist
me, more hard-headed, practical men who think
of love only as a diversion, and often hate them-
selves when they succumb to it, men who sit in
high places and rule the Earth with a humorless
kind of harshness, may not succumb at all.”

She had raised her eyes and was looking at
him steadily again, with an unexpected warmth
and sympathy in her gaze. “It is not a mistake to
think of ove as the most important thing in life.
I agree with you. It is. There is a greatness in liv-
ing that only love can make complete and glorious.
Even though I am not completely human I know
that without desire, without the need to give and
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receive love, my brain and heart would shrivel.
But not all women feel that way. And not all men.
There are some men who so despise love that they
think of it as shameful, the physical act of love
asa degradatlon

“I know,” Loring said. “And they are tragically
crippled men.”

“You are not crippled,” she said. “That is
why you were chosen. They had to make a test
first, a carefully controlled exploratory—" She hes-
itated, an evanescent smile hovering for the barest
instant on her lips and then vanishing, leaving her
eyes even more deeply troubled.—*“The technical
term for it, in human laboratory experiments is,
I believe, ‘test run.” They had to make a test run
with just one man and one woman before my great
beauty could be transformed into a weapon for
the conquest of Earth.”

Loring stared at her wordlessly, stunned un-
believing. He would have like to trust his reason
completely, to dismiss what she had said as the
meaningless ranting of a madwoman. But somehow
he couldn’t quite ignofe the look of desperate ap-
peal in her eyes, her aspect of absolute sanity. He
had turned deathly pale.

“You must believe me,” she went on quickly. I
am risking destruction by telling you this. They
have a plan for world conquest which is audacious
beyond anything the human mind could have con-
ceived, audacious and terrible, with every detail
coldly thought out, weighed, decided upon.-I will
become not one woman, but many. I am the first,
but there will be others. A thousand women with
my lips and hair and eyes, and my white and
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beautiful limbs that almost brought you to your
knees in adoration. A thousand women like me
will be laboratory-created.

““A thousand women and a thousand men. Your
Janice saw the man when she awoke this mom-
ing. There are men.who only have to look once
at a woman and she begins to tremble. Her breath-
ing quickens and she knows only the insensate joy
of immediate and complete surrender.”

Her lips were trembling slightly and she cast
an apprehensive glance toward the door, then
went on quickly. “Your. Janice is a very strong-
willed young woman. When she saw the stranger
in her room sheé was startled and frightened at first.
That was only to be expected. She had just awak-
ened and it was only natural for her to experience
nothing but fear for a moment. Then she lost her
fear but she not instantly and overwhelmingly
drawn to him. She should have been, but she
wasn’t. She was very strongly attracted to him,
but she did not lose control.” /

Loring moistened his lips. “She told me,” he
said. “She told me exactly how she felt. But what
happened when he left the apartment made me
jealous beyond reason.”

“That was a hypnotic illusion, deliberately in-
troduced into her mind. I will tell you a strange
thing. When her breath did not quicken with pas-
sion, anger overcame him. He did not step for-
ward and embrace her simply because he could
not. We must not make the first advance. Deep in
our minds they have implanted a command: If
you do not succeed instantly, do nothing. Your
presence alone must stir the chosen ones to an
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ardor they are powerless to resist. We cannot
judge the strength of that ardor otherwise.”

“Do you understand? ‘She did not respond with
instant, overwhelming ardor and he could do
nothing. He stood there as if paralyzed, staring at
her. He is as human as I am in that respect. In that
moment of repudiation—and it was a repudiation
even though his physical nearness stirred her—he
experienced great bitterness and anger. But he
had to pretend that he was not angered. So he ad-
vanced to the bed, kissed her lightly on the fore-
head and left the apartment.

“Then I think they lost their heads for a mo-
ment. It is what I have been told. They introduced
into her mind an erotic fantasy, so powerful, so
compelling, that she was powerless to resist. They
know that to the human mind an erotic trance,
dreamlike and unreal, can be more compulsively
irresistible than any waking moment’of rapture and
abandonment, enforced by fervent kisses and cares-
sing hands. In dreams of desire, the human mind is
completely set free. All inhibitions are dissolved.
But such dreams cannot last. They do not per-
manently enslave, because the dreamer is bound
by no physical chains.”

“But_”

“Listen carefully. You must listen. That erJ;tic
fantasy accomplished nothing, proved nothing.
They realized that almost at once. They were de-
feated and discouraged. Your Janice had disap-
pointed them and she had been one of the chosen
two—a fool {8r love. Now you have disappointed
them. Your ardor cooled to quickly. You remem-
bered how completely, how desperately you loved
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her and you ceased to desire me. Do not tell me
otherwise. I know better. Your discovery of the
disk may have hélped to cool your ardor, but she
was the real reason. She is all beauty and all
grace in your sight. She is the mistress of your
heart and will always remain so.”

A sardonic smile appeared for an instant on
her lips. “I should be angry, as he was angry.
But I am not.’I do not know why, but there is
something about you.”

She sighed and looked away qulckly. “Perhaps
some impulse, some pattern of behavior they im-
planted in me went wrong. Perhaps I myself dis-
torted it. I feel for you a strange liking—"

Suddenly she laughed, a little wildly and was
instantly sober again. “We must not talk about
such things. The danger is too great, Even now
they may be—"" - ,

“Tell me,” Loring said, and his voice sounded

strange to his own ears. “Who are they? I must
know.”

She started to speak and then, all at once, her
body stiffened and a look of horror came into her
eyes. She clutched at her right thigh and half
rose from the bed, her tlips livid, and her mouth
twisting strangely, as if she had been gripped by a
spasm of sudden, almost unendurable pain.

She staggered and almost fell and then she was
in that instant she seemed to age. Her face took
on a waxy pallor and hollows appeared in her
cheeks, so that the bones of her face became faintly
visible. Her skin sagged a little, losing much of its
firmriess and even the fresh look of youth. Her
great beauty remained. Nothing could efface it,
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for the very structure of her face was beautiful,
its every lineament a miracle of loveliness. That
beauty was marred now, but only by stark fear
and the deceptive aging which great shock imparts
at times to even the very young.

That she had had a very great shock, Loring
knew the moment she began to scream.

She staggered and Imost fell and then she was
swaying back against the wooden bedstead, clutch-
ing it with both hands in an effort to steady and sup-
port herself. The next instant she was on the bed,
doubled over, her body straining forward, her
breath coming in choking gasps.

One leg was crumpled under her, the other thrust
out straight, and on the smooth, unblemished flesh
of her thigh Loring saw a circle of flame take
shape and grow to the size of a half-dollar. As
the circle grew its brightness increased, until it
blazed with light and fire, enveloping both limbs
in a blinding radiance.

Loring had to look away quickly, and when
he looked back the woman was no longer meving.
She was sprawled out on the black satin bedspread,
her head thrown back, her hair a tumbled mass
that lay in shining strands across her white breasts
and unmoving shoulders.

She had torn open the front of her dress and
there was a bleeding gash on the smooth flesh of
her throat in an effort to relieve her torment.

Loring went to the bed and stood over her,
feeling a tightness in his chest. His breathing was
ragged, and his heart had begun a furious pounding.

He thought for an instant that she was dead.
The he saw that a faint flush suffused her cheeks
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and that her eyes were not expressionless. Her
eyes were wide open and she was staring up at
him. There was awareness in them, but it was not
the awareness of recognition. It was as if she
knew that a man was standing by the bed looking
down at her, but did not know who that man was
or why he had drawn near to her.

He reached out and put his hand on her bare
shoulder. Her skin was warm, almost hot to his
touch. She stirred slightly and a questioning look
came into her eyes. Shaken as he was, that almost
imperceptible moving of her body in response to
his touch made him feel almost as he would have
felt if he had deliberately caressed her and she
had shivered with pleasure and shown him unmis-
takably that she was not displeased.

Nothing had been further from his mind, but
now he found himself wondering what would hap-
pen if he touched her again, and this time more

boldly.

He reached down and gently cupped one of her
breasts, taking care to let his fingers encircle its
smooth roundness without suggesting that he was
engaged in anything more than a medical examina-
tion. He told himself that he felt that way about it
—a purely clinical test.

Something terrible had happened to her. He had
to find out just how terrible as quickly as possible.
Any kind of response would tell him whether her
reason had been shattered completely and could
not be restored, or whether she was merely in a
state of shock and could be aroused by guiding
her firmly along pathways of passion, taking care
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to think of himself only as a concerned and
solicitous physician.

That and nothing more. But he was not prepared
for the violence of her response and the sudden,
almost convulsive tightening of her arms about
him. He had not expected her to come so instantly
alive again, with lips so demanding that he found
himself struggling to breathe, smothered by the
insatiable frenzy of her kisses. Her mouth melted
into his, her tongue became a darting shape of
fire, fluttering, pulsating within the cavern of his
mouth. She was a moth with fiery wings fluttering,
a wild temptress.

Her hands moved up and down and across his
back, and her mouth unlocked itself and fastened
on his ear, nibbling first at the lobe and then whis-
pering softly into the chambered recess words of
love sweet beyond endurance, dripping with the
honey of forbidden ecstasies, unimagined delights.

“No,” he whispered, but found himself sur-
rendering to her guidance and then, suddenly, he
was guiding her, anticipating her every desire,
responding to every writhing of her body, every
straining of her lips with a passion now as great
as her own and now surpassing it, for he was not
a man who needed to be instructed in the refine-
ments and subtleties of love.

What sobered him he never knew. But some-
thing did. One moment he was in a golden paradise
with no memory of how he had come to be there
and no desire to depart and the next he saw a
wpman with glazed eyes arising from his side, and

movements so blind and purposeless that they
chilled him and made his blood run cold. He saw

96



WomaN From ANOTHER PLANET

her -arise from the bed and step swayingly to the
floor and move away from him across the room,
her shoulders held rigid, her arms pressed stiffly
to her side.

He called out to her and she turned and stared
at him for a moment, the veins in her white throat
pulsing, her ‘moist red lips slightly parted. Her
cheeks were still flushed and her bosom rose and
fell with her breathing, rose and fell with a slow
trembling and she seemed aroused still and if he
had pleaded with her he was sure she would have
come running back to him. But he did not plead,
because there was no recognition in her eyes.

Her eyes were cold, empty, drained now of all
expression. But it was not only her eyes that chilled
him. It was the jerkiness of her movements, the
stiffness, the rigidity. He had never seen a woman
move in that way before.

The woman who stood facing him was not dead
and yet she was moving. Not as a living man or
woman would move, but as an automaton would
move if it were clothed in garments of flesh, and
knew more about life than an automaton should

know and had perhaps even held converse with the
dead.

She did not wait for him to call out to her
again, but turned and continued on until she stood
before the door. She remained for an instant
motionless, staring at the white panels on both
sides of the door and then raised her head and
stared up at the ceiling, as if the room was totally
unfamiliar to her and she was puzzled and dis-
turbed to find herself imprisoned within it.
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Then slowly, jerkily, her hand went out and
fastened on the knob of the door and it turned in
her clasp. She opened the door and went out into
the hall and closed it very firmly behind her.

The instant the door closed Loring started-to get
up from the bed. He quickly discovered that he
could scarcely move at all. His limbs ‘seemed
weighted and when he tried to raise his arms
agonizing stabs of pain darted through them.

He sank back against the pillows, feeling alarm-
ingly lightheaded, his vision beginning to swim.
The room seemed to waver and recede, the floor
to tilt, the furniture take on grotesque and un-
familiar contours. The chairs elongated, the mirror
above the mantel misted and seemed to melt, the
pictures on the wall changed color. Blues became
yellows, yellows blues, the purples deepened, the
reds and greens faded out. Landscapes changed
their pattern, hills dissolved, rivers widened or
broke up into dozens of small streams that snaked
in all directions over a gray and desolate plain.

The walls seemed to converge and increase in
height and then to sweep away from him like the
sides of a towering wave receding from a crippled
ship, caught in a gigantic storm-wind and whirled
helplessly about.

He saw the door opening as in a glass darkly,
the knob a glowing ember amidst a weaving wild-
erness where nothing élse glowed except the faint
outlines of dissolving shadow shapes.

There was someone in the room with him now,
but he could not see the intruder clearly, only
the looming massiveness of his shoulders and his
flickering shadow on the walls.
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He could hear the slow, heavy shuffling of the
shadow-caster’s feet, however, and his labored
breathing, and a more distant sound as of glass
shattering as the intruder drew near to him.

He struggled to rise but could not and fell back
with a groan, his shoulders jerking as he tried
desperately to move his arms and propel himself
backwards against the wall at the hed of the bed.

The intruder’s bulk seemed to grow larger, to
hover so ominously above him that if he had been
some monster of hideous legend with drooling
fangs and fire-ensheathed limbs he could hardly
have inspired more terror or seemed more on the
verge of leaping toward him, sinking cruel talons
in his flesh and tearing him limb from limb.

Then, quite suddenly, his vision cleared and
he saw that the intruder was just such a monster!

With a convulsive contraction of his entire body
Loring managed somehow to retreat further, to
hurl himself backwards against the wall. But he
might as well have remained where he was, The
intruder’s arm went out and up, and something
white and glowing flowed from the shadowy end
of his arm and hovered above Loring like an
air-suspended shroud.

He had no way of knowing that it was not a
shroud but a net, quivering as it unfolded—a float-
ing web that remained hovering above him for an
instant and then slowly descended, enmeshmg and
imprisoning his limbs.

“You must come with us,” a cold voice said.
“We must study you further. We are not content
with what has happened here.”
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“Tragor, Coordinator Kraii wishes to see you at
once.”

‘Tragor awoke with a start from a dream tans-
cending -in splendor anything his waking mind
could have imagined. In his dream Tragor had
been surrounded by the wisest and boldest of his
people. He was standing on the heights looking
down on a planet ripe for plunder.

The green hills and valleys of the planet Earth
stretched out beneath him, with its golden harvests,
winding waterways and populous cities stretching
away for miles.

“It must be a bitter blow to you, Tragor,” the
voice which had awakened him went on relent-
lessly. “Frankly, I couldn’t live with myself if I
had to tear up a Plan I had worked on for a third
of a lifetime. But no matter. Coordinator Kraii
insists on seeing you immediately. It’s a com-
mand.”

Even before he opened his eyes Tragor knew
it was Sull’s voice he heard. Sull was standing
there quietly looking at him. Sull the fox, bland
of voice and gesture, but with cruel, shrewd eyes
that saw too much.
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Sull ‘was looking at him derisively, his lidded
eyes gleaming with triumph. Yes, the crafty wretch
did look remarkably like a fox—that cunning little
animal of Earth that scurried in and out of bur-
rows on the new planet, waiting for just the right
moment to bite and draw blood.

But with an effort Tragor controlled himself.
“Thank you, Sull,” he said. His voice was satiri-
cally polite, edged with contempt. But Sull man-
aged to look guileless, as if anger verging on

violence between two similarly dedicated Martians
would have been unthinkable.

Tragor knew that the interview with the Chief
Coordinator was going to be unpleasant. Mortally
dangerous and unpleasant. He was sure of that.
He might not even return from it alive.

He went to his dressing compartment first, and
put on his most resplendent uniform, carefully
assembling on his chest the many decorations he
had earned by risking his life in a hundred Martian
conflicts. He arranged the medals painstakingly,
with just the right indifference to precise spacing,
so that the most important ones were half obscured
by the overall glitter of the rest. It was just the
kind of negligence -which a truly modest Martian
might be expected to display. Then he inspected
himself in a mirror and was satisfied with what
he saw.

