
JULHI
The tale of Smith's scars would make a saga. From head to foot his brown and
sunburnt hide was scored with the marks of, battle. The eye of a connoisseur
would recognize the distinctive tracks of knife and talon andrayburn, the
slash of the Martian drylandercrwg, the clean, thin stab of the Venu-sian
stiletto, the crisscross lacing of Earth's penal whip. But one or two scars
that he carried would have baffled the most discerning eye. That curious,
convoluted red circlet, for instance, like some bloody rose on the left side
of his chest just where the beating of his heart stirred the sun-darkened
flesh. ...
In the starless dark of the thick Venusian night Northwest Smith's pale steel
eyes were keen and wary. Save for those restless eyes he did not stir. He
crouched against a wall that his searching fingers had told him was stone, and
cold; but he could see nothing and he had no faintest idea of where he was or
how he had come there. Upon this dark five minutes ago he had opened puzzled
eyes, and he was still puzzled. The dark-piercing pallor of his gaze flickered
restlessly through
the blackness, searching in vain for some point of familiarity. He could find
nothing. The dark was blurred and formless around him, and though his keen
senses spoke to him of enclosed spaces, yet there was a contradiction even in
that, for the ah- was fresh and blowing.
He crouched motionless in the windy dark, smelling earth and cold stone, and
faintly-very faintly-a whiff of something unfamiliar that made him gather his
feet under him noiselessly and poise with one hand against the chill stone
wall, tense as a steel spring. There was motion in the dark. He could see
nothing, hear nothing, but he felt that stirring come cautiously nearer. He
stretched out exploring toes, found the ground firm underfoot, and stepped
aside a soundless pace or two, holding his breath. Against the stone where he
had been leaning an instant before he heard the soft sound of hands fumbling,
with a queer, sucking noise, as if they were sticky. Something exhaled with a
small, impatient sound. In a lull of the wind he heard quite distinctly the
slither over stone of something that was neither feet nor paws nor
serpent-coils, but akin to all three.
Smith's hand sought his hip by instinct, and came away empty. Where he was and
how he came there he did not know, but his weapons were gone and he knew that
their absence was not accidental. The something that was pursuing him sighed
again, queerly, and the shuffling sound over the stones moved with sudden,
appalling swiftness, and something touched him that stung like an electric
shock. There were hands upon him, but he scarcely realized it, or that they
were no human hands, before the darkness spun around him and the queer,
thrilling shock sent him reeling into a blurred oblivion.
When he opened his eyes again he lay once more upon cold stone in the
unfathomable dark to which he had awakened before. He lay as he must have
fallen when the searcher dropped him, and he was unhurt. He waited, tense and
listening, until his ears ached with the strain and the silence. So far as his
blade-keen senses could tell him, he was quite
alone. No sound broke the utter stillness, no sensation of movement, no whiff
of scent. Very cautiously he rose once more, supporting himself against the
unseen stones and flexing his limbs to be sure that he was unhurt.
The floor was uneven underfoot. He had the idea now that he must be in some
ancient ruins, for the smell of stone and chill and desolation was clear to
him, and the breeze moaned a little through unseen openings. He felt his way
along the broken wall, stumbling over fallen blocks and straining his senses
against the blanketing gloom around him. He was trying vainly to recall how he
had come here, and succeeding in recapturing only vague memories of much red
segir whisky in a nameless dive, and confusion and muffled voices thereafter,
and wide spaces of utter blank-and then awakening here in the dark. The whisky
must have been drugged, he told himself defensively, and a slow anger began to
smolder within him at the temerity of whoever it was who had dared lay hands
upon Northwest Smith.



Then he froze into stony quiet, rigid in mid-step, at the all but soundless
stirring of something in the dark near by. Blurred visions of the unseen thing
that had seized him ran through his head-some monster whose gait was a
pattering glide and whose hands were armed with the stunning shock of an
unknown force. He stood frozen, wondering if it could see him in the dark.
Feet whispered over the stone very near him, and something breathed pantingly,
and a hand brushed his face. There was a quick suck of indrawn breath, and
then Smith's arms leaped out to grapple the invisible thing to him. The
surprise of mat instant took his breath, and then he laughed deep in his
throat and swung the girl round to face him in the dark.
He could not see her, but he knew from the firm curves of her under his hands
that she was young and feminine, and from the sound of her breath that she was
near to fainting with fright.
"Sh-h-h," he whispered urgently, his lips at her ear and her hah- brushing his
cheek fragrantly. "Don't be afraid.
Where are we?"
It might have been reaction from her terror that relaxed the tense body he
held, so that she went limp in his arms and the sound of her breathing almost
ceased. He lifted her clear of the ground-she was light and fragrant and he
felt the brush of velvet garments against his bare arms as unseen robes swept
him-and carried her across to the wall. He felt better with something solid at
his back. He laid her down there in the angle of the stones and crouched
beside her, listening, while she slowly regained control of herself.
When her breathing was normal again, save for the faint hurrying of excitement
and alarm, he heard the sound of her sitting up against the wall, and bent
closer to catch her . whisper.
"Who are you?" she demanded.
' 'Northwest Smith,'' he said under his breath, and grinned at her softly
murmured "Oh-h!" of recognition. Whoever she was, she had heard that name
before. Then,
"There has been a mistake," she breathed, half to herself. ' 'They never take
any but the-space-rats and the scum of the ports for Julhi to-I mean, to bring
here. They must not have known you, and they will pay for that mistake. No man
is brought here who might be searched for-afterward."
Smith was silent for a moment. He had thought her lost like himself, and her
fright had been too genuine for pretense. Yet she seemed to know the secrets
of this curious, unlit place. He must go warily.
"Who are you?" he murmured. "Why were you so frightened? Where are we?"
In the dark her breath caught in a little gasp, and went on unevenly.
"We are in the ruins of Vonng," she whispered. "I am Apri, and I am condemned
to death. I thought you were death coming for me, as it will come at any
instant now.'' Her voice failed on the last syllables, so that she spoke in a
fading gasp as if terror had her by the throat and would not let her breathe.
He felt her trembling against his arm.
Many questions crowded up to his lips, but the most urgent * found utterance.
' 'What will come?'' he demanded.' 'What is the danger?''
"The haunters of Vonng," she whispered fearfully. "It is to feed them that
Julhi's slaves bring men here. And those among us who are disobedient must
feed the haunters too. I have suffered her displeasure-and I must die."
"The haunters-what are they? Something with a touch like a live wire had me
awhile ago, but it let me loose again. Could that have been-"
"Yes, one of them. My coming must have disturbed it. But as to what they are,
I don't know. They come in the darkness. They are of Julhi's race, I think,
but not flesh and blood, like her. I-I can't explain."
"And Julhi-?"
"Is-well, simply Julhi. You don't know?"
' 'A woman? Some queen, perhaps? You must remember I don't even know where I
am."
"No, not a woman. At least, not as I am. And much more than queen. A great
sorceress, I have thought, or perhaps a goddess. I don't know. It makes me ill



