THE TREE OF LI FE

Over tine-ruined Illar the searching planes swooped and circl ed.
Nort hwest Smith, peering up at themwith a steelpale stare fromthe shelter of
a hal f-collapsed tenple, thought of vultures wheeling above, carrion. Al day
| ong now they had been raking these ruins for him Presently, he knew, thirst
woul d begin to parch his throat and hunger to gnaw at him There was neither
food nor water in these ancient Martian ruins, and he knew that it could be
only a matter of time before the urgencies of his own body would drive hi mout
to signal those wheeling Patrol ships and trade his hardwon |iberty for food
and drink. He crouched | ower under the shadow of the tenple arch and cursed
t he accuracy of the Patrol gunner whose fl ame-blast had caught his dodgi ng
ship just at the edge of Illar’s ruins.

Presently it occurred to himthat in nost Martian tenples of the ancient
days an ornanental well had stood in the outer court for the benefit of

wayfarers. O course all water in it would be a mllion years dry now,’ but
for lack of anything better to do he rose fromhis seat at the edge of the
col | apsed

central donme and made his cautious way by still intact corridors toward the

front of the tenmple. He paused in a tangle of weckage at the courtyard s edge
and | ooked out across the sun-drenched expanse of pavement toward that ornate
wel | that once had served travel ers who passed by here in the days when Mars
was a green plan-~et.

It was an unusually el aborate well, and amazingly well preserved. Its rim had
been inlaid with a npsaic pattern whose synboli sm nust once have borne deep
meani ng, and above it in a great fan of tine-defying bronze an el aborate
grille-work portrayed the inevitable tree-of-life pattern which ‘so often
appears in the synbolismof the three worlds. Smith |ooked at it a bit

i ncredul ously fromhis shelter, it was so mracul ousl ypreserved am dst al

this chaos of broken stone, casting a delicate tracery of shadow on the sunny
paverment as perfectly as it nmust have done a mllion years agO when dusty
travel ers paused here to drink. He could picture themfiling in at noontine

t hrough the great gates that—The vision vanished abruptly as his questing
eyes nade the

circle of the ruined walls. There had been no gate. He could not find a trace
of it anywhere around the outer wall of the court. The only entrancg¢ here, as
nearly as he could tell fromthe foundations that remai ned, had been the door

i n whose ruins he now stood. Queer. This nust have been a private court, then
its great grille-crowned well reserved for the u~e of the priests. O wait-had

there not been a priest-king Illar after whomthe city was nanmed? A
wi zard-king, so |l egend said, who ruled tenple as well as palace with an iron
hand. This el aborately patterned well, of material royal enough to w thstand

t he wei ght of ages, night well have been sacrosanct for the use of that

| ong-dead nonarch. It mght—Across the sun-bright pavenment swept the shadow
of a

pl ane. Snmith dodged back into deeper hiding while the ship circled Jow over
the courtyard. And it was then, as he crouched agai nst a crunbled wall and

wai ted, notionless, for the danger to pass, that he becane aware for the first
time of a sound that startled himso he could scarcely credit his ears—a
recurrent sound, choked and sorrowf ul +he sound of a woman sobbi ng.

The incongruity of it made himfotgetful for a nonent of the peri
hovering overhead in the sun-hot outdoors. The di mess of the tenple ruins
became a living and vital place for that nonment, throbbing with the sound of
tears. He | ooked about half in incredulity, wondering if hunger and thirst
were playing tricks on himalready, or if these broken halls m ght be haunted
by a mllion-year-old sorrow that wept along the corridors to drive its
hearers nmad. There were tales of such haunters in sonme of Mars’' ol der ruins.
The hair prickled faintly at the back of his neck ashe laid a hand on the butt
of his force-gun and conmenced a cautious prowl toward the source of the



muf f | ed noi se.

Presently he caught a flash of white, lum nous in the gl oomof these
ruined walls, and went forward with soundl ess steps, eyes narrowed in the
effort | o make out what manner of creature this mght be that wept alone in
time-forgotten niins~ It was a wonan. Or it had the dimoutlines of a woman,
huddl ed agai nst an angle of fallen walls and veiled in a fabul ous shower of
long dark hair. But there was sonething uncannily 6dd about her. He coul d not
focus his pale stare upon- her outlines. She was scarcely nmore than a | um nous
bl ot of whiteness in the gloom shimrering with a | ook of unreality which the
sound of her sobs deni ed.

Bef ore he could nmake up his mnd just what to do, something nust have
war ned the weeping girl that she was no | onger alone, for the sound of her
tears checked suddenly and she lifted her head, turning to hima face no nore
di stingui shabl e than her body’s outlines. He nmade no effort to resolve the
blurred features into visibility, for out of that |um nous mask burned two
eyes that caught his with an al nost perceptible inmpact and gripped themin a
stare from which he could not have turned if he woul d.

They were the nost amazi ng eyes he had ever net, colored |ike noonstone,
mlkily translucent, so that they | ooked al nost blind. And that nagnetic stare
hel d hi m noti onl ess.

In the instant that she gripped himwth that fixed, nmoonstone | ook he felt
oddly as if a tangible bond were taut between them

Then she spoke, andhe wondered if his mnd, after all, had begun to give
way in the haunted | oneliness of dead Illar for though the words she spokel ci
upon his ears in a gibbefishof meaningl ess sounds, yet in his brain a nmessage
formed with a clarity that far transcended the halting conmunication of words.
And her mlkily colored eyes bored into his with a fierce intensity.

“I"'mlost—+"mlost—= wailed the voice in his brain.

A rush of sudden tears brimed the conpelling eyes, veiling their
brilliance. And he was free again with that clouding of the noonstone
surfaces. Her voice wailed, but the words were neani ngl ess and no know edge
formed in his brain to match them Stiffly be stepped back a pace and
| ooked down at her, a feeling of helpless incredulity rising within him For
he still could not focus directly upon the shining whiteness of her, and
not hi ng save those noonstone eyes were clear to him

The girl sprang to her feet and rose on tiptoe, gripping his shoul ders
with urgent hands. Again the blind intensity of her eyes t(Qok hold of his,
with a force al nmbst as tangi bl e-as the
clutch of her hands; again that streamof intelligence poured into his brain,
strongly, pleadingly.

“Pl ease, please take nme back! |I'mso frightened—+ can't find ny way—eh,
pl ease!”

He blinked down at her, his dazed mind gradually realizing the basic
facts of what was happeni ng. Cbviously her mlky unseeing eyes held a magnetic
power that carried her thoughts to himw thout the need of a common speech
And they were the eyes of apowerful mnd, the outlets fromwhich a stream of
fierce energy poured into his brim Yet the words they conveyed were the words
of aterrified and helpless girl.

A strong sense of wariness was tisinginhimas he considered the incongruity of
speech and power, both of which were beatin~upon himnore urgently with every
breath. The m nd

of a forceful and strong-willed wonan., carrying the sobs of a

frightened girl. There was no sincerity init. - -

“Pl ease, please!” cried her inpatience in his brain. “Help nme! Cuide ne
back!”

“Back where?” he heard his own voi ce asking.