Kraii was waiting for him in the central coordi-
nating compartment, his huge taloned hands, blue-
veined, in ominous repose on his knees. Kraii was
at his dangerous worst when he appeared to be
completely relaxed. He sat before a black metal
document stand which shone with an ebon lustre
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in the cold light which streamed down from above.

*“Sit down, Tragor,” he said.

Tragor sat down and waited for the Coordinator
to question him. The chair he was sitting in was
narrow and straight. His own face was in light,
but the Coordinator’s face was partially shadowed.
He could see enough to know that the Coordinator’s
jaw was very firmly set. Coordinator Kraii had the
rose-tinted ‘complexion of a quite young Martian,
but his eyes were bleak with half a century of hard
living. An irreverent, almost outrageous thought
flashed across Tragor’s mind as he returned Kraii’s
noncommittal stare. How many Martian women
had Kraii known, and. what had they done to the
iron assurance he was supposed to possess?

If he had been very successful with women a
little of the edge might have been taken off his
rumored ruthlessness. But if he had not fared too
well in his amorous conquests frustration might
have made him potentially malignant. It was not
a possibility which could be lightly dismissed.

Kraii was speaking now and his voice had a
harsh edge to it.

“As you know, Tragor, a leader in an under-
taking as momentous as this must do his duty as
he sees it. He must not spare the guilty if he is
to be faithful to his trust. I like you, Tragor. I
have always liked you. But that is not the point
at issue. You were the chief architect of our Great
Plan for the conquest of Earth and you have
failed.”

“But surely—"

“No, wait. Do not interrupt me, Tragor. You
have failed tragically. Now I am going to ask you

102



WomaN FroM ANOTHER PLANET

to be very frank. I want you to tell me in your own
words just why you were so sure the Plan would
succeed, and why I had to discover for myself,
indirectly, that you had made a serious, perhaps
fatal, blunder.”

‘Tragor’s mouth had gone very dry. He tried to
swallow, but there was a tight constriction in his

throat.

“I may have made a few mistakes,” he heard
himself saying. “But everyone makes mistakes.
There is still hope . . .”

“I could enter into a long discussion with you,
Tragor,” Kraii said. “I could take the tragedy of
your failure from the beginning and carry it for-
ward step by step. But nothing would be gained by
that. I want you to summarize, very briefly, the
whole intent and purpose of the plan. I want you
to hear. you explain it. I am familiar with it, of
course, or I would not be where I am. But I want
to hear about it again from its chief architect.”

The full, ghastly truth dawned on Tragor then
—the awful certainty that he was on trial for his
life. He might never leave the compartment with
the blood warm in his veins. He might never see
another sunrise, on Mars or on Earth, never experi-
ence again all the joys of the flesh; never feast
and dine and dance and hold a beautiful woman in
a fierce and ardent embrace. He saw himself crying
out in agony, his flesh blackened by the fiery blast
of a hand-gun, blood streaming from a horrible,
gaping wound in his chest. He knew that he must
talk fast and talk convincingly, if he hoped to go
on living. And he knew that he had to keep it brief.
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“The success of the Plan—"" he began, and stop-
ped, frightened by the look on the Chief Coordi-

nator’s face.
“Yes, Tragor. Go on.”

“It was not a complicated plan. But it was a
brilliant one, carefully théught out, and I was
sure it would succeed. We would take captive five
hundred men and five hundred women and study
them with every laboratory technique available
to us. We would use them as models—to discover
as much as we could about the human race. Then
we would free them, with all knowledge of what
had happened to them blotted from their minds.”

“Yes, I know. Go on, Tragor.”

“We would use our new knowledge to fashion
men and women miraculously perfect in body and
mind—living, breathing androids who could be
controlled by us with a disk-like mechanism em-
bedded in their flesh. They could be controlled by
us at will, robbed of all volition and made almost
mindless if we decided to send a charge of energy
pulsing through the disks. Their very thoughts and
desires could be controlled, regulated.”

“Perfect men and women, yes,” Kraii said
thoughtfully. “But more than that, of course.”

“Far more than that. Android women so beau
tiful it would be impossible for Earthmen to resist
them, so beautiful they weuld enslave all men
instantly with their white and clinging arms, their
rose-tinted breasts, the swelling voluptuosness of—"

“You forget yourself, Tragor. No description is
necessary. There is no need for you to become
erotically stirred by an android, an artificial robot-
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woman created in our own laboratories. You know
what they are.”

“Yes, of course. I do know. But Earthmen do
not. Our plan was to make Earthmen slaves of
love and obedient to our bidding, to forge about
them chains of love they would be powerless to
break. Only Earthmen in high places, naturally,
for we were not concerned with the rest. Only the
rulers, the powerful who are in a position to control
the destinies of nations and surrender Earth with-
out a struggle. Our androids would command them
to obey us, and they would have no choice. Men
so enslaved would be completely at our mercy.

“And women too.”

“And women too. The male androids have every-
thing an Earthwoman could desjre in a man. They
are physmally handsome beyond belief, 1rresnstxble
in their wooing.”

“But the Great Plan went wrong. Why, Tragor?”

“We—we selected as experimental test subjects
one man and one woman. The man is an artist, a
painter. Sensitive and imaginative; so much so that
if a beautiful woman so much as lays her hand on
his arm he begins to tremble. He has to struggle
with himself to exercise control. If ever a subject
seemed ideal for our purpose—"

“But you did not succeed with him. Why,
Tragor?”

“I do not know. I really do not know. He re-
sisted twice. The first time he was almost at the
point of capitulation but he resisted in time. The
second time we controlled the android woman by
means of the disk embedded in her thigh. We made

her almost mindless, a creature given over en-
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tirely to sensual delights. We made her a body
solely—a body that could twist and writhe—and
drive a man to madness.”

“And still he resisted.”

“Not—not exactly But his ardor cooled mstantly
when deep in his unconscious mind something
warned him that he was holding an android in
his arms. We could not hope to succeed with the
Plan if such a warning signal were to be flashed
to the men.and women in high places we intend to
enslave.”

“And the woman? I have been told she also
resisted when she saw the android man in her
bedroom.” -

“That is true. They both resisted. So far we are
at a dead end. So far we have created more than a
hundred android women and half that number of
android men. But we cannot release them on Earth
until we are sure that the Plan will succeed. It
would expose us to the deadliest kind of danger.
It is bad enough that Earth has the hydrogen
bomb and could destroy our ships if we resorted

to open warfare. Even the Great Plan itself could
fail.”

Tragor could have bitten his tongue out when
the words had left his lips, for it brought a sudden
dangerous tightening to the Coordinator’s face.

“And so-you think the Plan will fail.”
“No, no, I did not say that. I would like—"
“What would you like, Tragor?”

“One more chance. One more chance with both
the man and the woman. I want to take them to
Mars.”
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Kraii stared at Tragor for an instant as if un-
able to believe what he had heard. But he con-
trolled himself with an effort and spoke in a
calm tone. '

“Why?” he asked.

“We have taken both the man and the woman
captive. The woman remained in his room when
he went to her apartment, expecting him to return.
We captured him first and then we captured her.
She is very beautiful, almost as beautiful as the
android woman. Perhaps that is why he was able
to resist the android woman the first time.”

A totally irrelevant thought crept into Tragor’s
mind. She is very beautiful, with red-gold hair.
The woman I took captive this momning has hair
of almost the same color. But she loves the man
and I am not loved. Would it matter so much if
Kraii killed me? Why should I be afraid to die?
Why should I care?

“Well, Tragor,” the Coordinator said, impa-
tiently. “I am waiting to hear why you want to
take them to Mars.”

“I have a plan.”

“Another plan? It would seem that your brain
is cobwebbery with plans, Tragor.”

“It is all part of the same Great Plan. We must
make the Earthman and the Earthwoman slaves of
love, we must break down all of their resistance.
I believe I can accomplish that on Mars.”

“How, Tragor? This is most interesting.”

“When men and women have been subjected to
a great and almost unendurable strain, when they

107



WoMmaN FroM ANOTHER PLANET

expect every moment to be their last, when they
have to struggle desperately to stay alive—amorous
impulses often overwhelm them. Love becomes. to
them a refuge and a solace, a temptation impoe-
sible to resist. They have a saying for it on Earth.
‘Let us drink, love and be merry, for tomorrow
we die.” ”

“I see. But the temptation would have to be
very great, the love offering exceptional.”

“Have we not Temples of Love on Mars? What
if we should fill those temples with android men
and android women? Expose both the Earthman
and Earthwoman first to danger: see that they
walk in the shadow of death. Frighten and terrify
them, make them struggle desperately to survive.
Drive them to the brink of despair by confronting
them with unknown dangers on a planet alien to
them. Then imprison them in a Temple of Love.
It would not be a prison to them. It would be a
garden of delight after such terrible experiences.
They would be sure to succumb. They would yield
themselves to all pleasure with no thought for
each other.”

As Tragor contemplated the images his own
mind was conjuring up his eyes began to shine.
“Imagine what it would be like. A man and a
woman surrounded by a thousand temptations,
every bursting fruit that voluptuousn&ss can give
birth to! On Earth there is no such paradise. But
on Mars...”

For the first time the look of cold condemnation
went out of the Chief Coordinator’s eyes. He arose
slowly, nodding, looking at Tragor with an un-

108



WoMaN FRoM ANOTHER PLANET

mistakable glint of admiration in his gaze. He
raised his arm, and Tragor felt a great wave of
relief and warm gratefulness flooding over him,
for he knew that it was a gesture of benign dis-
missal and not a sentence of death.

“Very well, Tragor,” the Chief Coordinator
said. “You have my permission to take them both
to Mars.”

It was only when Tragor had left the Central
Coordinating Compartment and was proceeding
down the cold-lighted passageway which branched
off from it that everything that he had been saying
to Kraii rebounded on himself. He too had just
been in great and terrible danger, fighting despe-
rately to stay alive. And now. he felt himself in
need of love’s solace. He had never needed a
woman more, never needed the touch of a woman’s
hand and a woman’s warm and eager lips with
quite so compulsive an urgency.

If only she would . . .

Five minutes later he was standing before the
locked door of his sleeping compartment, raising
his voice in passionate pleading, calling out to the
woman within to give him—at least, pity.

“Let me in,” he begged. “I promise that I will
not touch you if you do not wish to be touched.
Just let me stand near you, and look at you. That

isall I ask.”

There was silence for a moment beyond the
locked door. Then he heard her say: “You killed
my husband. Even if you were not so repulsive to
me I would hate you. Do you hear? I would hate
you with my dying breath and if necessary, I
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shall die. I will find a way. Go away, or I will
beat my head against the wall until I can no
longer hear your loathsome voice. Go away. I will
never let you in and if you try to force your love
upon me—""

“No,” he pleaded. “I want you to love me
willingly.”

“That is strange talk for a Martian. I will tell
you something. One of the women who was taken
captive may soon find herself with child. Did you
know that? Didn’t those brutish lovers tell you?
Lovers! What a mockery, what an insult to the
very name of love! If I found myself with child
by a Martian I would strangle—oh, no, no. I did
not mean to say that. I could never be that cruel,
no matter how great my loathing. But if that
happened to me, I would make doubly sure to
kill myself before such a cruel choice was forced
upon me.”

It séemed to Tragor that he could endure no
more. His triumph of a moment before had the
taste of ashes. He had argued persuasively with
the most formidable Martian on Earth, and—for
that matter—on Mars, He had argued and won.
His life had been spared. But now it seemed un-
important to him, of no consequence whatever.
Only the woman beyond the locked door was
important to him. She was more than important.
She had become his whole life. Without her he
felt, drained and empty—a hollow shell of a male.

He sank to his knees and covered his face with
his taloned hands. If only she would pity him and
open the door a crack and let him see her!
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Just the sight of her would enable him to endure
the loneliness and emptiness of space when he
took the two captive lovers to Mars on the mother
ship. Just the sight of her beautiful white body
and her face so torn with grief and torment that
he could scarcely bear to meet the accusing fury
in her eyes.
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On Earth a man named Peter Summers and
his wife Ruth—two people out of Earth’s teeming
millions, but chosen with care because of their
exceptional courage and comeliness of form—went
about their daily affairs with no memory of what
had happened to them on board a Martian ship
a short month previously.

Summers was a writer of mystery novels and
his wife an artist whose paintings had been widely
acclaimed by critics. They were quite ordinary
people in some respects, brilliantly exceptional
in others. They had both been used as models by
Tragor in constructing experimental android men
and android women, but those particular androids
had heen discarded as not quite what the Plan
called for. The android who resembled Summers
and the lithe-limbed, sultry-eyed robot woeman
who was almost an exact duplicate of Summers’
wife had not been destroyed, however. They had
been kept immobilized in a laboratory on Mars,
the disks on their thighs turned off. -

Summers and his wife had not been harmed.
They had been released at the completion of what
had been one of the earliest of the android-con-
structing experiments, with all knowledge of what
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had happened to them on board the Martian ship
bletted from their minds.

They were no longer of any interest to Tragor.
However, the two androids who resembled them
had now become of vital interest to Tragor, for the
writer, Peter Summers, was a strong-willed, imag-
inative and sensitive man and greatly resembled
the crucial figure in the entire Plan: David Loring.
Not physically, but in the subtle and complex
configuration of his mind, and that configuration
had been duplicated in the robot-man fashioned
in Summers’ image. And Ruth Summers bore a
quite striking resemblance, even physically, to the
woman whom Loring loved.

The man and the woman awoke and stared
about them. The man was not Peter Summers. The
woman was not Ruth, his wife. But the man
resembled Peter Summers in all respects. He had
the same physical build, the same eyes, ears, nose
and mouth. Not only were his facial contours the
same, his body was a twin-duplicate of Peter
Summers’ body. He moved in the same way, with
the same gestures and mannerisms, and his voice
would not have seemed in any way strange to his
wife or to any of the people who knew him well.

The woman looked exactly like his wife. Her
face and body would have deceived anyone who
knew his wife, knew precisely how she gestured
and talked. Even the tiny mole on her right
shoulder was the same, and the way her eyes
crinkled slightly at the corners when she smiled.

In fact, the resemblance was almost too perfect,
for there is something obscurely and indefinably
artificial about a duplication that is flawlessly
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exact, unassailable in all of its parts. The living
organism changes constantly, is never quite the
same from moment to moment. In a duplication
such elusive changes are hard to capture and
preserve. Even when the effort has been made and
can be looked upan as successful a faint aura of
artificiality remains.

The man’s first words were simple and direct.
He asked: “Where are we?”

“I do not know,” the woman replied.

“How did we get here?”

“I do not know.” :

The man looked down over himself. He was
attired as Peter Summers had been aboard the
space ship. There was no recognition or surprise:
in his eyes. Simply acceptance, as if he’d known
he would be attired in precisely that way and
would only have been surprised if he had found
himself naked or clothed in garments strange to
him.

He looked at the woman and saw that she was
also attired in garments familiar to him. There
was no need for him to recognize the garments in a
strict sense, for a knowledge of what they would
be like had been deeply grooved into his mind.
His garments were as much a part of him as his
slightly heightened breathing and the calluses on
his palms. And so were the garments of the woman
facing him with slightly widened eyes.

“I can remember so little,” the man who re-
sembled Summers said. “Everything here is
strange. I am quite sure that we have never_been
in this place before. Do you also feel as if you
have never been here before?”
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The woman nodded. “Yes, I do. It is very
strange.”