to think, here in Vonng. It makes me ill to-to-oh, I couldn 't bear it! I
think I was going mad! It's better to die than go mad, isn't it? But I'm so
afraid-"
Her voice trailed away incoherently, and she cowered shivering against him in
the dark.
Smith hid been listening above her shuddering whispers for any tiniest sound
in the night. Now he turned his mind more fully to what she had been saying,
though with an ear still alert for any noises about them.
"What do you mean? What was it you did?"
"There is a-a light," murmured Apri vaguely. "I've always seen it, even from
babyhood, whenever I closed my eyes and tried to make it come. A light, and
queer shapes and shadows moving through it, like reflections from somewhere I
never saw before. But somehow it got out of control, and then I began to catch
the strangest thought-waves beating
through, and after a while Julhi came-through the light. I don't know-I can't
understand. But she makes me summon up the light for her now, and then queer
things happen inside my head, and I'm ill and dizzy, and-and I think I'm going
mad. But she makes me do it. And it grows worse, you know, each time worse,
until I can't bear it. Then she's angry, and. that dreadful still look comes
over her face-and this time she sent me here. The haunters will come, now-"
Smith tightened his arm comfortingly about her, thinking that she was perhaps
a little mad already.
' 'How can we get out of here ? " he demanded, shaking her gently to call back
her wandering mind. "Where are we?"
"In Vonng. Don't you understand? On the island where Vonng 's ruins are."
He remembered then. He had heard of Vonng, somewhere. The ruins of an old city
lost in the tangle of vines upon a small island a few hours off the coast of
Shann. There were legends that it had been a great city once, and a strange
one. A king with curious powers had built it, a king in league with beings
better left unnamed, so the whispers ran. The stone had been quarried with
unnamable rites, and the buildings were very queerly shaped, for mysterious
purposes. Some of its lines ran counterwise to the understanding even of the
men who laid them out, and at intervals in the streets, following a pattern
certainly not of their own world, medallions had been set, for reasons known
to none but the king. Smih remembered what he had heard of the strangeness of
fabulous Vonng, and of the rites that attended its building, and that at last
some strange plague had overrun it, driving men mad . . . something about
ghosts that flickered through the streets at mid-day; so that at last the
dwellers there had deserted it, and for centuries it had stood here, slowly
crumbling into decay. No one ever visited the place now, for civilization had
moved inland since the days of Vonng's glory, and uneasy tales still ran
through men's minds about the queer things that had happened here once.
"Julhi lives in these ruins?" he demanded.
' 'Julhi lives here but not in a ruined Vonng. Her Vonng is a splendid city. I
have seen it, but I could never enter."
"Quite mad," thought Smith compassionately. And aloud, "Are there no boats
here? No way to escape at all?"
Almost before the last words had left his lips he heard something like the
humming of countless bees begin to ring in his ears. It grew and deepened and
swelled until his head was filled with sound, and the cadences of that sound
said,
"No. No way. Julhi forbids it."
In Smith's arms the girl startled and clung to him convulsively.
"It is Julhi!" she gasped. "Do you feel her, singing in your brain? Julhi!" ,
Smith heard the voice swelling louder, until it seemed to fill the whole
night, humming with intolerable volume.
"Yes, my little Apri. It is I. Do you repent your disobedience, my Apri?"
Smith felt the girl trembling against him. He could hear her heart pounding,
and the breath rushed chokingly through her lips.
"No-no, I do not," he heard her murmur, very softly. "Let me die, Julhi."



The voice hummed with a purring sweetness.
"Die, my pretty? Julhi could not be so cruel. Oh no, little Apri, I but
frightened you for punishment. You are forgiven now. You may return to me and
serve me again, my Apri. I would not let you die." The voice was cloyingly
sweet.
Apri's voice crescendoed into hysterical rebellion.
"No, no! I will not serve you! Not again, Julhi! Let me die!"
"Peace, peace my little one." That humming was hypnotic in its soothing lilt.
"You will serve me. Yes, you will obey me as before, my pretty. You have found
man there, haven't you, little one? Bring him with you, and come."
Apri's unseen hands clawed frantically at Smith's shoulders, tearing herself
free, pushing him away.
"Run, run!" she gasped. "Climb this wall and run! You
can throw yourself over the cliff and be free. Run, I say, before it's too
late. Oh, Shar, Shar, if I were free to die!"
Smith prisoned the clawing hands in one of his and shook her with the other.
"Be still!" he snapped. "You're hysterical. Be still!"
He felt the shuddering slacken. The straining hands fell quiet. By degrees her
panting breath evened.
"Come," she said at last, and in quite a different voice. "Julhi commands-it.
Come."
Her fingers twined firmly in his, and she stepped forward without hesitation
into the dark. He followed, stumbling over debris, bruising himself against
the broken walls. How far they went he did not know, but the way turned and
twisted and doubled back upon itself, and he had, somehow, the curious idea
that she was not following a course through corridors and passages which she
knew well enough not to hesitate over, but somehow, under the influence of
Juhli 's sorcery, treading a symbolic pattern among the stones, tracing it out
with unerring feet-a witch-pattern that, when it was completed, would open a
door for them which no eyes could see, no hands unlock.
It may have been Julhi who put that certainty in his mind, but he was quite
sure of it as the girl walked on along her intricate path, threading silently
in and out among the unseen ruins, nor was he surprised when without warning
the floor became smooth underfoot and the walls seemed to fall away from about
him, the smell of cold stone vanished from the air. Now he walked in darkness
over a thick carpet, through sweetly scented air, warm and gently moving with
invisible currents. In that dark he was somehow aware of eyes upon him. Not
physical eyes, but a more all-pervading inspection. Presently the humming
began again, swelling through the air and beating in his ears in sweetly
pitched cadences.
"Hm-m-m . . . have you brought me a man from Earth, my Apri? Yes, an Earthman,
and a fine one. I am pleased with you, Apri for saving me this man. I shall
call him to me presently. Until then let him wander, for he can not escape.''
The air fell quiet again, and about him Smith gradually became aware of a
dawning light. It swelled from no visible source, but it paled the utter dark
to a twilight through which he could see tapestries and richly glowing columns
about him, and the outlines of the girl Apri standing at his side. The
twilight paled in turn, and the light grew strong, and presently he stood in
full day among the queer, rich furnishings of the place into which he had
come.
He stared round in vain for signs of the way they had entered. The room was a
small cleared space in the midst of a forest of shining pillars of polished
stone. Tapestries were stretched between some of them, swinging down in
luxuriant folds. But as far as he could see in all directions the columns
reached away in diminishing aisles, and he was quite sure that they had not
made their way to this place through the clustering pillars. He would have
been aware of them. No, he had stepped straight from Vonng's stonestrewn ruins
upon this rug which carpeted the little clear space, through some door
invisible to him.
He turned to the girl. She had sunk upon one of the divans which stood between