“The Tree!” wailed that queer speech in his brain, while gibberish was
all ~bis ears heard and the noonstone stare transfixedhimsti~e~-y~ “The Tree
of Lifel Oh, take neback to the shadow of-the Tree!”

A vision of the grille-ornanented well |eaped into his nmenory. It was



the only tree synmbol he could think of just then. But what possible connection
could there be between the well and the lost girl—+f she was |ost? Another

wai |l in that unknown tongue, another angui shed-shake of his shoul ders, brought
a sudden resolution into his groping mnd. There could be no harmin | eading
her back to the well, to whose grille she nust surely be ieferring. And strong

curiosity was growing in his mnd. Mich nore than net the eye was concealed in
this queer incident. And a wild guess had flashed through his mnd that

per haps she m ght have conme from sonme subterranean world into which the well
descended. It would explain her lunminous pallor, if not her blurriness; and,
too, her eyes did not seemto function in the light. There was a nuch nore

i ncredi bl e expl anati on of her presence, but he was not to know it for a few

m nut es yet.

“Conme al ong,” he said, taking the clutching hands gently fromhis
shoul ders. “1'Il lead you to the well.”

She sighed in a deep gust of relief and dropped her conpel- ling eyes
fromhis, murrmuring in that strange~ gabbling tongue what must have been
t hanks. He took her by the hand and turned toward the m ned archway of the
door. -

Agai nst his fingers her flesh was cool and firm To the touch she was
tangi bl e, but even thus near, his eyes refused4 to focus upon the cloudy
opacity of her body, the dark blur of her stream ng hair. Nothing but those
burni ng, blinded eyes were strong enough to pierce the veil that parted them

She stunbl ed along at his side over the rough floor gf the
tenpl e, saying nothing nore, panting with eagerness to return to her
i ncomprehensible “tree.” How nuch of that eagerness was assumed Smith stil
could not be quite sure. When they reached the door he halted her for a
nmonent, scanning the sky for dan~er. Apparently the ships had finished with
this quarter of the city, for he could see two or three of themhalf a nile
away, hovering |low over liar’s northern section. He could risk it without nuch
peril. He led the girl cautiously out into the sun-hot court.

She coul d not have known by sight that they neared the well, but when
they were within twenty paces of it she flung up her blurred head suddenly and
tugged at his hand. It was she who led himthat |last stretch which parted the
two fromthe well. In the sun the shadow tracery of the grille’ s synbolic
pattern lay vividly outlined on the ground. The girl gave a little gasp of
delight. She dropped his hand and ran forward three short steps, and pl unged
into the very center of that shadowy pattern on the ground; And what happened
then was too incredible to believe.

The pattern ran over her |ike garnent, curving to the curve of her body
in the way nil shadows do. But as she stood there striped and | aced with ~he
darkness of it, there came a queer shifting in the lines of black tracery, a
subtl e, inexplicable novenent to one side. And with that notion she vani shed.
It was exactly asif that.shifting had noved her out of one world into another
Stupidly Snmith stared at the spot fromwhich she had di sappeared. -

Then several things happened al nbst sinultaneously. The zoom of a plane broke
suddenly into the quiet, a black shadow di pped | ow over the rooftops, ~ and
Smith, too late, realized that he stood defenseless in full view of the
searchiflg ships. There was only one way out, and that was too fantastic to
put faith in, but he had notirne to hesitate. Wth one | eaphe pl unged ful

into the mdst of the shadow of the tree.of life.lts tracery flowed round him
mol ding ts pattern to his

body. And outside the boundaries everything executed a queer little sidew se
dip and slipped in the nost extraordi nary

manner, |ike an optical illusion, into quite another scene. There was no

i ntervention of blankness. It was as if he | ooked through the ba~rs of a
grille upon a picture which without warning slipped sidew se, while between

t he bars appeared another scene, a curious, dimlandscape, gray as if with the
twilight of early evening. The air had an oddly thickened | ook, through which
he saw~ the quiet trees and thefl owei spangl ed grass of the place with a queer
unreal blending, like the |andscape in a tapestry, all its outlines blurred.



In the mdst of this tapestried twilight the burning whiteness of the
girl he had foll owed bl azed like a flame. She had paused a few steps away and
stood waiting, apparently quite sure that he would conme after. He grinned a
little to hinmself as he realized it, knowing that curiosity must al npst
certainly have driven himin her wake even if the necessity for shelter had
not conpelled his follow ng.

She was clearly visible now, inthis thickened di mess—visible, and very
lovely, and a little unreal. She shone with a burning clarity, the only vivid
thing in the whole twilit world. Eyes upon that blazing whiteness, Snith
st epped-forward, scarcely realizing that he bad noved.

Slowy he crossed the dark grass toward her. That grass was soft
underfoot, and thick with small, |ow bl oomng flowers of a shining pallor
Botticelli painted such spangl ed swards for the feet of his angels. Upon it
the girl’s bare feet gl eaned whiter than the bl ossoms. She wore no garnent but
the rOyal mantle of her hair, sweeping about her in a cloak ~f shining
dar kness that had a queer, unreal tinge of purple in that low light. It
brushed her ankles in its fabulous I ength. Fromthe hood of it she watched
Smith coming toward her, a smle on her pale mouth and a light blazing in the
deeps of hernoonstone eyes. She was not blind now, nor frightened. She
stretched out her hand to himconfidently.

“I't is ny turn nowto lead you,” she smiled. As before, the words were
gi bberish, but the penetrating stare of those
strange white eyes gave thema neaning in the depths of his
br ai n.

Automatically his hand went out to hers. He was a little dazed, and her
eyes w-re very conpeffing. Her fingers twined in his and she set- off over the
flowery grass, pulling himbeside her. He did not ask where they -were going.
Lost in the dreany spell of the still, gray, enchanted place, he felt no need
for words. He was beginning to see nore clearly in the odd, blurring twlight
that ran the outlines ~f things together in that queer, tapestried manner. And
lie puzzled in a futile, nuddl ed way as he went on over what sort of |and he
had come into. Overhead was darkness, paling into twlight near the ground, so
t hat when he | ooked up he was staring into bottom ess deeps of starless night.