“It is a very large room.”

“Very large. There is something frightening
about it. All of those instruments . . .”

“They are not navigational instruments. I am
quite sure of that. We are no longer on board the
ship.”

“Were we ever?”

“Yes, I am sure we were once. On board a
large ship traveling through space.”

“] seem to remember now, too. Some of it is
coming back. Slowly, almost painfully. I'm afraid
to think about it, to even try to remember. We
were far more frightened than we are now. Some-
thing terrible happened to us.”

“We’d better just relax, take it easy and let it
come back in a natural way.”

The woman shuddered. “Sometimes not know-
ing is worse than remembering, worse than any
positive knowledge can be. When a memory is
crouching like some great beast in the darkness
of your mind it is safer to remember. Safer to see
the hideous shape clearly, to at least try to force
it out into the open.”

“Not always, Ruth.”

“Ruth. Yes, I am Ruth. You are Peter. You are
my husband. The instant you spoke my name it
came back to me. Oh, darling, I love you so much.
I have always loved you.”

“I know, Ruth. And I have always loved you.
But beyond that everything is obscure, and in
some strange way incomplete. It’s as though there
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are many things which I should recall and under-
stand but which have been—left out.”

“Left out? What do you mean?”

“I’s hard to explain. But there’s a kind of gulf,
an emptiness, a falling away when I try to remem-
ber what happened to us. The memory doesn’
seem to be there at all. I can remember the ship,
and how frightened we were. We were traveling
through space toward a distant star. There were
others. How many I do not know or even what they
looked like. It may come back. We must wait and
see.”

“Wait? What good will waiting do, Peter? We
can’t just stand here trying to remember or refus-
ing to remember. We don’t know where we are.
We have no idea where we are, or why we were
brought here. Were we brought here against our
will? Or did we come voluntarily? Shall we wait
for something to happen, or try to make it happen?
What shall we do, Peter? Beat on the walls with
our bare hands? Shout and create a disturbance?
Some of these instruments look fragile. Perhaps
if we smashed one—"

The man who resembled Summers shook his
head. “No, Ruth. That would be too dangerous a
way of bringing down the thunder.”

The man turned as he spoke, and looked more
steadily and carefully at his surroundings. The
woman stared with him, standing very still, a
growing wonder in her eyes.

The instruments which towered on all sides of
them differed greatly in size and configuration.
Some were metallic and complex, as intricate in
construction as the time-regulating mechanism of
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a great watch, set on a pedestal and reflecting the
downstreaming radiance in all of its parts. Others
resembled more translucent globes, resting level
with the floor, fragile in design and filled with a
swirling blue mist. But that globelike aspect was
only partial, for they were pierced by metal rods
which projected sharply from their surfaces in
hedgehog fashion and obscured or distorted their
roundness in various ways.

. There were also several flat, boxlike structures
with a fine mesh covering and one huge box which
was heavily screened in front and bore a chilling
resemblance to a cage. The screening was envel-
oped in radianee, so that the mesh was only
evanescently visible through the glow and it was
impossible to see beyond it. Yet for an instant
there was a deepening of the glow and the man
who resembled Summers thought he could detect
a faint stir of movement behind the mesh, as if
some monstrous shape had been imprisoned with-
in; a shape which was self-luminous and very
restless in its pacing.

The enormous room was illuminated by globu-
lar overhead lamps which cast stationary shadows
on its glass-smooth floor and turned the walls into
light-mirroring surfaces which deflected the radi-
ance without diminishing it.

The man who resembled Summers spoke calmly,
but there was a slight tremor in his voice. “We will
have to wait. We must force ourselves to be patient.
It would be easier to let ourselves go, to act im-
pulsively. Inaction is difficult when you feel you’re
at the mercy of something dangerous which you
know nothing about. But we can’t afford to take
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unnecessary risks. We still have one safeguard.
Being armed may not protect us, but it’s an ad-
vantage we can’t afford to toss away. We’ll be
tossing it away if we lose our heads.”

It seemed only natural to the man that she
should be armed. The weapon he was clasping
surprised him no more than his familiar attire
had done. Its presence in his hand he took for
granted, and its absence would have bewildered
him and greatly increased his apprehension. The
woman was also clasping a weapon, and taking
her possession of it so much for granted that she
did not even glance down at it when the man
stressed the fact that they were both armed by
tapping her lightly on the wrist.

The two small, compact energy weapons glit-
tered in the downstreaming radiance. Outwardly
they were exact replicas of nuclear hand-guns,
accurate in range and deadly when fired. Nuclear
hand-guns were capable of disintegrating any ob-
ject in their path, living or inanimate, within a
radius of thirty-five feet. There was no nuclear
fallout, no diffusion of destructive radioactivity,
no risk to the user at all.

Seventy years of controlled atomic research on
the red planet made such weapons available to
everyone privileged to carry them: regional law-
enforcement coordinators, authorized destroyers
of dangerous animal pests and explorers in space.
But the weapons which the man and the woman
were clasping had not been atomically powered.
They were infinitely less destructive, with barely
enough fire-power to kill a man or large animal at
close range, or bring down a bird in flight. But
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the man and the woman did not know that They
had no way of knowing.

The woman was the first to. notice the change in
the large, cagelike object. The light shifted, and
a slow shadow crept across it, elongating as it
moved, first parallel with the box and then at
right angles to it.

The shadow was sinuous and very dark, and it
‘made a rasping sound on the glass-smooth floor
as it advanced in a swift glide. A yard from the
cage it ceased to be a shadow.

The woman went rigid. Her hand darted to her
throat and all of the color drained out of her
face. She stared wordlessly, unable to move or
speak, and her stunned helplessness almost led to
the. man’s undoing. He was half turned toward her
and did not see the long-fanged, catlike beast
until it was within eight feet of him.

He cried out when he saw it and leapt back.
It sprang then, straight toward him. Sprang with
a terrible, deep-throated roar, its tawny flanks
quivering.

. The man fired. He had no time to take aim, and
there was no need for him to aim with precision.
Any blast from any weapon, at almost pointblank
range, would have found its mark in so huge a
target.

A great gash appeared in the creature’s right
flank, and turned crimson even before its body
swerved and the man fired for the second time,
staggering backwards with a sobbing gasp. The
wounded beast landed upright directly behind him,
and flattened itself. It hugged the floor for an
instant as its belly and right flank turned a brighter
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red, flooding the glasslike surface with a swiftly
spreading pool of blood that was startlingly like
its own elongated bulk in configuration.

Then it was in motion again, rearing on its
hindlimbs with a roar and swaying toward hm.
He swung about and fired three more shots into
its body, holding the hand-gun steady, and taking
careful aim now despite the pain-maddened ani-
mal’s flailing claws and snarling ferocity.

The man did not escape unscathed. The enraged
beast raked his shoulders with its claws, tore a
deep gash in his flesh from his neck to his waist.
The man leapt back and fired again. As the hand-
gun blasted the woman began to scream.

The best staggered, fell back, and began slowly
to crumple, his body arching forward as it sagged,
its forelimbs giving way first and the rest of its
bulk collapsing like a weighted sack, lopsidedly
and with tumultuous heavings. The man stood very
still, watching it crumple, seemingly unaware of
the grevious wound he had sustained. The long
gash did not bleed. It remained a long, livid dis-
figuration running the length of his spine, as if
a scalpel dipped in acid had etched a blemish
with ragged edges in the precise middle of his
back.

The man waited until the beast ceased to move,
his gaze intent, strangely calm. Not a muscle of his
face moved. His absolute quietude had followed so
quickly upon his first startled outery and his
aggressive action in defending himself that it
would have baffled-a psychologist whose stock in
trade was the reasonably predictable within  the
limits of what is known about the human mind.
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If there was a mental conflict within him it was
not mirrored on his features and even his posture
was amazingly relaxed. He did not hold himself
stifly, as might have been expected, but simply
stood waiting in a completely natural attitude—
an attitude free of all strain—for the wounded
beast to breathe its last.

The instant the catlike creature’s tawny flanks
ceased to heave and a rust-colored froth appeared
at its mouth he turned quickly, moved to the
woman’s side and took her into his arms. He held
her firmly, stilling her trembling with whispered
reassurance and running his left hand gently up
and down her back.

“It’s all right,” he murmured. “I’ve killed it.

It won’t move again. Easy now, there’s nothing to
fear.”

The woman was shuddering violently and to
quiet her he began more firmly to stroke her bare
back, running his hands over the velvety smooth skin
between her shoulder blades and even more firmly
caressing the twin mounds of her breasts.

Suddenly she was clinging to him, her arms
locked about him so tightly he had difficulty in
remembering his only desire was to comfort and
reassure her. Or perhaps he did not want to
remember. Passion awoke in him, fierce, irresist-
ible. He lowered his head and brought his mouth
down hard on lips that seemed to melt beneath
the demanding ardor of his kisses. She seemed
suddenly unbelievably young to him, eager and
vibrant, as if he had met her for the first time.
Yet she was his wife, surely, and they had known
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many such moments of rapture in the past. Or had
they?

He had the strange feeling that he, too, had
been born anew, that he was not quite the same
man who had plucked the blooming rose of love
many times before. He felt almost like a young
boy, clasping his virginal first love in a forest
glade and watching her face turn crimson. . . .

“We have seen enough,” a cold voice said. “My
insight was flawless. They were exposed to danger
first—a great and terrible danger. And they were
stirred to passion as 1 was sure they would be.
They are only androids, but the -proof is strong
and convincing enough. I am quite sure now that
we. will succeed as well with David Loring and
the woman of his choice.”

The android man and woman did not hear the
voice. It was too remote and Tragor was not
addressing himself to an Earthman. He was speak-
ing to Sull, and they both stood at the door of
the laboratory.

And then, quite suddenly, the disks on the
androids’ thighs glowed with a blinding incan-
descence and they slumped to the floor and lay
notionless.
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David Loring only knew at first that the room
in which he found himself was enormous. He could
see the high walls towering up into. shadows, and
the great distance which separated wall from wall,
shadow from shadow.

He saw the room in fitful flashes, between
sleeping and waking. He saw it as a prison and a
sanctuary, the ward of a hospital, a waiting room
at the hub of some of some intricate and planet-
engirdling web of communication. He saw it even
as a quite simple, peaceful place, soothing to the
eye, where a man could sleep and dream with a
beautiful woman at his side, their bodies com-
pletely at ease in the dawn light, relaxed and
languorous.

Finally, after what may have been days, or only
hours, he saw the room as it really was. He saw
it as a prison on an alien world, and the woman
who shared it with him as a captive like himself
who had to live with the shattermg knowledge that
what she saw in his eyes he saw in hers. “Janice,”
he whispered.

She was nodding at him and trying hard to
smile and when he saw the tenderness and warmth
in her eyes, tears started to gather beneath his
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burning eyelids and suddenly he was weeping
unashamedly.

She got up quickly and came to him and settled
herself at his side, pressing her scantily clad body
close to him in womanly solicitude, reaching up
and touching his face.

She was wearing the strangest of costumes; a
band of golden-textured -cloth which completely
encircled her hips and the lower part of her torso,
but left her breasts exposed. There were sandals
on her feet, and her red-gold hair had been cut
short, and was caught up in an entrancing way by
a ribbon. She had never seemed more beautiful in
his sight or more feminine and desirable.

“I thought you’d never wake up, darling,” she
whispered, her lips brushing his throat and passing
upwards until their moist warmth came to rest
against his mouth and stopped his breath for an
instant. '

“I’ve been waiting for you to look at me,” she
said, when he could breathe again. “To really look
at me as you did just now. I was afraid to wake
you up too abruptly. You seemed so close to
exhaustion, so desperately in need of sleep. Oh,
David, hold me close. At least we're together
again.” '

“Everything is so strange,” Loring said, his
hand going out to stroke her hair. “ So confused,
mixed up. I remember struggling to free myself
from a very horrible kind of net—a net with
strands that seemed to move and cling to me,
strands that seemed almost to have a life of their
own. Then I was imprisoned, shut away in the
darkness. I saw nothing, heard nothing, for hours.

124



WoMAN FroM ANOTHER PLANET

Then I saw a light moving slowly back and forth
in front of me. I tried to rise, tried to get to my
feet. But something seemed to lift me up and
hurl me further back into the darkness.

““There were times when I could hardly breathe,
when I seemed to be suffocating. I know that I
slept a great deal. The passage of time—that was
the most frightening thing of all. Days must have
passed and yet I was only obscurely aware of their
passing. But I knew that we were no longer on
Earth, that we were traveling through space to
another world. I had no way of knowing through
observation, because I was in total darkness and
felt nothing, heard nothing. The knowledge must
have been implanted in my mind.”

“It was,” Janice said. “I know, because a
strange cold voice spoke to me just once, and told
me that when I woke up I would see you again,
but that neither of us would remember what
happened after, you left me alone in your apart-
ment waiting for you to return. Do you remember,
David, or was the voice telling the truth? Do you
remember what happened after that? If you do—"

Loring shook his head. “No,” he said. “It’s all
a complete blank. I remember going out on Mac-
Dougal Street and hailing a cab. I even remember
getting into the cab and riding to your apartment.
But after that it’s as if I had blacked out. I can
only remember struggling to free myself from that
ghastly web and how the blackness closed in on
me, almost smothering me.”

“And you remembered nothing more until you

~ woke up here? Think hard, David. Are you sure
about that? Completely sure?”
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“Just what I've told you—nothing more. The
feeling that I was in space, traveling through
space. No, it was more than a feeling. It was cer-
tain knowledge. But it was nothing that I could
have found out for myself.”

“It frightens me, David. If you could remember
even a part of what happened . . .”

“l don’t think they want us to remember,”
Loring said. “Whatever their purpose was in
bringing us here, they don’t want us to know too
much about them. That’s pretty obvious.”

“We've been here a long time, David. I spoke
to you once, but you didn’t answer, didn’t seem
to hear me. Your eyes were half closed and your
face looked strange, as if everything in the room
had gone far away from you. Then everything
went far away from me too. I fell into a deep
sleep and just woke up a few minutes ago.”

Loring was staring about the room, a look of
mounting apprehension in his eyes. But he heard
her when she said: “I wanted to put my arms
around you, and draw you close amd bring my
lips down hard on yours. But I was afraid, as I
said, to wake you up too abruptly. The sudden
shock . .

“We’ll make up for that right now,” Lormg
said. He clasped her firmly and kissed her until
they were both out of breath. “I’'m not as exhausted
as you might think,” he said.

He realized suddenly that he was as scantily
clad as she was and was amazed that he had not
realized it immediately upon awakening. A Greek
athlete in the days of Pericles might have womn
less clothing while discus-throwing, but’ he seri-
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ously doubted it. He was not a man who liked to
strut his maleness and he had no particular liking
for exhibitionists. It embarassed him a little, even
in the presence of 3 woman who had often seen
him wearing far less clothing.

“They took away our clothes,” she whispered,
as if aware of his thoughts. “I don’t know how
they undressed me and put this ridiculous sash
around me but I’ll have to make the best of it. I
don’t really mind too much. Do you?”

“I think it might be a good idea if you removed
the sash,” he said. “It isn’t becoming to you.”

“If you wish,” she said, and unwound the
strange garment. —

She stood before him completely unclothed and
for an instant his breath caught in his throat. Then
she was in his arms again, covering his face with
kisses. A

After a moment she put the strange garment
back on, smiling a little. “If it- was just you I
wouldn’t mind at all,” she said. “But we don’t
know who we’ll be meeting.”