the columns around the edge of the circular space. She was paler than the
marble, and very lovely, as he had known she would be. She had the true
Venusian's soft, dark, sidelong eyes, and her mouth was painted coral, and her
hair swept in black, shining clouds over her shoulders. The tight-swathed
Venusian robe clung to her in folds of rose-red velvet, looped to leave one
shoulder bare, and slit, as all Venusian's women's garments are^ to let one
leg flash free with every other step. It is the most flattering dress
imaginable for any woman to wear, but Apri needed no flattery to make her
beautiful. Smith's pale eyes were appreciative as he stared.
She met his gaze apathetically. All rebellion seemed to have gone out of her,
and a strange exhaustion had drained the color from her face.
"Where are we now?" demanded Smith.
She gave him an oblique glance.
' 'This is the place Julhi uses for a prison,'' she murmured, almost
indifferently. "Around us I suppose her slaves are moving, and the halls of
her palace stretch. I can't explain it to you, but at Julhi's command anything
can happen. We could be in the midst of her palace and never suspect it, for
there is no escape from here. We can do nothing but wait.''
"Why?" Smith nodded toward the columned vistas stretching away all around
them. "What's beyond that?"
"Nothing. It simply extends like that until-until you find yourself back here
again."
Smith glanced at her swiftly under lowered lids, wondering just how mad she
really was. Her white, exhausted face told him nothing.
"Come along," he said at last. "I'm going to try anyhow."
She shook her head.
"No use. Julhi can find you when she is ready. There is no escape from Julhi."
"I'm going to try," he said a-jain, stubbornly. "Are you coming?"
"No. I'm-tired. I'll wait here. You'll come back."
He turned without further words and plunged at random into the wilderness of
pillars surrounding the little carpeted room. The floor was slippery under his
boots, and dully shining. The pillars, too, shone along all their polished
surfaces, and in the queer light diffused throughout the place no shadows
fell; so that a dimension seemed to be lacking and a curious flatness lay over
all the shining forest. He went on resolutely, looking back now and again to
keep his course straight away from the little clear space he had left. He
watched it dwindle behind him and lose itself among the columns and vanish,
and he wandered on through endless wilderness, to the sound of his own echoing
footsteps, with nothing to break the monotony of the shining pillars until he
thought he glimpsed a cluster of tapestries far ahead through the unshadowed
vistas and began to hurry, hoping against hope that he had found at least a
way out of the forest. He
reached the place at last, and pulled aside the tapestry, and met Apri's
wearily smiling eyes. The way somehow had doubled back upon him.
He snorted disgustedly at himself and turned again to plunge into the columns.
This time he had wandered for no more than ten minutes before he found himself
coming back once more into the clearing. He tried a third time, and it seemed
had taken no more than a dozen steps before the way twisted under his feet and
catapulted him back again into the room he had just left. Apri smiled as he
flung himself upon one of the divans and regarded her palely from under knit
brows.
' "There is no escape,'' she repeated. ''I think this place is built upon some
different plan from any we know, with all its lines running in a circle whose
center is this room. For only a circle has boundaries, yet no end, like this
wilderness around us."
"Who is Julhi?" asked Smith abruptly. "What is she?"
"She is-a goddess, perhaps. Or a devil from hell. Or both. And she comes from
the place beyond the light-I can't explain it to you. It was I who opened the
door for her, I think, and through me she looks back into the light that I
must call up for her when she commands me. And I shall go mad-mad!"



Desperation flamed from her eyes suddenly and faded again, leaving her face
whiter than before. Her hands rose in a small, futile gesture and dropped to
her lap again. She shook her head.
"No-not wholly mad. She would never permit me even that escape, for then I
could not summon up the light and so open the window for her to look backward
into that land from which she came. That land-"
"Look!" broke in Smith. "The light-"
Apri glanced up and nodded almost indifferently.
"Yes. It's darkening again. Julhi will summon you now, I think."
Rapidly the illumination was failing all about them, and
the columned forests melted into dimness, and dark veiled the long vistas, and
presently everything clouded together and black night fell once more. This
time they did not move, but Smith was aware, remotely, of a movement all about
them, subtle and indescribable, as if the scenes were being shifted behind the
curtain of the dark. The air quivered with motion and change. Even under his
feet the floor was shifting, not tangibly but with an inner metamorphosis he
could put no name to.
And then the dark began to lift again. Light diffused slowly through it,
paling the black, until he stood in a translucent twilight through whose veil
he could see that the whole scene had changed about him. He saw Apri from the
corner of his eye, heard her quickened breathing beside him, but he did not
turn his head. Those columned vistas were gone. The limitless aisles down
which he had wandered were closed now by great walls uplifting all around.
His eyes rose to seek the ceiling, and as the dusk lightened into day once
more he became aware of a miraculous quality about those walls. A curious wavy
pattern ran around them in broad bands, and as he stared he realized that the
bands were not painted upon the surface, but were integrally part of the walls
themselves, and that each successive band lessened in density. Those along the
base of the walls were heavily dark, but the rising patterns paled and became
less solid as they rose, until at half-way up the wall they were like layers.
of patterned smoke, and farther up still bands of scarcely discernible
substance more tenuous than mist. Around the heights they seemed to melt into
pure light, to which he could not lift his eyes for the dazzling brilliance of
it.
In the center of the room rose a low black couch, and upon , it-Julhi. He knew
that instinctively the moment he saw her, and in that first moment he realized
nothing but her beauty. He caught his breath at the sleek and shining
loveliness of her, lying on her black couch and facing him with a level,
unwinking stare. Then he realized her unhumanity", and a tiny prickling ran
down his back-for she was one of that very
ancient race of one-eyed beings about which whispers persist so unescapably in
folklore and legend, though history has forgotten them for ages. One-eyed. A
clear eye, uncolored, centered in the midst of a fair, broad forehead. Her
features were arranged in a diamond-shaped pattern instead of humanity 's
triangle, for the slanting nostrils of her low-bridged nose were set so far
apart that they might have been separate features, tilting and exquisitely
modeled. Her mouth was perhaps the queerest feature of her strange yet somehow
lovely face. It was perfectly heartshaped, in an exaggerated cupid's-bow, but
it was not a human mouth. It did not close, ever. It was a beautifully arched
orifice, the red lip that rimmed it compellingly crimson, but fixed and
moveless in an unhinged jaw. Behind the bowed opening he could see the red,
fluted tissue of flesh within.
Above that single, clear, deep-lashed eye something sprang backward from her
brow in a splendid sweep, something remotely feather-like, yet no such feather
as was ever fledged upon any bird alive. It was exquisitely iridescent, and
its fronds shivered with blowing color at the slight motion of her breathing.
For the rest-well, as the lines of a lap-dog travesty the clean, lean grace of
a racing greyhound, so humanity's shape travestied the serpentine loveliness
of her body. And it was definitely humanity that aped her form, not herself
aping humanity. Somehow she was so right in every flowing, curving line, so