Trees and flowering shrubs and the flower-starred grass stretched
enptily about themin the~thick, confusing gloomof the place. He could see
only a little distance through that dimair. It was as if they wal ked a strip
of tapestried twilight in sone unlighted dream And the girl, with her |ovely,
| um nous body and richly col ored robeof hair was like a wonman in a tapestry
too, unreal and mmgi cal

After a while, when he had become a little adjusted to- the queerness -
of the whol e scene, he began to notice furtive novenments in the shrubs ~d
trees they passed. Things flickered too swiftly for himto catch their
outlines, but fromthe tail of his eye he was aware of notion, and sonehow of
eyes that watched. That sensation was a fanmiliar one to him and he kept an
uneasy gaze on those shiftings in the shrubbery as they went on. Presently he
caught a watcher in full view between bush and tree, and saw that it was a
man, a little, furtive, dark-skinned nman who dodged hastily back into cover
aga~n before Smith's eyes could do nore than take in
- the fact of his existence. -

After that he knew what to expect and coul d make t hem out
- nore easily: little, darting people with .big eyes that shone
with a queer, sorrowful darkness fromtheir small, frightened
- faces as they scuttled through the bushes, dodgi ng al ways
just out of plain sight among the | eaves. He could hear the
soft rustle of their passage, and once or tw ce when they
passed near a clunp of shrubbery he thought he caught the echo of little
whi spering calls, gentle as the rustle of |eaves and somehow full of a strange
warni ng note so clear that be caught it even anid the nurnmur of their speech
Warning calls, and little furtive hiders in the |eaves,- and a | andscape of
tapestried blurring carpeted with a Botticelli flower-strewn sward. It was al



a dream He felt quite sure of that;

It was a long while before curiosity awakened in himsufficiently to
make him break the stillness. But at |ast he asked dreamly.
“Wher are we goi ng?” -

The-girl seenmed to understand that wi thout the necessity of the bond her
hypnoti c eyes made, for she turned and caught his eyes in a white stare and
answer ed.

“To Thag. Thag desire you.”

“What i s Thag?”

In answer to that she launched w thout prelinmnary upon a little
si ngsong nonol og of expl anati on whose stere~ityped formula made himfaintly
uneasy with the thoughts that it nust have been nade very often to attain the
status of a set speech; made to many men, - per haps, whom Thag had desired. And
what became of them afterward? he wondered. But the girl was speaking.

“Many ages ago there dwelt in Illar the great King Ilar for whomthe
city was nanmed. He was a magi cian of nmighty power, but not mghty enough to
fulfill all his anbitions. So by his arts he called up out of darkness the

bei ng known as Thag, and with him struck a bargain. By that bargain Thag was

to give of his linmtless power, serving lIlar all the days of liar’s life, and
inreturn the king was to create a land for Thag's dwel ling-place and peopl e

it wwth slaves and furnish a priestess to tend Thag’'s needs. This is that

land. | amthat priestess, the latest of a long Iine of wonen born to serve
Thag. ~'he tree-people are his-his | esser servants. -

“l have spoken softly so that the tree-pebple do not heaf, for to them
Thag is the center and focus of creation, the end and begi nnrmg of all I|jfe.

-But to you I have toki the truth. °

‘~But what does Thag want of ne?”

“I't is not for Thag ‘s servants to question Thag.”

- “Then what becones, afterward, of the nmen Thag desires?” he pursued.

“You must ask Thag that.”

- - She turned her eyes awa-y as she spoke, snapping the nmental bond that had
fl owed between themw th a suddenness that left Smth dizzy. He went on at her
side nore slowy, pulling back a little on the tug of her fingers. By degrees
the sense of dreanmi ness was fading, and alarmbegan to stir in the deeps of
his mind. After all, there was no reason why he need | et this blank-eyed
priestess lead himup to the very maw of her god. She had lured himinto this
| and by what he knew now to have been a trick; mght she not have worse tricks
than that in store for hinP

She held him after all, by nothing stronger than the clasp of her
fingers, if he could keep his eyes turned fromhers. Therein lay her rea
power, but he could fight it if he chose. And he began to hear nore clearly
than ever the queer note of warning in the rustling whispers of the tree-folk
who still fluttered in and out of sight anmobng the | eaves. The tw light place
had taken on nenace and evil.

Suddenly he made up h~ m nd. He stopped, breaking the clasp of the
girl’s hand.

“I”mnot going,” he said.

She swung round in ~L sweep of richly tinted hair, words jetting from
her in a gush of incoherence. But he dared not meet her eyes, and they
conveyed no neaning to him Resolutely he turned away, ignoring her voice, and
sé.t out to retracet hewayt heyhadcone. Shecall edafterhirnonce, inn high, clear
voi ce that sonehow held a note as warning as that in the rustling véices of
the tree-people, but he kept on doggedly, not |ooking back. She |aughed then
sweetly and scornfully, a laugh that echoed uneasily in his mnd |ong after
the sound of it had died upon the twilight air.

After a while he glanced back over one shoul der, half expecting to see

the | um nous dazzle of her body still glow ng
in the dimglade where he had | eft her; but the blurred tapestry-Ilandscape was
quite enpty.

He went on in the mdst of a silence so deep it hurt his ears, and in a



sol i tude unhaunted even by the shy presences of the tree-fol k: They had

vani shed with the fire-bright girl, and the whole twilight |and was enpty save
for hinself. He plodded on across the dark grass, crushing the upturned

fl ower-faces under his boots and asking hinmself wearily if he could be nad.
There seened little other explanation for this hushed and tapestried solitude
that had swall owed hi mup. In that thunderous quiet, in that deathly solitude,
he went on.

When he had wal ked for what seenmed to himmuch [onger than it should
have taken to reach his starting point, and still no sign of an exit
appeared,, he began to wonder if there were any way out of the gray |and of
Thag. For the first tine he realized that he had come through nQ-tangible
gateway. He had only stepped out of a shadow, and—how that he thought of
it—there were no shadows here. The grayness swal | owed everything up, |eaving
the | andscape oddly flat, |like a badly drawn picture. He | ooked about
hel pl essly, quite | @t now and not sure in what direction he should be facing,
for there was nothing here by which to know directions. The trees~ and shrubs

and the starry grass still stretched about him uncertainly outhned in that
changel ess dusk. They seened to go on
forever. I

But he pl odd~d ahead, tinwilling to stop because of a queer tension in

the air, sonehow as if all the blurred trees and shrubs were waiting in
breat hl ess anticipation, centering upon his stunbling figure. But all trace of
animate |ife had vani shed with the di sappearance 'O the priestess’
whitegl owi ng figure.. Head down, paying little heed to where he was goi ng, he
went on over the flowery sward.

An odd sense of voids about himstartled Snmith at |ast out of his
| ethargic plodding. He lifted his head. He stood just at the edge of a line of
trees, dimand indistinct in the unchanging tw light. Beyont~ them-he cane to
hinself with a jerk and stared incredul ously. Beyond themthe grass ran down
to not hi ngness, merging by inperceptible degrees into a streaked and archi ng
voi d—ot the sort of enptiness into which a material body could fall, but a
solid nothing, curving up toward the dark zenith as the inside of a sphere
curves. No physical Thing could have eptered there. It was too utterly void,
an inviol able enptiness ~hich no force could invade.

He stared up along the inward arch of that curving, inmpassable wall.
Here, then, was the edge of the queer land Illar had wested out of space
itself. This arch nust be the curving of solid space which had been bent awy
to encl ose the magi cal |and. There was no escape this way. He could not even
bring hinmself to approach any nearer to that streaked and archi ng bl ank. He
could not have said why, but it woke in himan inner disquiet so strong that
after a monent’s staring he turned his eyes away.