Her face turned suddenly sober, all of the levity
leaving her eyes.

“The window,” she whispered. “We’d better—
see what’s outside. Just the thought of looking
terrifies me, but we may as well get it over with.”

Loring nodded. “If we had any real sense we'd
have looked out inmnediately,” he said. “We'd
have let nothing stand in the way.”

“David! What kind of talk is that? Think of
what you would have missed. A completely un-
draped female, distinctly on the shameless side.”
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The taunting levity was back in her eyes again,
as if she dreaded the thought of walking to the
window even now and wished to put it off as long
as possible with a whistling-in-the-dark bravado.

“You’re right,” Loring sald “Forglve me, dar-
ling. I spoke “without thinking and I didn’t mean
it in (uite that way. I'm vlad we waited. It isn’t
just what I saw. It’s what I

“David, please don’t make me blush now. Shut
up, damn you.’

“All right, Gorgeous. I won’t say another word.”

They walked to the window together. Janice
cried out, and Loring drew in his breath sharply.
A tiny vein at his temple bulged and began to
pulsate.

The city which stretched out for miles beyond
the pane transcended in height and depth and
grandeur anything Man’s creative genius had con-
ceived on Earth, or was perhaps capable of con-
ceiving, even in the realm of imaginative prophecy.
Human history supplied no parallels which would
have brought such a seoaring architectural miracle
within the scope of pictorial art as its most pro-
phetic.

William Blake alone mloht have been capable
of portraying it on canvas, if he had been born at a
later period in human history and had been familiar
with space-age technology and the intricacies of the
twentieth century’s non-Euclidean mathematics.
But even then his vision might have faltered and
his palette, lacking the full range of colors,
dropped from his hand.

The Martian city was so large it would have
completely dwarfed the largest city on Earth. If
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New York, London and Paris could have been
combined in one great wonder city there might
have been a few points of superficial resemblance
to the metropolis of white buildings beyond the
pane. But a few points only, for in a sober and
completely realistic sense all comparisons broke
down.

It was a city of spiderweb traceries against a
sunrise sky, of buildings so enormous that their
pinnacles seemed to blend with the clouds. It was
a city of floating gardens agleam with vermillion-
tongued flowers that seemed to sway and dance in
response to some gigantic and invisible baton, so
that they resembled myriads of tiny ballet dancers
constantly in motion, voluptuously a-twirl, bending
first to the left and then to the right and then
swooningly backwards.

It was a city of parks and lakes with tree-fringed
borders and of column-supported terraces bridged
by aerial traffic lanes, where vehicles that re-
sembled gold beetles darted back and forth with
a speed so great that the eye could scarcely follow
them.

It was a city of clean, strong lines, without
elaborate ornamentation to mar a perfection which
its builders must have kept constantly before their
minds. There was no visible areas of new con-
struction or areas where the buildings seemed to
be crumbling. No wrecking instruments at work,
or skeleton structures black against the sunrise.
Not the slightest sign anywhere of demolition or
repair. It was as if the city had been built to
endure for centuries, with every stone in place, a
monument to the creative genius of a race that
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had somehow found a means to create a vision of
splendor which time or the elements could not
mar or efface.

It was a breathtakingly beautiful city and yet,
in some strange way, it seemed to be enveloped
in an aura of cruelty and wickedness. There was
a lewdness about some of its contours—a lewdness
that could be physically sensed. It stirred the
imagination in a strange way, as a woman utterly
abandoned, lost to all shame, may cease to be a
capricious wanton, given to light-hearted amours
and become so coldly lascivious that she repels
the most passionate of men.

And suddenly, as Loring stared, he saw the
woman-shape. He saw that the ecity, its entire
circumference, its central mass, was shaped like
a recumbent female with great wanton knees and
flame-tipped breasts.

Janice saw it too, and retreated from the win-
dow with a gasp, her face and throat darkened by
a quickly spreading flush.

Loring stared for an instant longer and then
turned and drew her to him, holding her’ tightly
for a moment and saying nothing at all.

There were no words that could have eased the
shock of what they both had seen, and silence was
better, Loring felt. After a moment her breathing
steadied and the flush vanished from her cheeks.

.“What are we going to do, David?” she asked.
“Just stay here and let the builders of that city
visit us? Kill us perhaps, or insist that we accom-
pany them on a sight-seeing tour? I don’t think
we'd like what we’d see.”
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*I don’t think so cither,” Loring said. “And I
don’t think we're staying if that window isn’t
locked and opens outward. Or inward, for that
malter. Pm going to find out right now. In neces-
saty. we'll conduct our own sight-seeing tour. If
we can get out fast we may be able to hide some-
where before they realize we’ve had the quickness
of mind to outsmart them.” -

“Not (uickness of mind alone, David. Courage
enough to act quickly and descend those stairs.”

“You saw the stairs?” )

Janice nodded. “Yes, I saw them. A flight of
stone steps leading downward, starting just below
the window and leading straight down. I was
going to push on the window, to see if it would
move. You do it, David. Hurry. We’ve no time to
fose.”

“All right,” Loring said. He returned to the
window and pressed firmly on the pane. For a
moment the pane held and then, as he increased
the pressure, it swung slowly outward.

Janice ran to him with an exultant cry.

They emerged from the room cautiously. The
steps began just beneath the window but they were
not directly joined to the ledge. They had to take
a short leap to reach them. What purpose they had
been designed to serve Loring did not know and
had difficulty in imagining. The topmost step was
very broad and flared slightly, and it occurred to
him that a very small flying machine—a midget
helicopter or an auto-gyro—would have encount-
cred no difficulty in making use of it as a landing
platform. Perhaps there were hundreds of such
structures scattered throughout the city, directly
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adjacent to the windows of tall buildings. He had
no way of knowing and no time to puzzle over it.

The stone stairway was very steep and contained
at least three hundred steps. It led to a flaring,
disk-shaped expanse of shining metal several hun-
dred feet in diameter. Directly below the disk the
tiny moving vehicles which Loring had observed
from the window darted to and fro, obscurely
visible through its translucent glimmering.

Loring took Janice’s arm and supported her
firmly, and they started down with a heightened
sense of togetherness “Remember this,” he said,
with quiet reassurance. “I’s some comfort, at
least. There are few situations which are absolutely
hopeless. They may look that way, but they’re not.
Escapes take place when every door to freedom
seems bolted down tight. Not only in fiction—in
real life. The deadliest diseases often fail to kill.
The patient survives and lives for many years.
And men condemned to death can always hope for
a last-minute reprieve.”

“But how often are they reprieved?”

“More often than the average person realizes.
There are always possibilities of escape. A failure
of intelligence at any point can reverse an advant-
age. And we’ve no reason to believe that the minds
that planned and built this cilty, tremendous as
it is, are infallible. The slightest flaw in their
thinking could glve us an advantage whch would
even the score.’

“But this is their world, their home, David. We
are aliens here, 1mpnsoned in a web so dark and
terrible we can’t even begin to understand it. It’s
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like a blind maze with no familiar landmarks,
nothing to guide us—"

“It may not be quite as blind a maze as you
think,” Loring whispered, tightening his hold on
her arm. “In another hundred years we’ll be
building cities on Earth just as tremendous. We
use -the same basic patterns, and we’ll eventually
acquire just as much engineering skill.”

“It’s still a blind maze to me,” Janice said. “We
may be walking into a trap. Did you think of that,
David?”

“T thought of it. But staying in that room would
have put us completely at their mercy. Steady
now. We’ll soon be at the bottom.”

“Just looking down makes me dizzy.”

_ “Don’t look down then,” he cautioned. “Move
slowly and stay close to me.”

The stairway was enveloped in a faint radiance
which grew swiftly bnghter as they descended.
They were soon caught up in the brightness, the
steps beneath them becoming a descending series
of polished stone mirrors which reflected the more
diffuse and distant brightness of the sunrise. Their
shadows flickered across the brightness, sometimes
elongating and becoming immense, sometimes con-
tracting into wavering small replicas of them-
selves.

 They moved arm in arm through a kaleidoscope
of shimmering curves and angles, a constantly
increasing steepness keeping them constantly on
guard, making them feel at times that they were
descending an upright ladder teetering precari-
ously in some unimaginable abyss of emptiness.
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They werc almost at the hottom now and could
see the shining surface of the disk which they had
scen from above without heing able 1o determine
its precise configuration. It spread out from the
base of the stairs in a translucent glimmering, a
surface of smooth, almost glass-like texturc that
spiraled slightly downwards for perhaps a hun-
dred feet and then hecame completely horizontal.
Where it rose to a level gradient it widened out
so that its faintly luminous edges graded ofl into
shadows.

There was a pylon-shaped structure at the far
extremity of the sloping section. It could have been
either a gateway or a small building, but Loring
was almost sure that it was a building.

He did not pause when he reached the bottom.
He tightened his hold on Janice’s waist and then
released her, gesturing out across the brightness.

“Walk fast, but don’t run,” he cautioned. “They
may be watching us. That small tower could be
anything: a communication control structure, a
guardhouse, even a dwelling. We won’t know until
we get to it.”

" He nodded and left the stone stairway, moving
out across the glasslike surface of the disk with-
out looking back. Janice kept almost abreast of
him, quickening her steps but not quite running.

Loring studied the structure appraisingly as he
drew near to it. It was smooth-surfaced and com-
pletely featureless, a massive block of metal that
rose to a height of about eighty feet.

He halted directly in front of it and waited for
Janice to join him before he reached out and ran
his hand over a square foot of its smooth metal
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surface. The metal was yellowish with a burnished
copper sheen to it.

“What do you suppose it is?” Janice asked
breathlessly.

Loring shook his head. “I wish I knew. It could
be a guardhouse or a signal tower or something of
the sort. There’s no entrance on this side, but there
may be an entrance in back. It could Kave been
erected here as a kind of sentry barrier to guard this
particular part of the city. It could even be a re-
motely controlled robot structure, equipped with
detective devices and destructive weapons.”

“You really think—"

“I don’t know what to think. I'd like to pound on
the metal to see if it gives off a hollow sound.
But I’'m afraid to risk it. Even raising our voices
might be dangerous and activate some delicately bal-
anced instrument of destruction.”

A look of decision came into Loring’s eyes.
“You stay here,” he said. “Don’t move or touch
that wall. If there’s an entrance I don’t want you
to be with me until I’ve made sure there’s nothing
dangerous inside.”

Janice looked at him, startled. “You’re not
going inside?”

“I will if there’s an entrance.”

“But darling, don’t you see? If anything hap-
pened to you I wouldn’t want to go on living. You
think of what could happen and all that unrealistic
nonsense about shielding a woman, not letting her
share a danger with a man she loves more than
her own life, breaks down.”

“It hasn’t broken down with me,” Loring said.
“I’m sorry, darling, but you’re staying here.”
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“Please, David—"
“No chance. You're staying right here

Before she could protest again he kissed her and
turned quickly, not trusting himself to prolong the
embrace. He walked to the edge of the building,
rounded it and moved forward cautiously, keeping
a short distance from the wall. The side of the
structure was as wide as the facade, quite possibly
a little wider.

The vague fear, the sense of danger, remained
with him, but so far he had encountered nothing
alarming. His uneasiness angered him a little,
made him impatient with his own perhaps wholly
unjustified caution. He came to a sudden decision.
If there was an entrance at the rear of the building
he would not hesitate but would go immediately
inside.

There was an entrance at the rear of the build-
ing; an unlighted, oblong-shaped opening without
ornamentation, twice the width of a man’s body
and eight or nine feet in height. Although the
structure was metallic, the entrance had a stone-
carven look, as if it had been chiseled with pre-
cision from a block of solid granite.

Having come to a decision, the swift dwindling
of his dread surprised him. It was as if a point
of pressure had been removed from his mind,
leaving him free to walk without restraint into the
structure. '

The falling away of tension gave him no satis-
faction. He mistrusted it, feared it, for it strength-
ened his belief that his thoughts were under
scrutiny and an effort was being made to influence
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his emotions. Had he won a momentary victory
or was that, too, an illusion?

The tension started mounting again the instant
he had passed through the aperture. The darkness
was just as bad as he had imagined it might be,
totally unrelieved by the faintest glimmer of light.
It was a smothering blackness, shroudlike and all-
engulfing.

He stood very still a few feet within the en-
trance. The aperture was faintly filmed with light,
but the dim glow did not penetrate for more than
a foot or two into the darkness. Beyond that slight
penumbra of light there was an impenetrable wall
of darkness hemming him in on all sides.

The odor which came to his nostrils was equally
unnerving. It was sharp, acrid, but with a faint
mustiness about it which made him think of tomb
rot. i :

For a moment there was no sound at all, no
faintest stir of movement. Then he heard a rustling
sound that seemed to come from deep within the
darkness. A rustling, a shuffling, the kind of sound
that could have been made by a snake unwinding
its coils, or someone dragging a heavy sack over
a stone floor, or by nothing more unnerving than
the slow backward and forward movements of a
broom. -

Loring did not think it was a broom. The fear
which came upon him was primitive, elemental.
In some respects it was the kind of fear which a
man in a dark wood would experience if he came
upon a nest of copperheads while exploring a
foliage-choked crevice in search of edible mush-
rooms. Expecting to find some poisonous varieties
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perhaps, but hardly death staring up at him out
of the opaque eyes of a snake poised to strike.

He moved slowly backwards, keeping the same
distance from the entrance but putting as much
space as possible between himself and the shuff-
ling. He kept backing away until he came up
against a firm metal barrier which he quickly
explored with his hands. It had the solid feel of
a wall.

His breathing became a little less strained. With
a wall at his back he was at least in no danger of
being attacked from two directions. And if the
wall made further retreat impossible the danger
had not increased, for he was still the same dis-
tance from the entrance and could still, if he
wished, make a very swift dash for it.

He had no immediate intention of doing so. He
stood listening, motionless and alert, his shoulders
barely touching the wall. The shuffling sound did
not seem to be coming any nearer. It even stopped
for an instant. The silence closed in about him and
he became aware of the over-loud beating of his
heart. When the sound started up again it seemed
to come from another direction, closer to- the en-
trance. :
Now it was nearer. Unmlstakably louder and
nearer, very close to him in the darkness. He
strained his eyes, but could see nothing. He had
to depend on his hearing alone, and hearing, he
knew, could be deceptive. It was often very diffi-
cult to determine the precise location of a sound,
to pinpoint it with any certainty.

Suddenly his heart skipped a beat, and hns
breathing quickened. His throat turned cold as he
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swallowed, and tightened as well, the muscles
stiflening, cording into knots. Unconscwus]y he
gripped his leg, just above the knee, and dug his
fingers into the flesh, as if physical pain alone
could keep reality from taking on an aspect so
nightmarish that his sanity would be imperiled.

The creature was passing directly across the
entrance. It was moving so slowly that he could
see it distinctly in the sharply sheared-off glow
from outside the building. The glow penetrated
the darkness hardly at all, but when the creature
paused and half turned about even that abruptly
curtailed illumination was strong enough to bring
it into stark relief.

He saw the monstrous shape clearly. Saw the
long, insectlike legs with their tapering hairs, and
the very slender, flylike body. Saw its gauzy,
tightly folded wings, the metallic glitter of its
immense, many-faceted eyes and the slow turning
of the eyes as they sought him out in the darkness.

The enormous flying insect framed for an in-
stant in the glow was a shape of terror. It was not
its size alone which was making his flesh crawl
and his chest heave as his eyes remained fastened
upon it in the swimming darkness. He was qulte
sure of that.