unerringly fashioned toward some end he could not guess, yet to which
instinctively he conceded her perfect fitness.
There was a fluidity about her, a litheness that partook more of the serpent's
rippling flow than of any warm-blooded creature's motion, but her body was not
like any being, warm-blooded or cold, that he had ever seen before. From the
waist up she was human, but below all resemblance ended. And yet she was so
breath-takingly lovely. Any attempt to describe the alien beauty of her lower
limbs would sound grotesque, and she was not grotesque even in her unnamable
shape, even in the utter weirdness of her face.
That clear, unwinking eye turned its gaze upon Smith. She lay there
luxuriously upon her black couch, ivory-pale against the darkness of it, the
indescribable strangeness of her body lolling with a serpent's grace upon the
cushions. He felt the gaze of that eye go through him, searching out all the
hidden places in his brain and-flickering casually over the lifetime that lay
behind him. The feathery crest quivered very gently above her head.
He met the gaze steadily. There was no expression upon that changeless face,
for she could not smile, and the look in her single eye was meaningless to
him. He had no way of guessing what emotions were stirring behind the alien
mask. He had never realized before how essential is the mobility of the mouth
in expressing moods, and hers was fixed, immobile, for ever stretched into its
heart-shaped arch-like a lyre-frame, he thought, but irrevocably dumb, surely,
for such a mouth as hers, in its immovable unhinged jaw, could never utter
human speech.
And then she spoke. The shock of it made him blink, and it was a moment before
he realized just how she was accomplishing the impossible. The fluted tissue
within the arched opening of her mouth had begun to vibrate like harp-strings,
and the humming he had heard before went thrilling through the air. Beside him
he was aware of Apri shuddering uncontrollably as the humming strengthened and
swelled, but he was listening too closely to realize her save subconsciously;
for there was in that humming something that- that, yes, it was rounding into
the most queerly uttered phrases, in a sort of high, unutterably sweet singing
note, like the sound of a violin. With her moveless lips she could not
articulate, and her only enunciation came from the varied intensities of that
musical tone. Many languages could not be spoken so, but the High Venusian's
lilt is largely that of pitch, every word-sound bearing as many meanings as it
has degrees of intensity, so that the exquisitely modulated notes
which came rippling from her harp-like mouth bore as clear a meaning as if she
were enunciating separate words.
And it was more eloquent than speech. Somehow those singing phrases played
upon other senses than the aural. From the first lilted note he recognized the
danger of that voice. It vibrated, it thrilled, it caressed. It rippled up and
down his answering nerves like fingers over harp-strings.
"Who are you, Earthman?" that lazy, nerve-strumming voice demanded. He felt,
as he answered, that she knew not only his name but much more about him than
he himself knew. Knowledge was in her eye, serene and all-inclusive.
' 'Northwest Smith," he said, a little sullenly.' 'Why have you brought me
here?"
' 'A dangerous man.'' There was an undernote of mockery in the music. "You
were brought to feed the dwellers of Vonng with human blood, but I think-yes,
I think I shall keep you for myself. You have known much of emotions that are
alien to me, and I would share them fully, as one with your own strong,
hot-blooded body, Northwest Smith. Aie-e-e"-the humming wailed along an
ecstatic upward note that sent shivers down the man's spine-"and how sweet and
hot your blood will be, my Earthman! You shall share my ecstasy as I drink it!
You shall-but wait. First you must understand. Listen, Earthman."
The humming swelled to an inarticulate roaring in his ears, and somehow his
mind relaxed under that sound, smoothed out, pliantly as wax for the recording
of her voice. In that queer, submissive mood he heard her singing,
"Life dwells in so many overlapping planes, my Earthman, that even I can
comprehend but a fraction of them. My plane is very closely akin to your own,



and at some places they overlap in so intimate a way that it takes little
effort to break through, if one can find a weak spot. This city of Vonng is
one of the spots, a place which exists simultaneously in both planes. Can you
understand that? It was laid out along certain obscure patterns in a way and
for a purpose
which are stories in themselves; so that in my own plane as well as here in
yours Vonng's walls and streets and buildings are tangible. But time is
different in our two worlds. It moves faster here. The strange alliance
between your plane and mine, through two sorcerers of our alien worlds, was
brought about very curiously. Vonng was built by men of your own plane,
laboriously, stone by stone. But to us it seemed that through the magic of
that sorcerer of ours a city suddenly appeared at his command, empty and
complete. For your time moves so much faster than ours.
"And though through the magic of those strangely matched conspirators the
stone which built Vonng existed in both planes at once, no power could make
the men who dwelt in Vonng accessible to use. Two races simultaneously
inhabited the city. To mankind it seemed haunted by nebulous, imponderable
presences. That race was ourselves. To us you were tantalizingly perceptible
in flashes, but we could not break through. And we wanted to very badly.
Mentally, sometimes we could reach you, but physically never.
' 'And so it went on. But because time moved faster here, your Vonng fell into
ruins and has been deserted for ages, while to our perceptions it is still a
great and thronging city. I shall show you presently.
' 'To understand why I am here you must understand something of our lives. The
goal of your own race is the pursuit of happiness, is it not so? But our lives
are spent wholly in the experiencing and enjoyment of sensation. To us that is
food and drink and happiness. Without it we starve. To nourish our bodies we
must drink the blood of living creatures, but that is a small matter beside
the ravenous hunger we know for the sensations and the emotions of the flesh.
We are infinitely more capable of experiencing them than you, both physically
and mentally. Our range of sensation is vast beyond your comprehension, but to
us it is an old story, and always we seek new sensations, other alien
emotions. We have raided many worlds, many planes, many dimensions, in search
of
something new. It was only a short while ago that we succeeded in breaking
into yours, through the help of Apri here.
"You must understand that we could not have come had there not been a doorway.
Ever since the building of Vonng we have been mentally capable of entering,
but to experience the emotions we crave we must have physical contact, a
temporary physical union through the drinking of blood. And there has never
been a way to enter until we found Apri. You see, we have long known that some
are bom with a wider range of perceptions than their comrades can understand.
Sometimes they are called mad. Sometimes in their madness they are more
dangerous than they realize. For Apri was born with the ability to gaze in
upon our world, and though she did not know this, or understand what the light
was which she could summon up at will, she unwittingly opened the door for us
to enter here.
' 'It was through her aid that I came, and with her aid that I maintain myself
here and bring others through in the dark of the night to feed upon the blood
of mankind. Our position is precarious in your world, and we have not yet
dared make ourselves known. So we have begun upon the lowest types of man, to
accustom ourselves to the fare and to strengthen our hold upon humanity, so
that when we are ready to go forth openly we shall have sufficient power to
withstand your resistance. But soon now we shall come."
The long, lovely, indescribable body upon the couch writhed round to front him
more fully, the motion rippling along her limbs like a wavelet over water. The
deep, steady gaze of the eye bored into his, the voice pulsed with intensity.
"Great things are waiting for you, Earthman-before you die. We shall become
one, for a while. I shall savor all your perceptions, suck up the sensations
you have known. I shall open new fields to you, and see them through your