Presently he shrugged and set off along the inside of the line of trees
whi ch parted himfromthe space-wall. Perhaps there mght be a break
somewhere. It was a forlorn hope, but the best that offered. Wearily he
stunbl ed on over the flowery grass. -

How | ong he had gone on al ong that al nost inperceptibly curving line of
border h~ could not have said, but after a tineless interval of gray aolitude
he gradual |y becane aware that a tiny rustling and whispering anong the | eaves
had been grow ng | ouder by degrees for sonme time. He | ooke4 up. In and out
anong the trees which bordered that solid wall of nothingness little,

i ndi stinguishable figures were flitting. The tree-nen had, returned. Queerly
grateful for their presence, he went on a bit nore cheerfully, paying no heed
to their timd dartings to and fro, for Smith was wise in the ways

of wild life. - -

Presently, when they saw how little heed he paid them they began to
grow bol der, their whispers |ouder. And anong those rustling voices he thought
he was begi nning to catch
threads of familiarity. Now and again a word reached his ears that he seened
to recogni ze, lost ami dst the gi bberish of their speech. He kept his head down
and hi s hands quiet, plodding



along with a cunning stillness that began to bear results.

Promthe corner of his eye he could see that a little dark tree-man had
darted out from cover and paused m dway between bush and tree to inspect the
queer, tall stranger.

Not hi ng happened to this daring venturer, and soon another risked a pause in
the open to stare at the quiet wal ker anmong the trees.-In a little while a
smal |l crowd of the tree-people was nmoving slowy parallel with his course,
staring with all the avid curiosity of wild things at Smith’s plodding figure.
And anong themthe rustling whispers grew | ouder

Presently the ground di pped down into a little hollowringed with trees.
It was a bit darker here than it had been on. the higher |evel, and as he went
down the slope of its side he saw that among the underbrush which filled it
were cunni ngly hidden huts tw ned together out of the |iving bushes. Cbviously
the hollow was a tiny village wherethe tree-folk dwelt.

He was surer of this when they began to grow bol der as he went down into
t he di mess of the place. The whispers shrilled a little, and the bol dest
anong his watchers ran almost at his elbow, twittering their queer, broken
speech in hushed syllables whose famliarity still bothered himwth its
haunting echo of words he knew. Wen he had reached the center of the holl ow
he becane aware that the little folk bad spread out in a ring to surround him
Wherever he | ooked their small, anxious faces and staring eyes confronted him
He grinned to hinself and came to a halt, waiting gravely.

None’ of them seened quite brave enough to constitute hinmsel f spokesnan,
but anong several a hurried whispering broke out in which he caught the words
“Thag” and “danger” and “beware.” He recogni zed the neani ng of these words
wi thout placing in hls mnd their origins in some tongue he knew. He knit his
sun- bl eached brows and concentrated harder, striving to west fromthat
curious, nmurnuring whisper sonme hint of its original root. He had a smattering
of nmore tongues than he could have counted of fhand, and it was hard to place
t hese scattered words anpbng any one speech. ,But the word “Thag” had a sound
like that of the very
anci ent -dryland tongue, which upon Mars is considered at once the ol dest- and
nmost uncouth of all the planet’s |anguages. And with that clue to guide him he
presently began to catch other syllables which were remptely |ike syllables
fromthe dryland speech. They were al nost unrecogni zable, far, far nore
anci ent than the ver~dest versions of the tongue he had ever heard repeated,
al most primtive in their crudity and sinmplicity. And for a nonent the
sheerest awe came over him as he realized the significance of what he
i stened to.

The dryl and race today is a handful of senmi-brutes, degenerate fromthe
ages of past tine when they were a mighty people at the apex of an al npst
forgotten glory. That day is mllions of years gone now, too far in the past
to have record savein the vaguest fol klore. Yet here wasapeopl e who spoke the
rudi ments of that race’'s tongue as it must have been spoken in the race’s dim
begi nni ngs, perhaps, a mllion years earlier even than that inmrenorial time of
their triunmph. The reeling of mllennuns set Smith's mind awhirl with the
effort at conpassing their span

There was anot her connotation in the speaking of that tongue by these
timd bush-dwellers, too. It nmust mean that the forgotten w zard king, Illar
had peopled his sinister, twilight land with the ancestors of today’s dryl and
dwellers. If they shared the- same tongue they nust share the sane |ineage.
And’ humanity’s renorsel ess adaptability had done the rest. -.

- It had been no kinder here than in the outside world, where the ancient
pl ai nsmen who had roaned. Mars’ green prairies had dwindled with their dying
pl ai ns, degenerating at last into a shrunken, | eather-skinned bestiality. For
here- that sane race root had declined into these tiny, slinking creatures
wi t h theirdusky skinsand great, staring eyes andtheirvoices’

t hat never rose above a whi sper. \Wat tragedies nmust |ie behind that gradua
degener ati on!

Al'l about himthé whispers still ran. He was begi nning to suspect



t hatt hrough countl ess ages of hiding and nunnuring those voi ces nmust have | ost
the ability to speak al oud. And he

wondered with a little in*ard chill what terror it was which had transfornmed a
free and fearl ess people into these tiny wild things whispering in the
under br ush.

The little anxious voices had shrilled into vehenence -now, all of them
chattering together in their queer, soft, rustling whispers. Looking back
| ater upon that tineless space he hadpassed in the hollow, Smith renenbered it
as some curious ni ght mare—di mess and tapestried blurring, and a hush |ike
death over the whole twilight land, and the timd voi ces whi spering,
whi spering, eloqgtient with terror and warni ng.

He groped back anong his nmenories and brought-forth a phrase or two
renenbered fromlong ago, an archaic rendering of the i menorial tongue they
spoke. It was the sinplest version he could renenber of the conplex speech now
used' ; but he knew that to themit mnust sound fantastically strange.
Instinctively he whispered as hespoke it, facing Iike an actor in a play as he
nout hed the ancient idiom -

“I =+ cannot understand. Speak—nore slow y—=-

A torrent of words greeted this rendering of their tongue.

Then there was a great deal of hushing and hissing, and presently two or three
bet ween t hem began | aboriously to recite an involved speech, one syllable at
atine. Always two or nore shared the task. Never in his converse w th.them
did he address anyone directly. Ages of terror had bred all directness out of
them -

“Thag,” they said. “Thag, the terrble—Fhat, the
omi pot ent —¥hag, the unescapable. Beware of Thag.”

For a nonent Snmith stood quiet, grinning down at them despite hinself.
There nust not be too nuch of intelligence |eft anong this branch of the race,
either, for surely sucb.a warning was superfluous. Yet they had mastered their
agonies of timdity to give it. Al virtue could not yet have been bred out of
them then. They still had kindness and a sort of desperate courage rooted
deep in fear.

“What is Thag?” he managed to inquire, voicing the archalc syllables
uncerthinly. And’ they must have understood the neaning if not the
phraseol ogy, for another spate of
whi spered tumult burst fromthe clustering tribe. Then, as before, severa
took up the task of answering.

“Thag—Fhag, the end and the begi nning, the center of creation. Wen Thag
breathes the world trenbles. The earth was made for Thag's dwel ling-place. Al
things are Thag ‘s. Ch, beware! Beware.t”~

This much he pieced together out of their diffuse whisperings, catching
up the fragments of words he knew and fitting theminto the pattern. -

“What —what is the danger?” he managed to ask

“Thag—hungers. Thag nmust be fed. It is we who—feed-him but there are
ti mes when he desires other food than us. It is then he sends his priestess
forth to lure—food—in. Oh, beware of Thag!”