There was something rapacious about it, a dead-
liness that could be instantly sensed. It seemed
intent on his destruction, its enormous eyes filmed
with a malignancy that made his blood run cold.

Its attitude was just as terrifying, the body
poised as if for attack, a rapier sharpness in the
writhing mandibles, a wire-tight tension in the
rhythmically vibrating thorax, the slender abdo-
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men, and the long, hairy legs which terminated in
rust-colored, cuplike disks.

Loring’s thoughts went into a mind-chilling
whirl. The human mind does not associate ferocity
with an ordinary fly. A house fly, a fruit fly, even
a blue-bottle fly hovering over carrion and evoking
no more than a slight, momentary shiver of dis-
gust. But wasps and hornets are flylike in aspect
and they are equally graceful in flight. Winged
insects of great beauty, delicately constructed and
the opposite of revolting. Yet wasps and hornets
can inflict stings that can paralyze and kill.

A long blue hornet in a drowsy woodland glade
can be a flying torpedo, a death-dealing precision
instrument, as billions of fat, sluggish caterpillars
have discovered over a very long period of geologic
time. And if a hornet could become large enough

. A gigantic hornet might well find a man more
to its liking on an alien world, a far more delectable
feast for its larvae when paralyzed with care and
stored in a clay-constructed hive. Or a metal-
constructed hive.

The solitarv wasps. The mud builders. Every
schoolboy was familiar with them, every young
naturalist exploring the countryside near his home,
the autumn leaves turning red and yellow, the
tang of woodsmoke in the air. The small, gray,
skillfully cemented-over openings to their nests
deep underground where unspeakable acts of in-
sect vampirism took place. The paralyzed cater-
pillar shrinking, turning sere, losing its substance
but remaining tormentingly alive while the gnaw-
ing, insatiable grubs waxed fat and strong. Dying
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in the end, its substance liquefying. . . . And a
human caterpillar?

Despite his terror Loring knew that he was let-
ting his imagination get out of control. He was tak-
ing too much for granted, letting his thoughts lead
him into a dark abyss which probably had no basis
in reality. The hideous thought had leapt unbidden
into his mind and he had elaborated upon it, filling
in the total-blankness of the unknown with images
so ghastly that they glowed blood-red. It was exactly
what an expressionistic artist might have been forced
to do if his morbidity became a genius-inspired
flame and he could no longer restrain an impulse to
torture himself to win immortality for what could
be, at best, a purely symbolical vision of madness
completely remote from reality.

Again he was merely a very frightened man
with no particular liking for morbidity who had
been trapped in total darkness on-an alien planet
and had everything to lose by abandoning himself
to wild conjecture when only clear, logical, deter-
mined thinking could save him.

If he had thought at all of wasps and hornets,
if he bhad instantly seized upon such a comparison
—there had to be a reason behind such a forceful,
almost irresistible distortion of thought.

He was almost sure that it was a distortion. The
mere appearance of a flylike creature close to him
in the darkness, huge and malignant as it appeared
to be, would not ordinarily have started such a
train of thought in his mind and opened up vistas
so specifically ghastly.

In all probability his thoughts had been deliber-
ately guided. The paralyzed caterpillar—feasting
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grub comparison had been firmly implanted in his
mind by a skillful mental manipulation of his
imagination.

And if his mind was being manipulated, if the
alien city dwellers were—

Loring straightened, cold sweat breaking out on
his forehead, his eyes darting to the entrance. The
entrance was darkening again. A shadow had fal-
len across it, partly blotting out the radiance from
outside the buxldmg

It was not a massive shadow and he knew that it
could not have been cast by the flylike creature
moving about in the darkness. It was an advancing,
not a retreating shadow, and it was very slender.
It cut off a portion of the light for only a fraction
of the time it had taken the insect to pass from the
glow into the darkness. It was accompanied by
footsteps, quick, uncertain and a brief flurry of
movement. Then the slender intruder was inside
the building, silhouetted against the glow a few
feet from the entrance.
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“Janice!”

Loring spoke her name in a choked whisper, as
if an instrument of torture had been applied with-
out warning to his flesh and was slowly crushing
every bone in his body. He whispered her name
twice, and then his voice broke and he could only
stare, gripped by a fear so tormenting that it com-
pletely shattered all of his defenses.

He was unable to move or think clearly. If the
aliens had chosen that moment of shock to attack
nothing could have saved him, for he was in-
capable of resistance. But they did not attack. It
was almost as though they themselves had been
caught off guard, checkmated by the very violence
of his emotions. Perhaps they had not known
that a man in love may lose all concern for his
own safety and redouble it in another direction,
transfer it to someone whoe life is infinitely more
precious to him. Perhaps that total forgetfulness
of self was so alien to their thinking that they
were unable to make instant and effective use of
it as a weapon.

Janice’s voice broke the stillness, calling out to
him in a frightened appeal. “David! David! Where
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are you? I was too worried about you to wait any
longer. When you didn’t come back—"

She swayed a little and moved a few steps
closer to him, as if groping for something tangible
to guide her in the darkness. Then he was at her
side, stilling her trembling with the firmness of
his embrace, murmuring reassurances.

“What I just said was a lie, David,” Janice whis-
pered, holding on to him as if she would never let
him go. “Your mind was made up, so I had to
pretend I wasn’t going to follow you. Now there’s
nothing you can do about it, is there, darling?”

“No, nothing,” Loring said, smoothing her hair,
wishing it weren’t true but not wanting to alarm
her more than he had to.

“You’re g]ad I'm here—glad I did come?”

“Very glad,” Loring said, the lie making him
tormentingly aware of how difficult it would be to
tell her the truth. But she had to know.

The insect might attack at any moment. It was still
close to him in the darkness, close to Janice now
as well and when he strained his ears he could
still hear the faint whirring of its wings. He was
aware of its chilling odor too: acrid, and laden
wth a slight efluvium of mustiness and decay, as
if it had just emerged from some airless, long-
abandoned sepulchre deep underground.

He tried to keep his voice level when he described
it to her, holding nothing back, making no attempt
to minimize the danger and asking her to listen
herself to the faint whirring of the creature’s
wings. :

She began to tremble again, slightly at first
and then more violently, so that he had to tighten
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his grip on her shoulder and draw her firmly
back against the wall.

“Something seems to be keeping it from attack-
ing,” he whispered. ‘“Perhaps it won’t attack at
all 1f we keep very stlll and think about getting
out.”

“Think about it?” Her voice was so faint he
had to strain to catch the words. “The entrance
is right in front of us. Why can’t we make a dash
for it?”

“We may have to. It may be a risk we’ll have
to take. But if we can save ourselves in some other
way_”

- “What do you mean? Why should we even try?
If we head straight for the entrance we'll be out-
side in two or three seconds. Can that—that insect
thing move fast enough to intercept us if we know
that our lives are at stake?”

“I think it can. If they release it, I think it can.
They may expect us to try to get out that way.
Remember, an insect can move with lightning swift-
ness.’

“But there’s only one entrance. We can’t hope
to escape in any other way?”

Loring did a strange thing. He leaned back
agamst the wall, pressed himself ‘more firmly
against it, and ran his fingers exploringly over its
smooth metal surface.

Then he tightened his grip on Janice’s arm and
moved slowly along the wall, continuing to explore
the surface with his free hand as he drew her
with him through the darkness.

Before he had progressed more than four yards
his fingers encountered a slight roughness. The
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roughness increased as he advanced, became a
series of firmly projecting ridges. He stopped ad-
vancing, his breathing slightly quickened, and
tugged experimentally at one of the ridges.

Nothing happened for an instant. Then he felt
the wall move slightly under his hand. He tugged
more vigorously, increasing the tightness of his
grip. A section of the wall began to swing open. He
wedged one shoulder solidly against it, and exerted
a steady, unrelenting pressure, to counterbalance the
tugging and keep the movement stabilized.-

There was a sudden change in the darkness. It
became less impenetrable and by straining his
eyes he could make out the shadowy outlines of
a flight of steps leading downward. A blast of
cold air swept upwards through the aperture, caus-
ing Janice to cry out in surprise and press closer
to him. She spoke with a stunned breathlessness.

“David, how did you know?”

“I think—they wanted us to know.”

“But why, David? I don’t understand.”

“I had a sudden impulse to look for another way
out. It was as if the thought had been implanted
in my mind, as if I was being guided. Something
started me searching the instant you said there
was only one way to escape, through the doorway.
They may have feared I’d decide not to make a dash
for it. And I think they want us to go on, to at
least try to escape. I don’t know why. I can’t ex-
plain it.”

He reached out for her hand, clasped it ﬁrmly
“We’re going down those stairs. Even if it’s what
they want us to do we’re going to take the risk.
To stay here would be too dangerous. The slightest
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display of weakness or indecision could offset
any advantage we might gain by staying. With you
here, sharing the danger, I couldn’t withstand the
pressure. I'd be sure to crack.”

She was in his arms suddenly, embracing him
with a passion so maddeningly feminine in its
soft, clinging sweetness that he forgot for an instant
that it must have been inspired by terror and des.
peration, and a mad desire to wed her body !¢ his
for the comfort he could bring her.

“David,” she whispered. Her hand was exploring
him with tender concern. “I want you— now. I must.”

“But, darling—"

“That’s why, darling.” she whispered, “I love
vou. I want your seed to grow inside me licfore one
of those monsters rapes me. And David, if anything
happens to you, I want someone to remember you
by. It’s our duty David. We must suvvive.”

He was roused. He touched her, and he knew she
was ready for him. “It seems crazy, Janice.” he
protested but your reasons are sound. As you -av,
darling.”

Her lips burned on his. Her lovely breasts pressed
against his torso. Her small ronnd stomach quiv-
ered against his. '

“They might see.” he warned. ‘“They’re watching

us.”

“I don’t care!” Janice cried fiercely, “Let them
see how decent human being behave.” She moved
against him. “I'll conceive David I know. I'm ovulat-
ing. It’s one of the unsafe days. Remember how care-
ful we used to be.” Her voice was almost gay. “Now
we can be utterly careless. With your child in me,
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David, I won’t be scared on anything. Come on,
darling.”

She took him then. The bliss of their union ban-
ished his fears. The warmth of her pulsating body,
the rapture of her lips, the quivering of her loins,
brought them together in complete harmony. The
moment that is eternity for lovers came to both sim-
ultaneously.

“Hold me tight just for a little while,” Janice
pleaded aferwards. “Don’t move!” She locked her
arms round his waist.

Their bodies still joined, she leaned away from
him, hanging her head back exposing the loveliness
of her throat. Loring kissed it, because it seemed the

natural thing to do. It was an impulsive gesture.

He was startled to feel her tighten against him, as
if she were suddenly roused again. Slowly, with a
beatific smile on her face, she raised herself, and
looked up at him. Love stars were shining in her
eyes. ‘

“David,” she said seriously, ‘“That was the right-
est, purest thing we have ever done. Now we both
have something to live for. I am not afraid any
more.”

He released her wordlessly, tightened his grip
on her hand and together they started downward.
The stairway was in darkness at first, but it began
to glow as they descended.

They moved hand and hand, aware that the stair-
way was even longer than the one they had pre-
viously descended; both longer and set at a more
precipitous angle. Vast distances fell away beneath
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them, and Loring knew that they were descending in-
to the heart of the city.

“Don’t look down,” Loring warned, slowing his
steps. The steepness was one source of danger,
but there were others which he feared more: the
dazzling brightness of the radiance which now
enveloped them or a sudden seizure of dizziness.

“Listen!” Janice whispered, halting abruptly
and turning to face him with a swift intake of her
breath.

“What is it? We can’t—"

“Listen, David. Don’t you hear it? A whirring
sound, right up above us. Not too near, but—David,
I’'m frightened. That thing must be following us!”

He had to stand very still and strain his ears
for an instant before he caught it. It was unmis-
takable, but so faint that, under calmer circum-
stances, he would have been amazed by the acute-
ness of Janice’s hearing. But now there was no
room in his mind for amazement. Only horror.

“All right,” he said. “It’s following us. We
might have known that it would. I sensed its rapa-
city the instant I saw it, and if they kept it from
attacking us they must have had a reason.”

“What reason, David? Don’t try to spare me, if
you think you know.” '

“I don’t know for sure. How could 1? But I
can make a guess that has some ugly implica-
tions. It could be a kind of insectlike—"

He hesitated, fighting for control, reproaching
himself for his harshness. He was making no at-
tempt to soften the blow and he knew why. He had
spoken with a slight edge of angry impatience
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in his voice because he did not want her to know
how profoundly the thought had unnerved him.

It was more than chilling, for there was some-
thing diabolically calculated, wholly vicious,
ahbout the use of such a horror as a weapon.

A relentlessly pursued man—an escaped priso-
ner floundering in dcsperation through a swamp
or trapped in a mountain gully—can experience
many dreads. But only one that claws at his mind
like a sharp-taloned, utterly merciless harpy.

The appeal in Janice’s eyes put a quick end to
his hesitation. “What could it be, David? Tell me.”

“A kind of insectlike bloodhound. A scent-track-
ing animal can demoralize a fleeing man in a
very terrible way, and I’m sure they know it. I
think they deliberately kept it from attacking to
give us time to escape from the building. Then
they lct it pick up our scent. They may be planning
to prolong the pursuit until we abandon all hope
and just wait helplessly for the worst to happen.”

He gave her no time to reply. Tightening his grip
on her hand he pulled her forward, his voice ur-
gent, rising a little as the distance beneath them
dwindled and they could see the shining expanse of
metal at the base of the stairway.

“I didn’t tell you that to frighten you. But we’ve
got to build up our mental defenses fast. You've
got to try not to think of it as a bloodhound. Our
instinctive fear of insects isn’t as great as our fear
of savage, wolflike animals. Bloodhounds aren’t
wolflike, but to a pursued man there are no beasts
more sinister. We must keep thinking of it as an
insect.”
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“Are you sure that will help, David? An insect
so large—"

“On Earth all insects are small. It’s natural for
us to think of them as small. Remember, man’s
fear of insects is real enough. But it can be over-
come, thrown off. All small, crawling things make
us recoil in revulsion. But the bloodhound image
strikes a deadlier chord of fear. We’ve got to
shut our minds to it.”

“Then why didn’t you keep silent about it? If
you hadn’t told me, if I hadn’t known at all-"

“You had to know. You can’t fight the Unknown,
can’t use the right mental weapons unless you
know exactly what it is you’ve got to overcome. Full
knowledge first, and then a choice of weapons.
We’re choosing a weapon that will clamp a mental
block on that knowledge where it has sharp points
of deadliness. We’ll keep it limited, but we won’t
forget the danger. The weapon we’re choosing is
—a controlled self-hypnosis.”

Janice flushed and flashed a quick glance at him.
She was still trembling, breathless with hurrying,
but the strain in her eyes had diminished a little.
“Darling, I—I’m sorry. I pleaded with you to tell
me. I guess I was being stupidly unthinking and ir-
rational.”.

“I only told you because I thought it would cut
down the danger. You’ve got to do your best to
substitute another, less destructive fear. You’re
in a garden and a spider is moving slowly toward
you across a gleaming web. But even if it’s a black
widow spider you don’t succumb to panic. You
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know that you have time to leap up and run swiftly
out of the garden.”

“But I could also reach out and crush the spider
between my thumb and forefinger. Or stamp on it.
Shake it from the web, and mash it into a pulp.
But we’re not in a garden on Earth, David. We're
trapped on an alien world, with not even a garden
wall to protect us. How can we hope to outdistance
an insect larger than we are? You said yourself
that insects can move with lightning speed.”