senses with a new flavor, and you shall share my delight in the taste of your
newness. And as your blood flows you shall know all beauty, and all horror,
and all delight and pain, and all the
other emotions and sensations, nameless to you, that I have known."
The humming music of her voice spun through Smith's brain soothingly. Somehow
what she said held no urgency for him. It was like a legend of something which
had happened long ago to another man. He waited gravely as the voice went on
again, dreamily, gloatingly.
"You have known much of danger, O wanderer. Youhave looked upon strange
things, and life has been full for you, and death an old comrade, and love-and
love-those arms have held many women, is it not so? . . . Is it not so?"
Unbearably sweet, the voice lingered murmurously over the vibrant query,
something compelling and irresistible in the question, in the pitch and the
queer, ringing tone of it. And quite involuntarily memories flashed back
across the surface of his mind. He was quiet, remembering.
The milk-white girls of Venus are so lovely, with their sidelong eyes and
their warm mouths and their voices pitched to the very tone of love. And the
canal-women of Mars- coral pink, sweet as honey, murmurous under the moving
moons. And Earth's girls are vibrant as swordblades, and heady with kisses and
laughter. There were others, too. He remembered a sweet brown savage on a lost
asteroid, and one brief, perfume-dizzied night under the reeling stars. And
there had been a space-pirate's wench in stolen jewels, flame-gun belted, who
came to him in a camptown on the edge of Martian civilization, where the
drylands begin. There was that rosy Martian girl in the garden palace by the
canal, where the moons went wheeling through the sky. . . . And once, very
long ago, in a garden upon Earth-he closed his eyes and saw again the
moonlight of home silvering a fair, high head, and level eyes looking into his
and a mouth that quivered, saying-
He drew a long, unsteady breath and opened his eyes again. The pale steel
stare of them was expressionless, but that last, deep-buried memory had burnt
like a heat-ray, and
he knew she had tasted the pain of it, and was exulting. The feathery crest
that swept backward from her forehead was trembling rhythmically, and the
colors blowing through it had deepened in intensity and were changing with
bewildering swiftness. But her still face had not changed, although he thought
there was a softening in the brilliance of her eyes, as if she were
remembering too.
When she spoke, the sustained, fluting note of her voice was breathless as a
whisper, and he realized anew how infinitely more eloquent it was than a voice
which spoke in words. She could infuse into the vibrant lilt blood-stirring
intensities and soft, rich purrs that went sweeping along his nerves like
velvet. His whole body was responding to the pitch of her voice. She was
playing upon him as upon a harp, evoking chords of memory and sending burring
thrills down his back and setting the blood athrob in his pulses by the very
richness and deepness of her tone. And it strummed not only upon the responses
of his body but also upon the chords of his very mind, waking thoughts to
match her own, compelling him into the channels she desired. Her voice was
purest magic, and he had not even the desire to resist it.
"They are sweet memories-sweet?" she purred caressingly. "The women of the
worlds you know-the women who have lain in those arms of yours-whose mouths
have clung to yours-do you remember?"
There was the most flagrant mesmerism in her voice as it ran on vibrantly over
him-again he thought of fingers upon harp-strings-evoking the melodies she
desired, strumming at his memories with words like hot, sweet flames. The room
misted before his eyes, and that singing voice was a lilt through timeless
space, no longer speaking in phrases but in a throbbingly inarticulate purr,
and his body was no more than a sounding-board for the melodies she played.
Presently the mesmerism of her tone took on a different pitch. The humming
resolved itself into words again, thrilling through him now more clearly than
spoken phrases.



' 'And in all these remembered women''-it sang-"in all these you remember me.
. . . For it was I in each of them whom you remember-that little spark that
was myself-and I am all women who love and are loved-my arms held you-do you
not remember?"
In the midst of that hypnotic murmuring he did remember, and recognized dimly
through the reeling tumult of his blood some great, veiled truth he could not
understand.
The crest above her forehead trembled in slow, languorous rhythm, and rich
colors flowed through it in tints that caressed the eyes-velvety purples, red
like embers, flame colors and sunset shades. When she rose upon her couch with
an unnamed gliding movement and held out her arms he had no recollection of
moving forward, but somehow he was  ~ clasping her and the outstretched arms
had coiled like ser-pents about him, and very briefly the heart-shaped orifice
J which was her mouth brushed against his lips. I Something icy happened then.
The touch was light and | fluttering, as if the membrane that lined that bowed
and rigid | opening had vibrated delicately against his mouth as swiftly v<i
and lightly as the brush of humming-birds' wings. It was not a shock, but
somehow with the touch all the hammering tumult within him died. He was
scarcely aware that he possessed a body. He was kneeling upon the edge of
Julhi's couch, her arms like snakes about him, her weird, lovely face upturned
to his. Some half-formed nucleus of rebellion in his mind dissipated in a
breath, for her single eye was a magnet to draw his gaze, and once his pale
stare was fixed upon it there was no possibility of escape.
And yet the eye did not seem to see him. It was fixed and glowing upon
something immeasurably distant, far in the past, so intently that there was no
consciousness in it of the walls about them, nor of himself so near, staring
into the lucid depths wherein vague, cloudy reflections were stirring, queer
shapes and shadows which were the images of nothing he had ever seen before.
He bent there, tense, his gaze riveted upon the moving
shadows in her eyes. A thin, high humming fluted from her mouth in a monotone
which compelled all his consciousness into one straight channel, and that
channel the clouded deeps of her remembering eye. Now the past was moving more
clearly through it, and he could see the shapes of things he had no name for
stirring sluggishly across a background of dimness veiling still deeper pasts.
Then all the shapes and shadows ran together in a blackness like a vacuum, and
the eye was no longer clear and lucid, but darker than sunless space, and far
deeper ... a dizzy deep that made his senses whirl. Vertigo came upon him
overwhelmingly, and he reeled and somehow lost all hold upon reality, and was
plunging, falling, whirling through the immeasurable, bottomless abysses of
that dark.
Stars reeled all about him, streaks of light against a velvet black almost
tangible in its utter dark. Slowly the lights steadied. His giddiness ceased,
though the rush of his motion did not. He was being borne more swiftly than
the wind through a dark ablaze with fixed points of brilliance, starry and
unwinking. Gradually he became aware of himself, and knew without surprise
that he was no longer of flesh and blood, a tangible human creature, but
something nebulous and diffused and yet of definite dimensions, freer and
lither than the human form and light as smoke.
He was riding through the starry dark a something all but invisible even to
his keen new eyes. That dark did not muffle him as it would have blinded a
human being. He could see quite clearly, his eyes utilizing something other
than light in their perception. But this dim thing he rode was no more than a
blur even to the keenness of his dark-defying gaze.
The vague outlines of it which were all he could catch as they flashed and
faded and formed again, were now of one shape and now of another, but most
often that of some fabulous monster with heaven-spanning wings and a sinuous
body trailing out to incredible length. Yet somehow he knew that it was not in
reality any such thing. Somehow he knew it for the half-visible manifestation
of a force without name, a
force which streamed through this starry dark in long, writhing waves and