“You mean that the priestess brought ne in for—food?”

A chorus of grave, nurnuring affirmatives.

“Then why did she | eave ne?”

“There is no escape from Thag. Thag is the center of creation. Al
things are Thag’'s. When he calls, you nust answer. When he hungers, he will
have you. Beware of Thag!” - -

Smith considered that for a nonment in silence. In the main he felt
confident that~he had understood their warning correctly, and he had little
reason to doubt that they knew whereof they spoke. Thag m ght not be the
center of the universe; but if they said he could call a victimfrom anywhere
in the land, Smith was not disposed to doubt it. The priestess’ willingness to
| et himleave her unhindered, yes, even her scornful |aughter as he | ooked
back, told the sane
story. Whatever Thug might be, his power in this land could -~



not be doubted. He made up his mind suddenly what he nust
do, and turned to the breathlessly waiting little folKk.

“Whi ch way—i es Thag?” he asked.

A score of dark, thin arns pointed. Smith turned his head specul atively
toward the spot they indicated. In this changeless twilight all sense of
direction had long since left him but
hemar kedt hel i neaswel | ashecoul dbyt hef or mat i onof t he
trees, then turned to the little people with a cerenonious farewell rising to
his 1ips.

“My-thanks for—2he began, to be interrupted by a chorus of - whispering
cries of protest. They seenped to sense his intention, and their pleadings
were frantic. A panic anxiety for himglowed upon every little terrified face
turned up to his, and their eyes were wide with protest and terror. Hel plessly
he | ooked down.

“I + must~go,” he tried stunblingly to say. “My Only chance is to take
Thag unawar es, before he sends for ne.”

He could not know if they understood. Their chattering went on
undi mi ni shed, and they even went so far as to lay tiny hands on him as if
they woul d prevent himby force fromseeking out the terror of their lives.

“No, no, no!” they wailed nurmurously. “You do not know what it is you
seek! You do not know Thag! Stay here! Beware of Thag!”

Alittle prickling of unease went down Smith’'s back as he listened. Thag
must be very terrible indeed if-even half ‘this alarmhad foundation. And to
be quite frank with hinmself, he would greatly have preferred to remain here in

the hidden quiet of the hollow, with its illusion of shelter, for as long as
he was allowed to stay. But he was not of the stuff that’'yields very easily to
its own terrors, and hope burned strongly in himstill. So he squared his

broad shoul ders and turned resolutely’ in the direction - the tree-fol k had
i ndi cat ed

When they saw that he neant to go, their protests sank to a wail of
bitter grieving. Wth that sound npaning behind himhe went up out6f the
hollow, Iike a man setting forth to the nusic of his own dirge. A few of the
bravest went with hima little way, flitting through the underbrush and
darting fromtree-to tree in a timdity so deeply ingrained that even when no
i medi ate peril threatened they dared not go openly
through the twilight. -

Their presence was conforting to Smith as he went on. A futile desire to
help the little terror-ridden tribe was rising in him a useless gratitude for
their warning and their friendli
- ness, their genuine grieving at his departure and their odd, paradoxica
bravery even in the midst of hereditary terror
But he knew t hat hecoul i | donot hi ngf ort hem whenhe was not at all sure he could
even save hinself. Sonmething of their panic had conm-nicated its if to him
and he advanced witha sinking at the pit of his stomach. Fear of the unknown
i sso poignant a thing, feeding on its own terror, that he found his hands
begi nning to shake a little and his throat going dry as he
went on. -

The rustling and whi spering anong the bushes dwi ndled as his followers
one by one dropped away,\the bravest’staying the |ongest, but even they
failing in courage as Smth advanced steadily in that direction fromwhich al
their lives they had been taught to turn their~faces. Presently he realized
that he was al one once nore. He went on nore quickly, anxious to cone face to
face with this horror of the twilight and dispel at |east the fearful ness of
its mystery.

The silence was |ike death. Not a breeze stirred the | eaves, and the
only sound was his own breathing, the heavy thud of his own heart. Somehow he
felt sure that he was coming nearer to ~is goal. The hush seemed to confirm
it. He | oosened the force-gun at his thigh

In that changel ess tw 1~ght the ground was sl oping down once nore into a
broader holl ow. He descended slowy, every sense alert for danger, not know ng



i f Thag was beast or human or elenental, visible or invisible. The trees were
beginning to thin. He knew that he bad al nost reached his goal

He paused at the edge of the last line of trees. A clearing spread out
before himat the bottomof the hollow, quiet in the dim translucent air. He
could focus directly upon nooutlines anywhere, for the tapestried blurring of
t he place. But when he saw what stood in the very center of the clearing be

stopped dead-still, like one turned-to stone, and a shock of utter cold went
chilling through him Yet he could not ?iave
said why.. - -

For in the clearing’s center stood the Tree of Life. He had
net the synbol too Often in patterns and designs not |a recognize it, but here
that fabulous thing was living, grow ng, actually springing up froma rooted
firmess in the spangled grass as any tree mght spring. Yet it could not be
real. Its thin brown trunk, of no recognizabl e substance, smooth and gl eani ng
mounted in the traditional spiral; its twelve fantastically curving branches
arched delicately outward fromthe central stem It was bare of |eaves. No
foliage masked the serpentine brown spiral of the trunk. But at the tip of
each synbolic branch flowered a bl ossom of bl oody rose so vivid he could
scarcely focus his dazzled eyes upon them

This tree alone of all objects in the dimland was sharply distinct to
the eye—terribly distinct, renorselessly clear. No words can describe the
amazi ng menace that dwelt anong its branches. Smith's flesh crept as he
stared, yet he could not for all his staring make out why peril was so
el oquent there. To all appearances here stood only a fabul ous synbol
mracul ously cone to life; yet danger breathed out fromit so strongly that
Smith felt the hair lifting on his neck as he stared.

It was no ordi nary danger. A namel ess, choking, paralyzed panic was
swelling in his throat as he gazed upon the perilous beauty of the Tree.
Sonehow t he arches and curves of its branches seemed to Iimm a pattern so
dreadful that his heart beat faster as he gazed upon it. But he could not
guess why, though sonehow t he answer was hovering just out of reach of his
conscious nmnd. Fromthat first glinpse of it his instincts shuddered like a
shying stallion, yet reason still |ooked in vain for an answer.

Nor was the Tree nmerely a vegetable growmh. It was alive,terribly,
om nously alive. He could not have said how he knew that, -for-it stood
nmotionless in its enpty clearing, not a branch trenbling, yet inits
imobility more awfully vital than any animate thing. The very sight of it
wCke in Smith an insane urging to flight, to put worlds between hinsel f and
this inexplicably dreadful ‘thing. -

Crazy inpulses stirred in his brain, corn ng to insane birth
at the calling of the Tree's peril—+the desperate need to shut out the sight of
that thing that was bl aspheny, to put out his own sight rather than gaze
| onger upon the perilous grace of its branches, to slit h~is own throat that
he m ght not need to dwell, in the sane world which housed so frightful a
sight as the Tree.