“Not this particular insect, perhaps. In the
building it seemed to move slowly, with a shuffling
sound. I was afraid it could move swiftly and that
made me hesitate to make a dash for the entrance.
But now we can’t afford to let such a possibility de-
moralize us. We’ve got to seize on the doubt and
build it up in our minds. Build it up, do you under-
stand? Make ourselves believe it.”

“But the creature is winged! David, I thought—"

“Don’t think. Just make yourself believe. Not all
winged insects can fly. The wmgs may be vestigial.
You've got to believe that it’s slow moving and
blot its size from your mind. We instinctively think
of insects as small, visualize them as small. Hold
fast to that visualization. You can if you try.”

“You mean deliberately distort the truth, cling
to an illusion which we know, deep in our mmds,
can’t possibly be true?”

“Only in regard to its size. It may well be slow-
moving. That margin of doubt gives us an advant.
age we’d be foolish to abandon. If we can control
our fear in the right way we won’t succumb to
panic.”
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“The right way? Just what is the right way,
David? How do you want me to feel?”

“As if you were being pursued by an insect on
Earth. A dangerous insect, but small. We've got
to stay alert to the danger without succumbing to
a paralyzing fear. Just remember that it’s not a
baying, savage dog.”

“All right, David. 'l try.”

“Just will yourself to believe that we can save
ourselves if we move fast enough. There’s a very
good chance that we can. We’re in no more danger
than we'd be if we were well ahead of a swarm of
foraging army ants in the African jungle. We could
outrun the ants easily enough by keeping our heads
and keeping to the trail.”

“You think they’re trying to break down our
resistance by making a deliberate attack on our
minds. Is that it?”

“That’s about it. We can’t afford to lower our
defenses for an instant. Our lives may depend on
it.” )

“All right, darling. No doubts. It helps just to
know we’re together.”

“We're close to the bottom now. Just twenty
or thirty steps to go. But the glare’s getting worse.
We've got to be careful. They may be hoping
we’ll stumble.”

“We won’t, David. I'm watching every step.”

““The steps are tricky. Stay careful and keep close
to me. There are buildings straight ahead. Three
or four, about two hundred feet from the bottom.
I can just barely make them out.”

“l can see them,” Janice said quickly. “Just
the roofs. They look more like shining disks hov-
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ering in the air. Are you sure they’re buildings?>’

“They’re buildings, all right. The nearest one
stands out when the brightness shifts a little.”

“Yes . . . I can see it now. Quite plainly.
Three bulldmgs ”

When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Lor-
ing paused for an instant to make a quick survey
of the shining metal pavement directly ahead of
them, and the nearest of the three buildings. The
pavement was similar to the slightly mushrooming
surface on the level above, widening out as it
swept toward the buildings.

The brightness ahead was so dazzling -that it
was difficult to make out the massive foundations
of the nearest glow-enveloped structure, but by
straining his eyes he could tell that it was a far
larger structure than the one from which they had
escaped.

He did not regret having taken the gamble. It
was better to be free and pursued than imprisoned
with a gigantic insect in total darkness. The mem-
ory made his flesh crawl. It had never completely
stopped crawling, but even a limited freedom of
movement, a freedom that could end at any mo-
ment, was better than the feeling that you were
hideously trapped and had no chance of keeping
terror at arm’s length. There was no chance at all
if you waited in blind panic with the deadliness
drawing closer, relentlessly closing in.

Any action was better than the paralysis of in-
ertia, the helplessness which panic could bring
about. Any action. He must keep remembering
that. Must force himself to remember, keep all
of his thoughts centered on the one aspect of the
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drugele that was vital when survival hecame the
sole prize to be won, the only issue immediately
at stake.

He looked at Janice and nodded, sensing the
need for continued haste. They headed straight for
the nearest building, with no exchange of words
now, for they were both too sharply aware of
the danger to experience a need to talk further
ebout it or even to pause for breath.
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It was hard for Loring to realize that they had
reached the building so fast, harder still to accept
the fact that they were almost inside of it. The
high portals arched above them, glimmering in
the radiance, and their shadows were flickering
on both sides of the entranceway before he re-
membered that he had at first decided it would
be wiser to bypass the structure—to circle around
it and keep on fleeing.

Fortunately he had looked back and changed
his decision without conscious deliberation, so in-
stinctively that the wisdom of it did not dawn on
him until he was less than forty feet from the base
of the building. The quick, backward glance had
shown him the pursuing insect clearly, etched
sharply against the glow, and its terrifying near-
ness had made him change his mind almost auto-
matically, with a nightmarelike absence of any clear-
cut reasoning process. :

Only now did he realize that the human mind
cannot think or will anything, dreaming or awake,
in a completely purposeless way. And he had
certainly not been dreaming. The creature was so
near, so close on their heels, that they could not
hope to outdistance it by running.
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The building, then, was their only refuge. Into
an imprisoning darkness again, but darkness was
better than a hopeless attempt to escape pursuit
in the open.

Darkness? How could they be sure? This build-
ing might be lighted, as bright within as without.
And what could be worse, if you ‘were trapped,
with all escape cut off, than a blinding burst of
illumination?

It could be far worse than any darkness. You
staggered and fell, and the light burned through
your eyelids into your brain, no matter how tight
you tried to shut your eyes.

And through the radiance, through the burning
glare that could not be shut out, you saw it com-
ing toward you, its wings thrumming as it closed
in with clashing mandibles, while the hght turned
red around it.

No, no—those were not his thoughts! He straight-
ened and looked at Janice and was glad that she
was not being tortured as he was. She was moving
ahead of him now, very swiftly, but there was no
wavering in her steps, nothing to indicate that a
direct attack was being made on her mind.

For some reason they were attacking him ‘only.
And almost unendurable as the torment was he
could still recognize it as a mental distortion, a
coldly merciless assaut on his sanity.

He forced himself to resist panic, to remember
that darkness was worse than brightness. It was
always worse, because in total darkness unconscious
fears, hidden and instinctive fears, became mon-
strous. Darkness was the natural breeding ground
for such fears; light, no matter how blinding, an
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aid in dispelling them. Man’s remote ancestors
had lived in dread of the coming of night, had
huddled together in the darkness of the [orest,
in the depths of caves, fearing that another dawn
would never come for them, knowing how sinister
the night could be.

Night fears, hideous and distorted, haunted the
dreams of every normal child. It haunted the
dreams of savages, and cavemen far back in the Ice
Age had crouched around rude fires, fearing an
attack from shapes of the night hoth imagined and
real. Cave bears, lions and tigers, invisible demons.
the ghosts of the dead. It was darkness they feared.
not light. Light, fire, and the dawn were all pro-
tections.

The light widened and the pillars on both
sides of the building’s entrance-way dwindled and
fell away. A vast interior swept into view. All
about them enormous shadow-shapes loomed, he-
neath a ceiling so high that it had the depth-beyond-
depth look of a stretch of open sky.

The ceiling was ablaze with light and the floor
threw back the brightness in concentric circles of
shimmering radiance, so that they seemed to he
lookmg at the shadow-shapes through a wavering
prism that half blinded them. Then, gradually.
their eyes adjusted to the glare and they saw the
shapes clearly.

They were no longer shadow-shapes. They. were
articulated animal skeletons, so large that they
would have dwarfed the largest of terrestrial dino-
saurs. No Brontosaurus floundering through a
Cretaceous swamp in the Age of Reptiles on Earth.
no Triceratops or Trachodon had ever loomed so
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gigantic in Earth’s primeval past. But in general
aspect the skeletons were unmistakably reptillian,
some with shrunken forelimbs, rearing postures and
massive skulls armed with sharp teeth, others ar-
mor-plated and horned, with bony spikes project-
ing from their spines, long, angular skulls and
short legs of uniformlength.

There were three winged skeletons, flying mon-
sters much larger than the hormned monsters and
a tortoise-like creature eighty or ninety feet in
length. At its side stood one of its newly hatched
young, with remnants of fossilized flesh still cling-
ing to the splintered egg from which the far from
tiny creature had emerged at some remote period
in geologic time. The egg was also fossilized and
so massive that it would have taken the combined
strength of two men to lift it.

For an instant the sheer wonder of it drove all
thought of danger from Loring’s mind. He forgot
where he was and was aware only of that long vista
of gigantic skeletons stretching away into bright-
ness. The exhibit dazzled and awed him, made him
feel inconsequential, of no importance, a stunned
human interloper on a drama of stupendous di-
mensions. For an instant nothing mattered except
the almost hynotic fascination which Nature
imparts to everything colossal in scope and formi-
dable in design.

Janice’s voice broke the spell. “David, what are
they? They’re moving! They must be alive!”

Loring gripped her firmly by the arm and drew
her close to him.

“No. It’s just the light which makes them waver
like that. We’re looking at them through a shift-
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ing film of radiance. Can’t you see? They’re only
skeletons. No flesh on the bones, no animation,
nothing to become alarmed about. They must be
gigantic extinct reptiles native to this world. This
building is probably a museum.”

Janice made no reply. She was staring word-
lessly now, standing very still, as if something had
started screaming inside of her and she was do-
ing her best to subdue it.

“Size again,” Loring said, making no effort
to conceal his bewilderment but keeping his voice
level. “A gigantic insect and now prehistoric rep-
tiles much larger than you’d expect to find on a
planet of this size. But it may have no particular
significance. Animal life here may differ in size
just as it does on Earth, over a wide range of
species. Some of the animals native to this planet
may be quite small.”

Janice found her voice then. “Some of the living
animals may be small. But how do you know these
aren’t the'skeletons of living animals? Reptiles
like these may be roaming the planet today. How
do you know they’re extinct? How can you be
sure?”

Loring’s voice did not change. He still spoke
calmly, staring into the brightness, his eyes nar-
rowed a little. “The bones look fossilized, eroded
with age. That gravel-pit look could be counter-
feited easily enough, but it would be difficult to
erase in a genuine fossil.”

“Then you think—"

“I think they may want us to believe that there
are forests and swamps here with reptiles like that
at large in them. If this is a museum our taking
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refuge in it would suit their purpose very well. The
building could hardly have been moved here
for that purpose, as part of their plan. It just hap-
pened to be here, in our line of flight, and they’re
taking full advantage of it. You don’t always need
to rig an advantage in a deadly game of skill and
cunning. Chance, blind luck, may sometimes pro-
vide a loaded, dangerously destructive pawn.”

He nodded, conviction strong in his voice. “The
pawn’s loaded and they’re making it more destruc-
tive by a deliberate assault on our minds. They’re
hoping these skeletons will slow us up, demoralize
us just enough to make us easy victims when that
insect comes in here after us. If it’s following our
scent, it won’t waste any time.”

Janice shuddered and looked at him, fear rising
in her eyes again. ‘“But we'll be at its mercy anyway.
How can we get out? We couldn’t be more hope-
lessly trapped.” '

“There may be another entrance. We've got to
look for it. We've got to keep moving.”

Janice made no reply. She had turned and was
staring back at the shadowed columns just inside the
entrance through which they had passed. Something
huge and long-legged was emerging into the hall,
its bulk blending with the shadows, and making it
seem even larger than it actually was.

For an instant it hovered just inside the entrance-
way, swaying hideously back and forth, a shape of
nightmare horror with many-faceted eyes, its
bloated scarlet abdomen half-raised, its rapier-
sharp stinger darting in and out.

Then it was advancing toward them, slowly at
first and then more rapidly, with a violent quiver-
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ing of its entire bulk. Loring looked around him in
search of a weapon, but saw nothing that-he
could clasp and hurl. ‘The bones. of the skeleton
reptiles were embedded in mountings and-were too
massive to dislodge. No weapon-shaped fragment
could be chipped from them without making use
of a knife ar saw, and there were no cutting .in-
struments in the vast hall. He had thought for an
instant there might be paleontological .tools- left
scattered .about. But it was an insane thought.and
he put it quickly from him.

Vain hopes now. could be dangerous,.could re:
sult in a lessening of his alertness, a lowering of
his guard. He was unarmed and defenseless, .com-
pletely at the swift-moving creature’s mercy. He
only knew that it had to be stopped. It could not
be allowed to attack and ‘destroy him first and be
free to turn about and attack Janice, sinking its
cruel stinger deep in her flesh.

She saw it coming, and screamed in utter -panic.
It had bypassed Loring and was- darting straight
toward her, as if a female of the human species
had aroused in it some: instinctive awareness -of
how much better nourishment a more rounded,

full-fleshed body -would provide -for its grubs.

It was instinct solely which prompted Loring
to strip himself naked at that instant. Not to con-
vince the fly that his own body was in any way com-
parable as a source of nourishment, but solely to
protect the woman he loved. He needed a weapon.
And the strange, sash-like garment which engirdled
his loins was a weapon of a sort. It was not.a
weapon which could save them for long. But if

162



WoMaN FRoM ANOTHER PLANET

he used it as a net, hurling it directly at the fly
and entangling the creature -in its folds—

The fly was almost upon Janice when the skill-
fully flung garment swirled above it, descended
upon its head and wrapped itself around the rear-
ing insect’s upraised forelegs.

Loring had not completely let go of the garment,
and he jerked back on it relentlessly, so that it
became both a net and a strangling whipcord. It cut
cruelly into the fly’s substance and tightened in a
quite terrible way.

Suddenly Loring saw that the fly had no head.
Its head was in a fold of the garment, an enshroud-
ed and bulging horror, still squirming, the huge
compound eyes visible through the almost trans-
parent cloth. The completely decapitated body was
sinking jerkily to the floor.

He was still gripping the end of the garment, but
he flung it from him suddenly w1th a shudder of
revulsion, and turned.

Janice had slumped to the floor in a dead faint.

“Wake up,” a cold voice said. “It is over now.
You have won your struggle and are in a garden
of delight.”

There was a drowsy hum in Loring’s ears, as of
bees in a woodland glade. Not the hum of long-
bodied hornets, cruel and rapacious, but the gentler
hum of golden, honey-seeking bumblebees. And
bumblebees did not sting if you did not anger them.
They did not paralyze their victims to provide
food for their grubs.

He awoke to an awareness of sunlight and
shadow, garlanded bowers, grassy slopes and the
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gleaming bright waters of a stream. He blinked
sleep from his eyes and rose to a sitting position.

He saw the women by the stream first, bare to
the waist, their ivory breasts dew-bright in the
dawn glow, their hips voluptuously curved. Some
of the women were bending above the stream, filling
long-necked, delicately-fashioned urns with water.
Others were bathing in the stream and had re-
moved their garments completely.

Then, quite suddenly, Loring realized that there
was no need for him to watch the women bathing.
Or even the women who were bending with such
tantalizingly sensual grace on the banks of the
stream.

There were women much closer to him, attired
in the same way or wearing no clothes at all. One
of them was embracing him now, her arms creeping
up under his. . . .

He remembered the strange garment that had
been placed upon him before an earlier awaken-
ing and how he had flung it from him. And he rea-
lized now that he was not encumbered by a garment
of any sort.

He had felt a little embarrassed before, to be
even lightly clad in Janice’s presence. But he ex-
perienced no such embarrassment now. The woman
closest to him was whispering soft words in his
ear.

“You were very brave. You did not flinch or
draw back when the hornet attacked. I adore men
who are very strong, as you are, and completely
sure of themselves. What a lover you will make!
I have claimed you first and the others can wait.
There is no need for them to grow impatient. No
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one woman could hope to exhaust the capacity for
love of a man like you. There will be enough love
for all. But I have claimed you first and you I shall
have. Now. Kiss me, lover! Hold me close!”