tides, taking fantastic shapes as it flowed. And those shapes were controlled
in a measure by the brain of the observer, so that he saw what he expected to
see in the nebulous outlines of the dark.
The force buoyed him up with a heady exhilaration more intoxicating than wine.
In long arcs and plunges he swept on through the spangled night, finding that
he could control his course in some dim way he managed without understanding.
It was as if he had wings spread out upon conflicting currents, and by the
poise and beat of them rode the air more easily than a bird-yet he knew that
his strange new body bore no wings. For a long while he swept and curved and
volplaned upon those forces which flowed invisibly through the dark, giddy
with the intoxicating joy of flight. He was aware of neither up nor down in
this starry void. He was weightless, disembodied, a joyous ghost breasting the
air-currents upon unreal wings. Those points of light which flecked the
blackness lay strewn in clusters and long winnowed swaths and strange
constellations. They were not distant, like real stars, for sometimes he
plunged through a swarm of them and emerged with the breathless sensation of
one who has dived into a smother of foaming seas and risen again, yet the
lights were intangible to him. That refreshing sensation was not a physical
one, nor were the starry points real. He could see them, but that was all.
They were like the reflections of something far away in some distant
dimension, and though he swung his course straight through a clustering galaxy
he did not disarrange a single star. It was his own body which diffused itself
through them like smoke, and passed on gasping and refreshed.
As he swept on through the dark he began to find a tantalizing familiarity in
the arrangement of some of those starry groups. There were constellations he
knew . . . surely that was Orion, striding across the sky. He saw Beteleguese
's redly glowing eye, and Rigel 's cold blue blaze. And beyond, across gulfs
of darkness, twin Sirius was spinning, blue-
white against the black. The red glimmer in the midst of that wide swath of
spangles must be Antares, and the great clustering galaxy that engulfed
it-surely the Milky Way! He swerved upon the currents that bore him up, tilted
wide, invisible pinions and plunged through its sparkling froth of stars,
intoxicated with the space-devouring range of his flight. He spanned a billion
light-years with one swoop, volplaned in a long steep curve across a universe.
He looked for the tiny sun round which his native planets spun, and could not
find it in the wilderness of splendor through which he was plunging. It was a
giddy and joyous thing to know that his body dwelt upon some light-point too
small to be seen, while here in the limitless dark he soared heedlessly
through a welter of constellations, defying time and space and matter itself.
He must be swooping through some airy plane where distance and size were not
measured in the terms he knew, yet. upon whose darkness the reflections of
familiar galaxies fell.
Then in his soaring course he swept on beyond the familiar stars, across an
intervening gulf of dark, and into another spangled universe whose
constellations traced strange and shining patterns across the sky. Presently
he became aware that he was not alone. Outlined like wraiths against the
blackness, other forms went plunging down the space ways, sweeping in long
curves upon currents of flowing force, plunging into smothers of starry
brilliance and bursting through a-sparkle with it to go swinging on again down
swooping arcs of darkness.
And then reluctantly he felt the exhilaration begin to fade. He fought against
the force that was drawing him backward, clinging stubbornly to this new and
intoxicating pleasure, but despite himself the vision was paling, the
constellations fading. The dark rolled suddenly away, curtainwise, and with a
jerk he was back again in Julhi 's queerly walled room, solid and human once
more, and Julhi's lovely and incredible body was pressing close to his, her
magical voice humming again through his head.
It was a wordless humming she sang now, but it chose its
pitch unerringly to play upon the nerves she sought, and his heart began to
hammer and his breath came fast, and the noise of war was roaring in his ears.



That singing was a Valkyrie battle-chant, and he heard the crash of conflict
and the shouts of struggling men, smelled burnt flesh and felt the kick of the
ray-gun's butt against his gripping hand. All the sensations of battle poured
over him in unrelated disarray. He was aware of smoke and dust and the smell
of blood, felt the pain of ray-burns and the bite of blades, tasted sweat and
salt blood, knew again the feel of his fists crashing into alien faces, the
heady surge of power through his long, strong body. The wild exhilaration of
battle flamed through him in deepening waves to the sorcery of Julhi's song.
It grew stronger then, and more intense, until the physical sensation faded
wholly and nothing was left but that soul-consuming ecstasy, and that in turn
intensified until he no longer stood upon solid ground, but floated free
through void again, pure emotion divorced from all hint of flesh. Then the
void took nebulous shape around him, as he passed upward by the very intensity
of his ecstasy into some higher land beyond the reach of any sense he
possessed. For a while he floated through cloudy shapes of alien form and
meaning. Little thrills of perception tingled through the calm of his
exultation as he brushed by the misty things that peopled the cloudland to
which he had penetrated. They came swifter, until that calm was rippled across
and across with conflicting thrills and ecstasies that ran at cross-currents
and tossed up little wavelets, and clashed together, and-
Everything spun dizzily and with breath-taking abruptness he leaned once more
in Julhi's embrace. Her voice lilted through his brain.
"That was new! I've never gone so high before, or even suspected that such a
place existed. But you could not have endured that pitch of ecstasy longer,
and I am not ready yet for you to die. Let us sing now of terror. ..."
And as the tones that went humming over him shivered through his brain, dim
horrors stirred in their sleep and lifte'
ghastly heads in the lowest depths of his consciousness to the awakening call
of the music, and terror rippled along his nerves until the air dimmed about
him again and he was fleeing unnamable things down endless vistas of insanity,
with that humming to hound him along.
So it went. He ran the gamut of emotion over and over again. He shared the
strange sensations of beings he had never dreamed existed. Some he recognized,
but more he could not even guess at, nor from what far worlds their emotions
had been pilfered, to lie hoarded in Julhi's mind until she evoked them again.
Faster they came, and faster. They blew over him in dizzy succession, unknown
emotions, familiar ones, strange ones, freezingly alien ones, all hurrying
through his brain in a blurred confusion, so that one merged into another and
they two into a third before the first had done more than brush the surface of
his consciousness. Faster still, until at last the whole insane tumult blended
into a pitch of wild intensity which must have been too great for his human
fiber to endure; for as the turmoil went on he felt himself losing all grasp
upon reality, and catapulting upon the forces that ravaged him into a vast and
soothing blankness which swallowed up all unrest in the nirvana of its dark.
After an immeasurable while he felt himself wakening, and fought against it
weakly. No use. A light was broadening through that healing night which all
his stubbornness could not resist. He had no sensation of physical awakening,
but without opening his eyes he saw the room more clearly than he had ever
seen it before, so that there were tiny rainbows of light around all the queer
objects there, and Apri-
He had forgotten her until now, but with this strange awareness that was not
of the eyes alone he saw her standing before the couch upon which he leaned in
Julhi's arms. She stood rigid, rebellion making a hopeless mask of her face,
and there was agony in her eyes. All about her like a bright nimbus the light
rayed out. She was incandescent, a torch whose brilliance strengthened until
the light radiating from
her was almost palpable.
He sensed in Julhi's body, clinging to his, a deep-stirring exultation as the
light swelled about her. She luxuriated in it, drank it in like wine. He felt
that for her it was indeed tangible, and that he looked upon it now, in this