Al this was a nmad battering in his brain. The strength of ‘himwas
enough to isolate it in a far corner of his consciousness, where it seethed
and shrieked half heeded while he turned the cool control which the spaceways
life had taught himto the solution of this urgent question. But even so his
hand was noi st and shaking on his gun-butt, and the breath rasped in his dry
t hr oat .

Why—he asked hinmself in a determ ned groping after steadi ness—should the
nmere sight of a tree, even so fabulous a one as this, rouse that insane panic
in the gazer? What peril could dwell invisibly in a tree so frightful that the
living horror of it could drive a man mad with the very fact of its unseen
presence? He clenched his teeth hard and stared resolutely at that terrible
beauty in the clearing, fighting dgwn the sick panic that rose in his throat
as his eyes forced thenselves to dwell upon the Tree.

Gradually the revuliion ‘subsided. After a nightmare -of striving he
nmustered the strength to force it down far enough to allow reason’s entry once



nmore. Sternly holding down that frantic terror under the surface of
consci ousness, he stared resolutely at the Tree. And he knew that this was
Thag.

It could be nothing else, for surely two such dreadful things could not
dwell in”one land. It rmust be Thag, and he coul d understand now the i nmenori al
terror in which the tree-folk held it, but he did not yet grasp in what way it
t hreat ened t hem physically. The inexplicable dreadful ness of it was a nenace
to the mnd s very existence, but surely a rooted tree, however terrible to
| ook at, could wield little actual danger. - -

As he reasoned, his eyes were seeking restlessly anong the branches,
searching for the answer to. their dreadful ness.

,After all, this thing wore the aspect of an old pattern, and in that pattern
there was not hing dreadful. The tree of life had nade up the design upon-that
well-top in Illar through whose shadow he had entered here, and nothing in

that bronze grille-work had roused terror. Then why—2 Wat |iving nmenace dwelt
i nvi sibly anmong these branches to twist theminto curves ‘of horror?

A fragnment of old verse drifted through his nmind as he stared in
perplexity: *

What imortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

And for the first time the true significance of a “fearful symetry”
broke upon him Truly a nore than human agency nust have arched these subtle
curves so delicately into dreadful ness, into such an awful beauty that the
very sight of it made those atavistic terrors he was so sternly hol di ng down
leap in a gibbering terror

A trenor rippled over the Tree. Smith froze rigid, staring with startled
eyes. No breath of wind had stirred through the clearing, but the Tree was
moving with a slow, serpentine grace, withing its branches leisurely in a
horrible travesty of vol uptuous enjoynent. And upon their tips the blood-red
flowers were spreading |ike cobra’ s hoods, swelling and stretching their
petals out and glowing with a hue so eyepiercingly vivid that it transcended
t he bounds of color and blazed forth |ike pure |ight.

But it was not toward Smith that they stirred. They were arching out
fromthe central trunk toward the far side of the clearing. After a noment
Smith tore his eyes away fromthe indescribably dreadful flexibility of those
branches and | ooked to see the cause of their withing. -

A bl aze of |um nous white had appeared anong the trees across the
clearing. The priestess had returned. He watched her pacing slowy toward the
Tree, walking with “a precise and delicate grace as liquidly lovely - as the
noti on of The
Tree. Her fabul ous hair swng down about her in a swaying robe that rippled at
every step away fromthe moonwhite beauty of her body. Siraight toward the
Tree she paced, and all the bl ossonms glowed nore vividly at her nearness, the
branches stretching toward her, rippling with eagerness.

Priestess though she was,’lie could not believe that she was going to
conme within touch of that Tree the very sight of which nused such a panic
instinct of revulsion in every fiber of him But she did not swerve or slowin
her advance. Wal king delicately over the flowery grass, arrogantly | um pous in
the twilight, so that her body was the center and focus of any | andscape she
wal ked in, she neared her horribly eager god.

Now she was under the Tree, and its trunk had witheddown over her and
she was lifting her arns Iike a girl to her lover. Wth a gliding sl owness the
flame-ti pped branches slid round her. In that incredible enbrace she stood
i mobile for a long nmoment, the Tree arching down with all its curling linbs,
the girl straining upward, her head thrown back and the mantle of her hair
swi nging free of her body as she lifted her face to the quivering bl ossons.
The branches gathered her closer in their enbrace. Now t he bl ossons arched
near, curving down all about her, touching her very gently, twisting their



bl azing faces toward the focus of her noon-white bod)~ One poised dirgctly
above her face, trenbl ed, brushed her nmouth lightly. And the Tree’'s trenor ran
unbr oken through the body of the girl it clasped.

The incredi bl e dreadful ness of that enbrace was suddenly nore than Snith
could bear. Al his terrors, crushed down with so stern a self-control
wi t hout warning burst all bounds and rushed over~ himin a flood of blind
revul si on. A whi nper choked up in his throat and quite involuntarily he swuing
round and plunged into the shielding trees, hands to his eyes in a futile
effort tO blot out the sight of |ovely horror behind hi mwhose vividness was
burnt upon his very brain.

Heedl essly he blundered through the trees, no thought in his
terror-blank mnd save the necessity to run, run, run unti
he could run no- nore. He had given up all attenpt at reason and rationality;
he no | onger cared why the beauty of the -Tree was so dreadful. He only knew
that-until all space lay between himand its symetry he nust run and run and
run.

What brought that frenzied madness to an end he never knew. Wen sanity
returned to himhe was |ying face down on the flower-spangled sward in a
silence so deep that his ears ached with its heaviness. The grass was coo
agai nst -his cheek. For a nonent he fought the buck-flow of know edge into his
enptied mnd. Wien it canme, the menory of that horror he had fled from he
started up with a wild thing’s swiftness and gl ared around pal e-eyed into the
unchangi ng dusk. He was al one. Not even a rustle in the | eaves spoke of the
tree-fol k’s presence. -

For a nonent he stood there alert, wondering what had roused him
wonderi ng what woul d cone next. He was not left long in doubt. The answer was
shrilling very, very faintly through that aching quiet, an infinitesimlly
tiny, unthinkably far-away murmur which yet pierced his eatdrunms with
sharpness of tiny needles. Breathless, he strained in listen~ing. Swiftly the
sound grew | ouder. It deepened upon tht silence, sharpened and shrilled unti
the thin blade of it wa& vibrating in the center of his innernost brain. - - -

And still it grew, swelling | ouder and | ouder through the twilight world
in cadences that were rounding into a queer sort of music and taking on such
an unbearabl e sweetness that Smith pressed his hands over his ears in a futile
attenpt to shut the sound away. He could not. It rang in steadily deepening
intensities through every fiber of his being, piercing himwth thousands of
tiny rusic-blades that quivered in his very soul with intol erable beauty. And
he thought he sensed in the piercing strength of it a vibration of queer
unnamabl e power far mghtier than anything ever generated by nman, the di mecho
of some cosmic dynamp’s hum -

The sound grew sweeter as it strengthened, with a queer, inexplicable
sweet ness unlike any nusic he had ever heard before, rounder and fuller and
nore conplete - than any
~nmel ody made up of separate notes. Stronger and stronger he felt the certainty
that it was the song of -some m ghty power, humm ng and throbbi ng and deepeni ng
through the twilight until the whole dimland was one trenbling reservoir of
sound that filled his entire consciousness with its throbbing, driving out al
ot her thoughts add realizations, until he was no note than a shell that
vibrated in answer to the calling.