She moved in-his arms, and it seemed to him
that he was clasping not one woman, but a hun-
dred, each different in her knowledge of the dedi-
catory arts that can be learned only at Eros’ shrine,
but each a woman passionate and responsive and
by the same token eternally the same.

One woman blending with many, her lovelmess
dissolving and reforming, but her ardor remain-
ing constant, a living flame.

He heard himself whispering: “I am more hu-
man than you seem to believe. The struggle was
almost too much for me. Without the solace of love
I would not have had the strength to endure.”

“You have that solace now,” she whispered.
“Kiss me, lover. And do not be a fool. All men
are little boys at heart. At least, there is a little
boy in them, buried deep in their nature—the little
boy they once were. In moments of stress and tor-
ment that little boy lives again. It does not make
them less manly, less sure of themselves when they
desire a woman as you now desire me. Make love
‘to me.”

It was no longer in Loring’s power to resist or
to care how completely he abandoned himself to
the woman in his arms. His desire, in fact, had al-
ready surpassed hers and he could find no fault
with her ardor.

It came to him then that this was a real woman.
The passion of her had stirred him as he had never
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been stirred before. He was in a whirlpool of pas-
sion. His lips were on her breasts that had swollen
with desire; warm, soft, round, dazzling, spheres
made for man’s pleasure.

Caressing them, he remembered as if from some
pre-existence that man’s first desire was for woman’s
breasts, to draw the sweet milk of motherhood. The
breasts burgeoning under him now, were incom-
parable.

Her body, that had been virginal a moment be-
fore, was moving in frenetic appeal. The heat of
her passion was burning him. Heavens, he thought
in sudden panic, supposing she gets pregnant? Gosh
what will I do, siring a child by this creature? It’s
a sin. I've got to stop. He tried to withdraw, but it
was too late. The seed of his loins was already fight-
ing its way into her quivering body.

She knew what had happened. Wonderful won-
derful” she cried stiffening her entire body in physi-
cal ecstcy, “My beautiful brilliant man.” Then, with
a little moan that was half pain and half pleasure,
she went limp in his arms. Their mating was com-
plete. Loring lay dazed and exhausted.

It was at that moment that he heard Janice
scream. It seemed to him that a white-hot shaft
of dread went through him before a coldnes fas-
tened on his heart, and he began to tremble vio-
lently. He thrust the woman in his arms almost
brutally from him, and struggled to rise. It was a
struggle, because the arms of other women had
instantly entwined themselves about his arms and
shoulders and even about his legs. It was as if
they had mistaken his blind, fear-inspired brutality
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for rejection of one woman in favor of many, and
thought of the many as themselves.

He thrust their arms. aside; forced them to re-
{ease him by smiting them cheek and thigh. He did
it unconsciously, thinking only of Janice and what
the  scream -might mean. But they seemed to take
the blows.as compliments and murmured: ‘“What
a lover! What a man!”

He- saw her then—saw her above the straining
white arms and tumultuously heaving breasts of
women who seemed suddenly Medusa-like, the
shadowy Gorgons of some monstrous dream.

.- She was struggling in the arms of a man who
seemed in all respects the exact opposite of a brute.
He had the body of an Athenian athlete in the days
of Grecian splendor and his head was aureoled
in gold. He-was young and lithe-limbed and the
band of gold which encircled his -light blond
hair, worn long, ahove the classic manliness of his
features; glittered in the sunlight, giving him
an almost Apollo-like-aspect as he stood by the
stream. Apollo, the Sun god.

Damn him to hell, Loring thought.

He knew nothing about how a woman would
feel but from his knowledge of women he could
hardly doubt or question the man’s undisputed
right to consider himself literally brimming over
with male sex appeal. He was the kind of man it
was hard to.imagine any woman resisting for long
and yet Janice was struggling violently in his arms!

Loring had freed himself completely now and he
lost no time in reaching the man’s side. Greek
athlete or not, the man had no chance at all and
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he seemed to realize it the instant he looked into
Loring’s eyes.

He released Janice and started to move back-
wards, away from Loring. But Loring did not let
him retreat far. He dropped the repulsed Apollo
to the ground with a savage right to the jaw.
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ELEVEN

Tragor sat facing the Chief Coordinator for
the second time in four days, and if he had been
shaken the first time he was infinitely more alarmed
now. His shoulders were trembling so that he was
sure the-Coordinator would remark about it, and
all of the color had drained from his face.

“Tragor,” Kraii said, his eyes piercingly ac-
cusing, “your plan for Earth conquest has been
a disastrous failure from first to last. Subject a man
to struggle and hardship, you said—place his life
in danger, and he will find an android woman im-
possible to resist! Well, did that fool of an artist
find thirty android women irresistible? Did he?
Answer me, Tragor.” .

It did not seem as though Tragor’s face could
have gone any paler. But suddenly it did. It seemed
paler than pale, as if the receding blood had
turned it into a thin tissue so hueless that the term

“color” could not even be applied to it.

“His surrender would have been complete if
the Earthwoman had not screamed,” he said. “All
of his resistance was gone.”

“Tragor, have you lost your mind? Two-thirds
of the men in high places on Earth have women
they love just as compulsively. And if we put your
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miserable plan into operation a good many women
would scream. Just the. sight of us would start
them screaming. You have proved conclusively-that
the Plan cannot work.”

Tragor started to-rise, appalled by the sudden
fury which blazed in the €oordinater’s-eyes. He re-
coiled: backwards and as he- did so a ‘hand-gun
clattered .on the chart stand before him. Kraii had
whipped the hand-gun from beneath the stand so
quickly that it seemed. almost like a conjuring
trick. But to deceive the eye of a Martian frozen
with terror was no great feat and Kraii knew it.

He seemed to enjoy the sudden look of stricken

disbelief in Tragor’s stare. He seemed actually to
relish . inflicting such an irrevocable choice of
evils on a Martian completely at his mercy.
. “Do it now, Tragor,” he said. “H you put it
off even for a moment you’ll waver and lack the
courage to kill yourself. Then we shall have to
execute you publicly. Think of the shame and dis-
grace of a public execution, Tragor. I am offering
you the. easiest choice first. Do it immediately.
Right here and now. When it is over, I'll aerate the
compartment -thoroughly, so you need-not worry
on that score.”

“No, I can’t! You’re asking too much of me!” -

Tragor recoiled another step, looking at the
Chief Coordinator with an almost childlike sim-
plicity of appeal that would have moved a Martian
with a heart of stone. But if Kraii had a heart, it
was certainly not of stone. Stone can be splintered
and shattered and even dissolved. Quite obviously
the fierce, dangerous and obdurate metal of the
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Chief Coordinator’s heart was not in the least like
stone.

“Oh, I know, I know,” Kraii said. “It’s cus-
tomarily done after a decent interval, in the pri-
vacy of the condemned’s own compartment. Watch-
ing you kill yourself will be very painful to me.
But I am prepared to endure it for your sake. It
will be easier for you this way.

“Think, Tragor. I’ll be right here, close to you,
and if you imagine for a moment that I am not
still your friend you do me a grievous injustice.
My nearness right up to the end should be com-
forting to you. A fellow Martian, sharing every
one of your life drives, every compulsive emotion
you’ve every experienced from the cradle to the
grave. I did not blunder as you did, but that is
the only real difference between us. Do you
imagine for a moment that I do not sympathize
with you?”

“No, no. Give me a little time. Only a few
minutes,” Tragor pleaded. “That’s all I ask. Then
if you can’t—""

Tragor’s voice broke on a strangled sob.

“Tragor, listen to me. You have a choice of
two alternatives. You can either kill yourself—
and that is the honorable way—or you’ll be shame-
fully executed. Which will it be?”

" Tragor took a slow step forward. It was a
short step and it hardly seemed to bring him much
nearer to the hand-gun. But to the Chief Coordina-
tor it seemed a step ‘in the right direction and his
features relaxed a little.

“I’m glad you’ve decided on the honorable way,
Tragor. It would be humiliating to be publicly ex-
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ecuted in full view of a wretch like Sull. You are
right in distrusting him. He hates you and will
try to step into your shoes. I may even be compel-
led to permit it as a necessary expediency.”

“No,” Tragor said, slowly. “No one is going to
step into my shoes—or over them when I am lying
dead. Not even you.”

Tragor had the hand-gun before Kraii could
grasp the implications of a statement so unbeliev-
able.

Tragor held the weapon firmly. He drew him-
self up and just as resolutely stepped quickly back
from the desk again. But he did not raise the hand-
gun to his own brow. Instead he narrowed his eyes
and pointed the weapon directly at Kraii. He fired
three times, straight across the chart table, aiming
at the Chief Coordinator’s heart.

The bullets struck Kraii just above the heart
and went right through him.

Blood spattered on the chart table. It spattered
also on the Chief Coordinator’s resplendent uni-
form, his outflung arms, his vacantly staring face.
He fell straight forward across the chart table,
and as he collapsed upon it Tragor fired for the
fourth and last time.

He stood for a moment with the still smoking
weapon in his hand, a cold, triumphant smirk on
his face. The terrible hatred that had been gene-
rated within him by the Chief Coordinator’s final
taunts had dispelled every vestige of his fear and
he was no longer trembling. In working off his fury
on the lump of cold clay before him he had for-
gotten the meaning of fright. It was that way with
most Martians. They could be demoralized by
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terror until an outlet for vindictiveness presented
itself with overwhelming force. Then they became
exacters of vengeance, cold, deadly, precise.

The fact that the Chief Coordinator had died
without speaking marred just a little the complete-
ness of Tragor’s triumph. But not seriously, and he
immediately set about taking the precautions that
would turn that triumph into permanent victory
for himself.

He stepped to the chart table, raised the slain
Martian’s taloned right hand, and coiled the
limp talons firmly around the hand-gun, having ta-
ken care to wipe all talon prints from the weapon
first. He left just a little slack, to make sure that
when rigor set in the resulting contraction would not
appear excessive, or cause anyone to question the
naturalness of the “suicide’s” grip.

Then he stepped back and surveyed his hand;-
work. He was well pleased with himself. By a
near miracle psychology had played directly into
his hands, the very psychology Kraii had accused
him of neglecting in his appraisal of Earthmen.

It was taken for granted that no one—no one
—would dare oppose the judgment of a Chief Co-
ordinator. It was taken for granted that a hand-
gun sent clattering before a'condemned Martian
could be used in only one way. That it should be
turned on the Chief Coordinator himself was
against all reason. It went contrary to the most
powerful of ingrained psychological compulsions:
.a Martian’s need to feel himself completely a
Martian until the moment of his death.

But for one incredible moment Tragor had not
thought of himself as a Martian. He had thought
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of himself as an instrument of destiny, set apart
from all other members of his race by a plan for
conquest he had spent half a lifetime in perfect-
ing. It was intolerable that the Great Plan should
perish with him. It was intolerable that he should
die in any case.

His love of life was greater even than the Martian
hunger for inflicting death. In that respect he was
unusual. Among Martians, he was, perhaps, unique.

Tragor looked briefly and for the last time at
the slain Coordinator’s hated features, reflecting
with satisfaction that no one—not even-a Chief Co-
ordinator—could maintain his dignity in death.

Then he turned and walked resolutely from the
compartment.

He was half way down the passageway outside
when he saw the woman he had taken captive and
would have died to possess. She was advancing
slowly to meet him and saw with amazement that
she was clasping a hand-gun similar to the one he
had just used with such deadly accuracy of aim.
How, he wondered with a swift intake of his breath,
had she managed to secure it? Had she stolen it
from one of the warrior-caste brutes? There could
be no other way of explaining it, but—

He had nd time to puzzle it out, because she
raised the weapon suddenly and blew off his head,
splintering and shattering the skull and filling the
passageway with a drifting spiral of smoke.

“You beast!” she whispered. “You monstrous
beast!”
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TWELVE

A change in command on any level, on any
world, must have instant repercussions. Morale
will sag or soar. New faces will appear and grow
authoritative and forbidding and: old. faces will.
dim and vanish. When the change is limited in
scope, only small thrones totter. When it is planet-
wide a new world of power comes into existence.

On Mars, the death of the Chief Coordinator
produced a social, political, economic and military
earthquake; or what, on Mars, was the equivalent
of an earthquake. The Martian social structure was
shaken to its foundations. Political power became:
a plum ripe for the plucking. A dozen taloned
hands reached for it, but the hands of Sull were
the most adroit and experienced.

Sull grasped the plum and began steadily to
squeeze it, until it began to remald itself to his
satisfaction. But .it- was not a remolding which
could take place overnight, and while power was
changing hands, demoralization gained.a. momen-
tary ascendancy.

On Mars there was famine, pestilence and wide-
spread vandalism. There was a wavering, an
uncertainty, in Martian military planning. Orders
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were delayed or garbled, and the commanders of
the Martian ships did not quite know what course
of action to follow or how much leeway between
the golden heights of a soaring prestige and the
deadly shoals of treason.

That uncertainty generated a need for solidarity
in action, and the Martian commanders, though
wary and suspicious of one another, were drawn
more closely together in their hatred of the com-
mon enemy. They became defiantly reckless, and
for the first time Martian ships took to traveling
openly in mass formation, in a display of armored
strength which they foolishly imagined might bring
Earth to its knees.

While Loring and Janice stood alone on Mars,
in a small room with one window, under constant
guard and completely at Sull’s mercy, five Martian
ships moved westward across the Eastern United
States, and began deliberately to court—Armaged-
don.

Colonel Rlchard Clegman of the United States
Air Force awoke from a dream of coffee cups set
in a row, each cup steaming and unstirred, and
blinked- sleep from his eyelids. In his dream it
hadn’t been just the coffee cups which had upset
him with their tantalizing aroma, which seemed
to hover just beyond the less appetizing aromas
of drifting smoke, vaporized rocket fuels and
burning rubber. He had been annoyed by the
barking of a dog just outside the high wire fence
where four Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles stood
on their launching platforms with their nose-cones
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pointing skyward, their silvery tail-fins resplen-
dent against the dawn sky.

Dogs at a guided missile and bombing plane
base were an anomaly he strongly resented, but
could do nothing about. Air Force personnel in
general were not in the least allergic to mascots
and dogs and cats were mascots, of a sort. But so
were pin-up blondes, and as Clegman did not have
the kind of mind which might have permitted him,
under certain circumstances, to confuse the two
they remained forever distinct and poles apart in
his thoughts. '

A Dblonde pin-up met with his full approval,
and he even carried one himself, in a small gold
locket beneath his meticulously laundered officer’s
shirt. Only—he would not have cared to admit to
anyone that the girl in the photograph was his
wife. To do so would have been a betrayal, be-
cause it was important that the members of his
command should think of him as a devil of a
fellow who could trade Rabelaisian jests with the
salty freedom which can come only from a wide
range of experience in all fields of human war-
fare, not excluding the amorous.

That sort of thing made for tough-fibered came-
raderie in action, as every experienced soldier
knew. In fact, Clegman was quite sure that even
John Paul Jones and Lord Nelson had played
down the fact that they’d been one-woman men
to keep shipboard morale on a gusty, universally
shared “I’ve a big-eyed doll in Tokyo” level.