queer new way, through senses that saw it as she did. Somehow he was sure that
with normal eyes it would not have been visible. Dimly he was remembering what
had been said about the light which opened a door into Julhi's alien world.
And he felt no surprise when it became clear to him that the couch no longer
supported his body-that he had no body-that he was suspended weightlessly in
midair, Julhi's arms still elapsing him in a queer, unphysical grip, while the
strangely banded walls moved downward all about him. He had no sensation of
motion himself; yet the walls seemed to fall away below and he was floating
freely past the mounting bands of mist that paled and brightened swiftly until
he was bathed in the blinding light that ringed the top.
There was no ceiling. The light was a blaze of splendor all about him, and out
of that blaze, very slowly, very nebulously, the streets of Vonng took shape,
it was not that Vonng which had stood once upon the little Venusian island.
The buildings were the same as those which must once have risen where their
ruins now stood, but there was a subtle distortion of perspective which would
have made it clear to him, even had he not known, that this city stood in
another plane of existence than his own. Sometimes amidst the splendor he
thought he caught glimpses of vine-tangled ruins. A wall would shimmer before
his eyes for an instant and crumble into broken blocks, and the pavement would
be debris-strewn and mossy. Then the vision faded and the wall stood up
unbroken again. But he knew he was looking through the veil which parted the
two worlds so narrowly, upon the ruins which were all that remained of Vonng
in his own plane.
It was the Vonng which had been shaped for the needs of two worlds
simultaneously. He could see, without really understanding, how some of the
queerly angled buildings and
twisted streets which could have no meaning to the eyes of a man were
patterned for the use of these gliding people. He saw in the pavement the
curious medallions set by the long-dead sorcerers to pin two planes together
at this point of intersection.
In these shimmering unstable streets he saw for the first time in full light
shapes which must be like that of the creature which had seized him in the
dark. They were of Julhi's race, unmistakably, but he saw now that in her
metamorphosis into a denizen of his own world she had perforce taken on a more
human aspect than was normally her own. The beings that glided through Vonng's
strangely altered streets could never have been mistaken, even at the first
glance, as human. Yet they gave even more strongly than had Julhi the queer
impression of being exquisitely fitted for some lofty purpose he could not
guess at, their shapes of a perfect proportion toward which mankind might have
aimed and missed. For the hint of humanity was there, as in man there is a
hint of the beast. Julhi in her explanation had made them seem no more than
sensation-eaters, intent only upon the gratification of hunger. But, looking
upon their perfect, indescribable bodies, he could not believe that the goal
for which they were so beautifully fashioned could be no more than that. He
was never to know what that ultimate goal was, but he could not believe it
only the satisfaction of the senses.
The shining crowds poured past him down the streets, the whole scene so
unstable that great rifts opened in it now and again to let the ruins of that
other Vonng show through. And against this background of beauty and
uncertainty he was sometimes aware of Apri, rigid and agonized, a living torch
to light him on his way. She was not in the Vonng of the alien plane nor in
that of the ruins, but somehow hung suspended between the two in a dimension
of her own. And whether he moved or not, she was always there, dimly present,
radiant and rebellious, the shadow of a queer, reluctant madness behind her
tortured eyes.
In the strangeness of what lay before him he scarcely
heeded her, and he found that when he was not thinking directly of the girl
she appeared only as a vague blur somewhere in the back of his consciousness.
It was a brain-twisting sensation, this awareness of overlapping planes.
Sometimes in flashes his mind refused to encompass it and everything shimmered



meaninglessly for an instant before he could get control again.
Julhi was beside him. He could see her without turning. He could see a great
many strange things here in a great many queer, incomprehensible ways. And
though he felt himself more unreal than a dream, she was firm and stable with
a different sort of substance from that she had worn in the other Vonng. Her
shape was changed too. Like those others she was less human, less describable,
more beautiful even than before. Her clear, unfathomable eye turned to him
limpidly. She said,
' 'This is my Vonng,'' and it seemed to him that though her humming thrilled
compellingly through the smoky im-materialism which was himself, her words, in
some new way, had gone directly from brain to brain with no need of that
pseudo-speech to convey them. He realized then that her ij voice  was 
primarily  not  for  communication,  but for | hypnosis-a weapon more potent
than steel or flame.         >
She turned now and moved away over the tiled street, her gait a liquidly
graceful gliding upon those amazing lower limbs. Smith found himself drawn
after her with a power he could not resist. He was smokily impalpable and
without any independent means of locomotion, and he followed her as helplessly
as her shadow followed. I At a corner ahead of them a group of the nameless
being&J had paused in the onward sweep which was carrying so many*' of Vonng's
denizens along toward some yet unseen goal. They turned as Julhi approached,
their expressionless eyes'! fixed on the shadow-wraith behind her which was
Smith. Nol sound passed between them, but he felt in his increasingly
receptive brain faint echoes of thoughts that were flashing through the air.
It puzzled him until he saw how they were
communicating-by those exquisitely feathery crests which swept backward above
their foreheads.
It was a speech of colors. The crests quivered unceasingly, and colors far
beyond the spectrum his earthly eyes could see blew through them in
bewildering sequence. There was a rhythm about it that he gradually perceived,
though he could not follow it. By the vagrant echoes of their thoughts which
he could catch he realized that the harmony of the colors reflected in a
measure the harmony of the two minds which produced them. He saw Julhi's crest
quiver with a flush of gold, arid those of the rest were royally purple. Green
flowed through the gold, and a lusciously rosy tinge melted through the purple
of the rest. But all this took place faster than he could follow, and before
he was aware of what was happening a discord in the thoughts that sounded in
his mind arose, and while Julhi's crest glowed orange those of the rest were
angrily scarlet.
Violence had sprung up between them, whose origin he could not quite grasp
though fragments of their quarrel flashed through his brain from each of the
speakers, and wildly conflicting colors rippled through the plumes. Julhi's
ran the gamut of a dozen spectra in tints that were eloquent of fury. The air
quivered as she turned away, drawing him after her. He was at a loss to
understand the suddenness of the rage which had swept over her so consumingly,
but he could catch echoes of it vibrating through his mind from her own hot
anger. She flashed on down the street with blurring swiftness, her crest
trembling in swift, staccato shivers.
She must have been too furious to notice where she went, for she had plunged
now straight into that streaming crowd which poured through the streets, and
before she could win free again the force of it had swallowed her up. She had
no desire to join the torrent, and Smith could feel her struggling violently
against it, the fury rising as her efforts to be free were vain. Colors like
curses raved through her trembling crest.
But the tide was too strong for her. They were carried
along irresistibly past the strangely angled buildings, over the patterned
pavements, toward an open space which Smith began to catch glimpses of through
the houses ahead of them. When they reached the square it was already nearly
filled. Ranks of crested, gliding creatures thronged it, their one-eyed faces,
heart-mouths immobile, were lifted toward a figure on a dais in the center. He