For it was a calling. No one could listen to that intol erabl e sweetness
wi t hout knowi ng the necessity to seek its source. Remptely in the back of his
mnd Smith renenbered the tree-fol k’s warning, “Wen Thag calls, you nust
answer.” Not consciously did he recall it, for all his consci ousness was
answering the siren huimming in the air, and, scarcely realizing that he noved,
he had turned.toward the source of that calling, stumbling blindly over the
flowery sward with no thought in his music-brimed mnd but the need to answer
that |ovely, powet-vibrant sumoning. -

Past him as he went on noved ot her shapes, little and dark-ski nned and
ecstatic, gripped like himself in the hypnotic nelody. The tree-fol k had
forgotten even their inbred fear at Thag' s calling, and wal ked bol dly through



the open twilight, lost in the wonder of the song.

Smith went on with the~ rest, deaf and blind to the land around hi m
alive to one thing only, that sumons fromthe siren tune. Unrealizingly, he
retraced the course of his frenzied ffight,~ past the trees and bushes he had
bl undered through, down the slope that led to the Tree's hollow, through the
thi nning of the underbrush to the very edge of the last line of foliage which
marked the valley’'s rim

By now the calling was so unbearably intense, so intolerably sweet that
somehow in its very strength it set free a part of his dazed nmind as it passed
the limts of audible things and soared into ecstasies which no senses bound.
And though it gripped himever closer in its magic, a sane part of his brain
was waking into realization. For the first time alarmcanme back into his nind
and by sl ow degrees the world returned about him He stared stupidly at the
grass novi ng by under
his pacing feet. He lifted a draggi ng head and saw that the trees no | onger
rose about him that a twilit clearing stretched away on all sides toward the
forest rimwhich circled it, that the nusic was singing fromsone source so
near that—that—The Tree! Terror leaped within himlike a wild thing. The
Tree, quivering with unbearable clarity in the thick, dimair, withed above
him bl ossons bl azing with bl oody radi ance and every branch vibrant and
undul ant to the tune of that unholy song. Then he was aware of the |ovely,
| um nous whiteness of the priestess swaying forward under the swaying |inbs,
her hair rippling back fromthe |oveliness of her as she noved.

Choked and frenzied with unreasoning terror, ‘he rmustered every effort
that was in himto turn, to run again |like a madman Qut of that dreadful
holl ow, to hide hiinslf under the weight of all space fromthe nmenace of the
Tree. And all the
whil e he fought, all the while panic drumed like mad in his brain, his
rel entl ess body plodded ~on straight toward the hideous |oveliness of that
siren singer towering above him Fromthe first be had felt subconsciously
that it was Thag who called, and now, in the very center of that ocean of
vi brant power, he knew. Gipped in the nmusic’s magic, he went on

Al'l over the clearing other hypnotized victins were advancing sl owy,
wi th nmechanical steps and wide, frantic eyes as the tree-fol k came hel pl essly
to their god's calling. He watched a group of little, dusky sacrifices pace
step by step nearer to the Tree's vibrant branches. The priestess cane forward
to neet themw th outstretched arns. He saw her take the forenmpst gently by
t he hands. Unbelieving, hypnotized with horrified incredulity, he watched her
lead the rigid little creature forward under the fabul ous Tree whose |inbs
yearned downward |ike hungry snakes: thc~great flow' era glowing with avid
col or.

He saw the branches twi st out and | engthen toward the sacrifice,
quivering with eagerness. Then with a tiger’'s leap they darted, and the victim
was swept out of the priestess’
gui ding hands up into the branches that darted round I|ike
tangl ed snakes in a clot that hid himfor an instant fromview. Smth heard a
hi gh, ’ shuddering wail ripple out fromthat knot of struggling branches, a
dreadful cry that held such an infinity of purest horror and understandi ng.
that he could not but believe,that Thag ‘s victinms in the monent of their doom
must | earn the secret of his horror. After that one frightful cry cane
silence. In an instant the linbs fell apart again fromenptiness. The little
,savage had nelted |i ke snmoke anmong their withing, too quickly to have been
devoured, nore as if he had been snatched into another dinension in the
instant the hungry linbs hid him Flane-tipped, avid, they were di ppi ng now
toward another victimas the priestess paced serenely forward.

And still Smith's rebellious feet were carrying himon, nearer and
nearer the withing peril that towered over his head. The nusic shrilled like
pain. Now he was so close that he could see the hungry flower-nmouths in
terrible- detail as they faced round toward him The |inbs quivered and poi sed
i ke cobras, reached out with a snakish | engthening, down inexorably toward



hi s shudderi ng hel pl essness. The priestess was turning her calmwhite face
toward his.

Those arcs and changi ng curves of the branches as they neared were
sketching |idhs of pure horror whose meaning he still could not understand,
save that they deepened in dreadful ness as he neared. J~or the last tine that
urgent wonder burned up in his mnd why—why so sinple a thing as this fabul ous
Tree should be infused with an indwelling terror strong enough to send his
i nnernmost soul frantic with revul sion. For the |ast tine—because in that
trenbling instant as he waited for their touch, as the music brimed up with.
unbear abl e, brain-wenching intensity, in that one |ast noment before the
fl ower - mout hs sei zed hi mhe saw. He
under st ood. -

Wth eyes opened at last by the instant’s ultimte horror, he saw the
real Thag. Dimy he knew that until now the thing had been so frightful that
his eyes had refused to register its existence, his brain to acknow edge the
possibility of such
dreadfulness. It had literally been too terrible to see,’” though his instinct
knew t he presence of infinite hoiror. But now, in the grip of that nad,
hypnotic song, in the instant before unbearable terror enfolded him his eyes
opened to full sight, and he saw. -

That Tree - was only Thag ‘-s outline, sketched threedi mensionally upon
the twilight. Its dreadfully curving branches had been no nore than Thag ‘s
barest contours, yet even they had made his very soul sick with intuitive
revul sion. But now, seeing the true horror, his nmnd was too nunmb to do nore
than register its presence: Thag, hovering nonstrously between earth and
heaven, billowi ng and surging up there in the translucent twlight, tethered
to the ground by the Tree's bending stem and reachi ng ravenously after the
hypnoti zed fodder that his calling brought helpless into his clutches. One by
one he snatched them up, one by one absorbed theminto the great, unseeable
horror of his being. That, then, was the reason why they vani shed so
i nst ant aneously, sucked into the concealing folds of a thing too dreadful for
normal eyes to see.