He had only to think about it for a moment for
Korean War memories to come roaring back, with
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the deck of the Flat Top awash in the dawn and
the big bombing planes warming up. Not as big
as the jets of today but big enough. :

“If I live through this one, Commander, I won’t
just phone Maizie. It’s six dolls for me, if I have
to burn up the wires and run into debt getting them
on long distance and paying their- fares on a
Borling Special. How about you, Commander?
I’ll bet you've got a dozen cuties from Miami to
Tahiti you’re keeping mum about. I don’t blame
you—with brunettes at a premium and blondes and
redheads so scarce you've got to-dazzle them with
at least seven wound strlpes How about it Com-
mander? I'm sort of curious.’

“That’s my business.”

“Oh, sure, sure. You could get sore and pull
rank on me. But you won’t. You’re too human a
guy. Why don’t we form a pool and trade a few
phone numbers? We could make it a party to end
all parties. A real bang-up night. This time.tomor-
row we may be pushing up daisies—or sea ane-
mones. How do the jokers put it? The daisies
hammer you home. And then you’re in a pine box,
Commander, you’ll sure as hell wish you hadnt
let a single day go by.”

“You’re right about that, Lieutenant,” Clegman
could hear himself replying, even though it-wasn’t
strictly true in his case. “I.can’t complain exactly.
But there was a girl in Paris—wgll, if I’d dated
her properly I might have been less worried than
I am right now about being blown apart.”

“Real curves, eh, Commander?”’
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“Real curves. And not just curves alone. There
was a sultry-eyed something about her—"

“Commander, how many dames do you figure
there are in the world? Ever stop to count them?
I’ve been too busy myself to add up the sum total
of the really special ones I’ve just missed meeting.”

“I know what you’re trying to say. There’ll be
plenty of choices ahead for both of us if we're
lucky enough to be alive this time tomorrow. You
don’t have to draw me a diagram. I’ve been
thinking along the same lines.”

It hadn’t been true, of course. There was such a
thing as loyalty, and when you’ve met the one and
only girl and married her at an early age it kept
your far-roaming Casanova impulses from making
you even want to talk like that. But you had no
right to think only of yourself. A sternly straight-
laced Cammander could weaken the fighting
strength of even a big Flat Top, with twenty planes
serving for the moment as a kind of woman-
substitute. .

Clegman wasn’t Puritanic, of course. In fact,
he was the exact opposite of a blue-nosed kill-
joy . . . But you didn’t need a hundred blondes
if there was just one you thought of night and day.
People could laugh if they wished, but he con-
sidered himself a very lucky guy.

He had then, and he still did, because he’d been
married for fourteen years to the same blonde,
and every time he met her she seemed like a new
woman to him, because she was always making
adorable little changes in herself.

Only, for the sake of keeping up morale, it
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was something he couldn’t let the members of his
command suspect. The full truth would have made
them feel like outcasts, standing before the locked
gates of paradise. So he kept the locket well
concealed, and only took it out to whisper, “My
darling,” thirty or forty times a day.

If someone had asked him he would have lied
without hesitation and insisted that it was a plc
ture of Jayne Mansfield.

He was awake now, fully awake and not even
the cups of black coffee he’d dreamt about could
make more supportable the harsh realities of his
command, or keep them at arm’s length any longer.
Besides, he had merely sniffed the coffee without
tasting it and all of the cups had been whisked
away out of sight by a dozen agile-fingered memo-
ries. Agile-fingered at first and then iron-fisted,
and dominated by a pair of silver eagles.

The eagles were on the shoulders of his uniform,
which was draped across a chair on the opposite
side of the room. He found himself wishing that
the eagles were maple leaves or, better still, the
silver bars of a lieutenant. Hell—why stop there?
A private’s uniform would have suited him fine.

He luxuriated in the thought for a moment,
thinking of how nice it would be to hop in a jeep
and go calling on his wife, not caring if he was
docked a month’s pay and given eight days in the
guardhouse. If only he could forget for an hour
that the I B M’s were Top Secret and had to be
zealously guarded by high- rankmg officers every
hour of the day and night.

Well, he couldn’t and that was that. He had
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eagles to remind him that his duty was an awesome
one and that he ought to feel proud. Probably he
did, but when you started thinking in terms of
tomorrow you felt humble and unimportant. Tar-
get Moon, Target Mars, Interplanetary Guided
Missiles. Not yet, but soon. And if one of them
exploded on takeoff it would tear out your guts,
because you’d know exactly what the big babies
cost.

You couldn’t build them overnight.

In addition to the I B M’s, there were eight land-
based bombers groomed for instant takeoff just
south of the missile launching area and the entire
base was under the command of a two-star general
who did his best to be everywhere at once, but
couldn’t quite manage it.

Clegman often found himself wondering if the
general wouldn’t have preferred the less compli-
cated duties of a master sergeant if it wouldn’t
have meant giving up such a massive kind of
prestige. A colonel could demote himself in his
mind without undergoing quite such an emotional
wrench, but it was probably too much to expect
of a general. He’d have to suffer in silence and
delegate as much authority as he safely could to
Clegman, who had earned his eagles the hard
way, on a twice almost bombed-out Flat Top.

Clegman had to admit that almost everyone in
the Air Force had earned his insignia the hard way,
whether West Pointers or not. He supposed that
went for the other branches of the Service as well
but the Air Force was an island universe in it-
self, and he was well content not to look beyond it.
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He wouldn’t have too much minded being a two-
star general but the private idea appealed to him
more. Privates had no major headaches at all until
they stepped out of line, which they were certam to
do sooner or later.

But the penalties for minor infractions were
seldom severe and privates had more freedom of
movement on a guided missile base than any
officer from a captain on up. His, Clegman s, OWn
day was restricted from dawn to dusk, for in ways
that were mysterious the I B M’s had taken over
command. They were like big-eyed owls awake
all night in a whispering forest, and still awake
in the daytime.

If you were not careful, an Intercontmenta] Bal-
listic Missile could lean on you. I B M’s seemed
to know exactly how to lean and seemed always to
be whispering: “We’re powerful preventives,
chum. You created us and now we have a life of
our own. If you don’t treat us with respect—awe,
even—we may decidé to blow up the world!”

Basically it was absurd, perhaps, to think of the
I B M’s as alive. But were not all the weapons of
men a little like fertile ghosts that could walk the
world at will, and give birth continuously to off-
spring more deadly and specialized than them-
selves?

Had not the rude stone flints of Dawn Man given
birth to bows and arrows and arrows to steel-
edged weapons? And did not a good many African
tribesmen today still think of weapons as the op-
posite of inanimate?

All forms of animism were pr1m1t1ve perhaps,
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but just how primitive was the nuclear fission bomb
giving birth to - the hydrogen bomb? All right—it
was only the belief -itself which was primitive and
the modern world took a dim view of Dawn Age
Man’s animism. ' But dim or not, the view could
still be frightening. '

- Clegman was startled out of his somber revery
by a shout from outside the Administration Bar-
racks. When a missile is traveling at the speed of
sound its sides pick up all kinds of echoes, sub-
sonic, sonic and supersonic. The shout sounded
like - that, the human. voice distorted, shrill with
excitement and then dwindling to just below the
threshold of ear-perceptible sound and yet re-
maining somehow chillingly audible.

The same instant there was a buzzing at Cleg-
man’s elbow. He leapt up and clicked on the inter-
com. A voice said inflexibly: “I’ve just sent out an
emergency alert, sir! Didn’t dare wait to contact
you. You might not have believed it and a delay of
even half a minute—"

“Fraser! What the hell are you talking about?
Are you drunk, Captain?”’ Clegman almost shouted
the words, an angry flush creeping up over his
cheekbones.

“I -‘was never more sober,” the voice said, with
unruffled firmness. “Go to the window and look
out. The south end of the missile area. You can
see them from the barracks now, I think. A moment
ago 1 might have had to talk you into going out-
side and we’d have wasted precious seconds. I'll
take all. responsibility for the alert, Colonel.”

“You certainly will!” Clegman shouted, his
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shoulders shaking a little as he clicked off the
intercom. ‘“Remember that at the court martial!”

He crossed to the window in four long strides
and looked out.

“Oh, Lord!” he breathed.

He had always been a doubter. The Air Force
had insisted, as it had every right to do on the basis
of available evidence, that flying saucers could be
given no support at all in official quarters. It
had never stated categorically that the numerous
reported sightings could be all explained away
in easy and facile fashion, but it had maintained
a sound, sane and entirely justifiable attitude in
regard to them. That attitude was everlastingly to
the Air Force’s credit. Even now Clegman could
find no fault with it. It was ]llSt that—here at last
was the evidence!

They were coming in over the southern tip of
the missile area, still a half mile or more from
the base and flying at a very low altitude. Five
immense silvery disks, their edges glinting in the
dawn light, their summits slightly turreted.

Late, Clegman was never quite able to decide
just what convinced him that the five U F O’s had
no intention of passing over the base without
launching an attack upon it. But something did—
a warning signal deep in his mind, a premonition
that he had no right to delay a counter-decision
for another half minute. In the absence of the
General—just where the General might be he did
not even stop to ask himself—it was up to him.

The invading U F O’s were committing an act
of armed aggression by flying over an I C M base
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whether they knew it or not. And both consciously
and unconsciously—deep in his mind—Clegman
was overwhelmingly convinced that they did know
it. It was a very big country. An I C M base was
a mere pinpoint on the map and the presence of
Unidentified Flying Objects in the sky above it
could not possibly have been coincidental.

The long arm of coincidence could never stretch
that far—not in a million years or anywhere in
space or time.

It was up to Colonel Richard Clegman, who
had earned his insignia the hard way on a smoke-
blackened Flat Top. Being a man of strength
and a man of decision, Clegman acted without
hesitation and with no feeling of guilt. He gave
the signal for the launching of an all-out gnided
missile and jet bomber attack.

Corporal Thomas Walton would always think
of it as a day to remember. But if anyone had told
him that he would occupy a full page in the
elementary-school history books of the late twent-
ieth century he would have refused to believe it,
for he was an extraordinarily modest young man.

There can be no doubt, however, that a full
page was no more than his due. Circumstances
alone can create a legend, a hero-image and when
a man risks his life in a hazardous undertaking
it is not too important that he is merely carrying
out orders and performing a duty which he might,
with complete freedom of choice, prefer to avoid.

Corporal Thomas Walton was the first United
States soldier to see a Martian face to face.

The Martian ship was a smoking, half-telescoped
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mass of wreckage and how a living Martian could
have survived deep in the hull, m the midst of
what must have been.a raging inferno, was: not
an easy enigma for the scientists to unravel or the
newspaper-reading public to grasp. The TV- view-
ing public would have liked very much to see that
particular Martian but he died soon afterwards and
was never televised. There were eight hundred
Martian captives to question, and TV coverage
remained so over-burdened for days that viewers
did not feel any pronounced sense of outrage until
it was too late to rectify an official blunder that
was tragic from a documentary point of view.

- Fortunately  Corporal Walton did see that first
remarkable survivor—saw him.close and -saw him
plain. He had been advancing cautiously toward
the wreckage with a Geiger counter which was not
clicking and a protective helmet which he had
just started to take off. Neither the Geiger counter
nor the helmet were of any particular value to
him, for the wreckage was not radio-active and
never had been.

The Martian ships had been attacked by both
guided missiles and swooping jets. Three succes-
sive bombing attacks had been launched against
them. But the small, intermediate-range ballistic
missiles had not carried atomic warheads and
neither had the jets. The towering, silver-finned
I B M’s had remained on their launching pads,
their destructive potential quiescent and unchal-
lenged. It had been a World War II- type bombing
attack, but so sudden, fierce and unrelenting that
two of the Martian ships had gone down in flames
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and another had been forced to land and disgorge
its entire crew. The two remaining ships had flown
lopsidedly westward, trailing clouds of smoke,
too crippled to retaliate with more than a single
blast of searing fire. The blast had struck far west
of the missile base, blackening two acres of wood-
land, but missing the base completely.

A slender jet had gone in pursuit of the fleeing
disks, and that one jet had been armed in a more
formidable way—with a small, gray- -nosed atomic
projectile. The fleeing disks had not returned.

Corporal Walton was remembering all this
as he drew near to the wreckage of the only ship
which was still smouldering after five hours of
exposure to fire-extinguishing vapor showers from
two circling planes.

Precaution demanded that he follow decon-
tamination unit procedures even if the Geiger
failed to click, for there was always the danger
that there might be unknown and hitherto unsus-
pected forms of radiant energy in proximity to
an U F O which would not register on a G-Muller
counter. .

But Corporal Walton liked to think that he
could determine such things for ‘himself and had
suddenly decided to lift his helmet to get a better
view of the smoke-enveloped ship.

He did so, standing very still, letting the im-
mense weight of Army discipline and tradition
wash over him for an instant like a tidal wave,
appalled by his own audacity in defying it and
more than a little frightened.

He was taking a dreadful risk and he knew it.
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There could be unknown forms of radiant energy
that might seep into his bones and remain unde-
tected for years, a slow but deadly radio-active
blight which would kill him before he was forty.
He wanted to live to be ninety, but he wouldn’t
have a chance if he went on taking risks like this.

He saw the Martian before the Martian saw him.
He saw the hideous, masklike face, smoke-black-
ened, and the talons that were creeping toward him
in a blind fumbling that might have moved him
to pity if he had not been too terrified to do any-
thing but recoil backwards with a scream.

The Martian shuddered convulsively, as if a
human scream at such a moment was more than
he could endure. Perhaps he had heard too many
human screams. Perhaps he did not want to hear
any more or perhaps it was just pain which caused
him to shut his eyes quickly and just as quickly
open them again and fasten them on the youth
standing white-lipped and trembling before him.

“I did not want to come to Earth,” the Martian
said. *“ I am too young to die. I knew this would
happen. We are cruel—and we are merciless.
But I was never quite like that. There are a few
of us who are not like that.”

The Martian was silent for an instant and then
he whispered: “It is your world again. We took
some of it from you, and we would have taken
it all. But the Plan is shattered forever now. We
give back what we have taken. It is completely
your world again.”
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EPILOGUE

Sull, wearing the resplendent garments which
only a Chief Coordinator new to his high station
and completely sure of himself would have dared
to flaunt in the face of envious subordinates, -step-
ped into the compartment where Loring and Janice
stood waiting and slightly inclined his head.

“We are taking you both back to Earth,” he
said. “You have convinced me that you have a
strong bargaining point. Five of our ships made
the very stupid mistake of flying in mass formation
within range of an air-alerted missile and bombing
plane base in the Eastern United States. Three of
the ships have been destroyed and eight hundred
Martians have been taken captive. Qur only desire
now is to-depart from Earth as quickly as possible
and never return.

“But, as I have said, eight hundred Martians
have been taken captive. We should like to see
them released and returned to us. We should
also like to have a man like yourself plead our
cause with the men and women who are in a po-
sition to make decisions on Earth, and institute
measures which will give us at least a reasonable
assurance that those decisions will be carried out
and remain binding.”

Loring nodded and looked Sull straight in the
eye. “We would be fools to trust you to keep any
pledge,” he said. “But if you withdraw your ships
we will have won at least a temporary victory.
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When you return—and you will, with another dan-
gerous plan—you may find that our resistance may
still be more than you had bargained for.

“There is one supreme glory in life which men
do not hold lightly. That glory is unknown to you.
You will never understand it. It turns night into
day for us and transforms every aspect of reality.
If men and women could not love, they would
be as crippled as Martians in body and mind, for
what you call love is a hollow mockery. A sur-
render to passion is only the beginning. It must
grow and brighten until it fills the world with
its creative splendor.”
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