The priestess was pacing forward. Above her the branchesarched and
| eaned. Caught in a tinmeless paralysis of horror, Smithstared upward into the
enornous bul k of Thag while the music humred intolerably in his shrinking
brai n—Fhag, the nonstrous thing from darkness, called up by Illar in those
| ong-forgotten tinmes when Mars was a green planet. Foolishly his brain
wander ed anong the ramficati ons of what had happened so | ong ago that tine
itself had forgotten, refusing to recognize the fate that was upon hinself. He
knew a tingle of respect for the ages-dead wi zard who had dared command a
being like this to his services—this vast, blind, hovering thing, ravenous for
human fl esh, indistinguishable even now save in those terrible outlines that
sent panic | eaping through himw th every notion of the Tree's fearful
symretry.

Al this flashed through his dazed mind in the one blinding instant of
under st andi ng. Then the priestess’ | um nous
whi t eness swam up before his hypnotized stare. H~r hands were upon him gently
gui di ng hi s nechani cal footsteps, very gently leading hire forward i nt o—+nto—
The writhing branches struck downward, straight for his
face. And in one flashing iqgap the monment’s infinite horror
gal vani zed hi mout of his pai~alysis. Wiy, he could not have said. It is not
given to many nmen to know the u~ltimate essentials of all, horror
concentrated into one fundanental unit, To nost nen it woul d have had t hat
same paralyzing effect up to the very instant of destruction. But in Smith
there
nmust have been a bed-rock of subtle violence, an unyielding, inflexible
vehemence upon which the structure of his whole |life was reared. Few nmen have
it. And when that ultimate, intensity of terror struck the basic flint of him
reachi ng down through mnd and soul into the deepest depths of his being, it
struck a spark fromthat inflexible barbarian buried at the roots of himwhich



had force enough to shock himout of his
st upor. -

In the instant of release his hand swept |ike an unloosed spring, of its
own volition, straight for the butt of his powergun. He was dragging it free
as the Tree’'s branches snatched himfromits priestess’ hands. The
fire-col ored bl ossons burnt his flesh as they closed round him the hot
branches gripping like the touch of ravenous fingers. The whol e Tree was hot
and throbbing .with a dreadful travesty of fleshly life as it whipped him
aloft into the hovering bul k of incarnate horror above.

In the instantaneou~s upward |l eap of the flower-tipped linbs Snith
fought like a denmon to free his gun-hand fromthe gripping coils. For the
first time Thag knew rebellion in his yery clutches, and the ecstasy of that
nmusi ¢ which bad dinned in Snmith's ears so strongly that by now it seened
al nost silence was swooping down a long arc into wath, and the branches
tightened with hot insistency, lifting the tebelli~ ous offering into Thag's
nonstrous, indescribable bulk.

But even as they rose, Smth was twisting in their clutch to maneuver
his hand into a position fromwhich he could bl ast
that undul ant tree trunk into nothingness. He knew intuitively~ the futility
of firing up into Thag' s inponderable mass. Thag was not of the world he knew
the flame blast might well be harmless to that mghty hoverer in the twlight.
But at the Tree's root, where Thag' s essential being nmerged fromthe
i mponderable to the material, rooting in earthly soil, he should be vul nerable
if he were vulnerable at all. Struggling in the tight, hot coils, breathing
t he nanel ess essence of horror, Smith fought to free his hand.

The music that had rung so long in his ears was changi ng as the branches
lifted himhigher, |I~sing its nmelody and nmerging by swift degrees into a hum
of vast and vibrant power that deepeiled in intensity as the |inbs drew him
upward into
-Thag’' s monstrous bul k, the singing force of a thing nmightier than any dynanp
ever built. Blinded and dazed by the force thundering through every atom of
his body, he twisted his hand in one |ast, con~iulsive effort, and fired. * -

He saw the flanme leap in a dazzling gush straight for the trunk bel ow
It struck. He heard the sizzle of annihilated natter. He saw the trunk quiver
convul sively fromthe very roots ‘and the whol e fabul ous Tree shook once with
an om nous trenor. But before that trenor could shiver up the branches to him
the hum of the living dynamo whi ch was cl osing round his body ~hrilled up arcs
of pure intensity into a thundering silence.

Then without a nmonent’s warning the world expl oded. So instantaneously
did all this happen that the gun-blast’s roar had not yet echoed into silence
before a mightier sound than the brain could bear exploded outward fromthe
very center of his own being. Before the awful power of it everything reeled
into a shaken oblivion. He felt hinmself failing.

A queer, penetrating light shining upon his closed eyes roused Smith by
degrees into wakeful ness again. He lifted heavy lids and stared upward into
t he unwi nki ng eye of Mars’
raci ng nearer nmoon. He lay there blinking dazedly for a while before enough of
menory returned to rouse him Then he sat up painfully, for every fiber of him
ached, and stared round
on a scene of the wldest destruction. He lay in the nmidst of a w de, rough
circle which held nothing but powdered stone. About it, rising raggedly in the
nmovi ng nmoonlight, the blocks of time-forgotten Illar |ooned.

But they were no ‘longer piled one upon another -in a rough travesty of
the city they once had shaped. Sone force mightier than any of man’'s
expl osi ves seened to have hurled themw th such violence fromtheir beds that
their very atons had been disrupted by the force of it, crunbling theminto
dust. And in the very center of the havoc lay Smith, unhurt.

He stared in bew | derment about the moonlight ruins. In the silence it
seened to himthat the very air still quivered in shocked vibrations. And as
he stared he realized that no force save one could have wrought such



destruction upon the ancient stones. Nor was there any expl osive known to nan
whi ch woul d have wrought this strange, pulverizing havoc upon the bl ocks of
IIlar. That force had humred unbearably through the Iiving dynano of Thag, a
force so powerful that space itself had bent to enclose it. Suddenly he
realized what nust have happened.

Not Illar, but Thag hi nself had warped the walls of space to enfold the
twiit world, and nothing but Thag ‘s living power could have held It so bent
~0 segregate the little, terror-ridden land inviolate.

Then when the Tree's roots parted, Thag's anchorage in the materi al
world failed and in one great gust of unthinkable energy the warped
space-wal | s had ceased to bend. Those arches of solid space had snapped back
into their original pattern, hurling the land and all its dwellers
into-into-H s mind balked in the effort to picture what nust have happened,
into what ultimte dinension those denizens nust have vani shed.

Only hinself, enfolded deep in Thag's very essence, the intolerable
power of the explosion had not touched. So when the warped space-curve ceased
to be, and Thag ‘s hold upon
reality failed,’” he nust have been dropped back out-of the
di ssol ving folds upon the spot where the Tree had stood in the
space~circled world, through that vani shed world-floor into the spot he had
been snatched fromin the instant of the dim land s dissolution. It nust have
happened after the terrible force of the explosion had spent itself, before
Thag dared nove even hinmself through the walls of changing energy into his own
far | and again.

Smith sighed and lifted a hand to his throbbing head, rising slowmy to
his feet. What tinme had el apsed he coul d not guess, but he nust assune that
the Patrol still searched for him Warily he set out across the circle of
havoc toward the nearest shelter which Illar offered. The dust rose in
ghostly, moonlit -clouds under his feet.