sensed in Julhi a quivering of hatred as he faced that figure, but in it he
thought he saw a serenity and a majesty of bearing which even Julhi's
indescribable and lovely presence did not have. The rest waited in packed
hundreds, eyes fixed, crests vibrating.
When the square was filled he watched the being on the dais lift undulant arms
for quiet, and over the crowd a rigid stillness swept. The feathery crests
poised motionless above intent heads. Then the plume of the leader began to
vibrate with a curious rhythm, and over all the crowd the antennae-like plumes
quivered in unison. Every ripple of that fronded crest was echoed to the last
shiver by the crowd. There was something infinitely stirring in the rhythm.
Obscurely it was like the beat of marching feet, the perfect timing of a
dance. They were moving faster now, and the colors that swept through the
leader's crest were echoed in those of the crowd. There was no opposition of
contrast or complement here; the ranks followed their leader's harmonies in
perfect exactitude. His thoughts were theirs.
Smith watched an exquisitely tender rose shiver through that central crest,
darken to crimson, sweep on through richness of deepening tones to infra-red
and mount in an eloquence of sheer color that stirred his being, even though
he could not understand. He realized the intense and rising emotion which
swept the crowd as the eloquence of the leader went vibrating through their
senses.
He could not have shared that emotion, or understood a fraction of what was
taking place, but as he watched, something gradually became clear to him.
There was a glory about them. These beings were not innately the
sensation-hungry vampires Julhi had told him of. His instinct had been right.
No one could watch them in their concerted harmony of emotion and miss wholly
the lofty ardor which stirred them now. Julhi must be a degenerate among them.
She and her followers might represent one side of these incomprehensible
people, but it was a baser side, and not one that could gain strength among
the majority. For he sensed sublimity among them. It thrilled through his
dazzled brain from that intent, worshipping crowd about him.
And knowing this, rebellion suddenly surged up within him, and he strained in
awakening anger at the mistiness which held him impotent. Julhi felt the pull.
He saw her turn, anger still blazing in her crest and her single eye glowing
with a tinge of red. From her rigid lips came a furious hissing, and colors he
could not name rippled through the plume in surges eloquent of an anger that
burned like a heatgun's blast. Something in the single-minded ardor of the
crowd, the message of the orator, must have fanned the flame of her for at the
first hint of rebellion in her captive she turned suddenly upon the crowd
which hemmed her in and began to shoulder her way free.
They did not seem to realize her presence or feel the force of her pushing
them aside. Devoutly all eyes were riveted upon the leader, all the feathery
crests vibrated in perfect unison with his own. They were welded into an
oblivious whole by the power of his eloquence. Julhi made her way out of the
thronged square without distracting a single eye.
Smith followed like a shadow behind her, rebellious but impotent. She swept
down the angled streets like a wind of fury. He was at a loss to understand
the consuming anger which blazed higher with every passing moment, though they
were vague suspicions in his mind that he must have guessed rightly as he
watched the crested orator's effect upon the throng-that she was indeed
degenerate, at odds with the rest, and hated them the more fiercely for it.
She swept him on along deserted streets whose walls shimmered now and again
into green-wreathed ruins, and took shape again. The ruins themselves seemed
to flicker
curiously with dark and light that swept over them in successive waves, and
suddenly he realized that time was passing more slowly here than in his own
plane. He was watching night and day go by over the ruins of that elder Vonng.
They were coming now into a courtyard of strange, angular shape. As they
entered, the half-forgotten blur at the back of his mind which was Apri glowed
into swift brilliance, and he saw that the light which streamed from her was



bathing the court in radiance, stronger than the light outside. He could see
her vaguely, hovering over the exact center of the courtyard in that curious
dimension of her own, staring with mad, , tortured eyes through the veils of
the planes between. About • the enclosure shapes like Julhi 's moved
sluggishly, the colors dull on their crests, their eyes filmed. And he saw
,~now that a suspicion of the truth had entered his mind, that Julhi herself
did not have quite the clear and shining beauty of those who had thronged the
square. There was an indescribable dullness
over her.
When she and her shadowy captive entered the court those aimlessly moving
creatures quickened into sudden life. A scarlet the color of fresh blood
flowed through Julhi's crest, and the others echoed it with eager quiverings
of their plumes which were somehow obscene and avid. And for the first time
Smith's dulled consciousness awoke into fear, and he writhed helplessly in the
recesses of his mind away from the hungry shapes around him. The crowd was
rushing forward now with quivering plumes and fluttering, wide-arched mouths
that had flushed a deeper crimson as if in anticipation. For all their
strangeness, their writhing shapes and weird, alien faces, they were like
wolves bearing down hungrily upon their quarry.
But before they reached him something happened. Somehow Julhi had moved with
lightning swiftness, and vertigo seized Smith blindingly. The walls around
them shimmered and vanished. Apri vanished, the light blazed into a dazzle and
he felt the world shifting imponderably about him. Scenes he recognized
flashed and faded-the black ruins he had awakened in, Julhi *s cloud-walled
room, the wilderness
of pillars, this curiously shaped courtyard itself, all melted together and
blurred and faded. In the instant before it vanished he felt, as from far
away, the touch upon the mistiness of his bodiless self of hands that were not
human, hands that stung with the shock of lightning.
Somehow in the timeless instant while this took place he realized that he had
been snatched away from the pack for some obscure purpose. Somehow, too, he
knew that what Apri had told him had been true, though he had thought her mad
at the time. In some vague way all these scenes were the same. They occupied
the same place, at the same time- ruined Vonng, the Vonng that Julhi knew, all
those places he had known since he met Apri in the dark-they were overlapping
planes through which, as through open doors, Julhi had drawn him.
He was aware of an unnamable sensation then, within himself, and the mistiness
which had prisoned him gave way before the returning strength of his
flesh-and-blood body. He opened his eyes. Something was clinging to him in
heavy coils, and a pain gnawed at his heart, but he was too stunned ut what
surrounded him to heed it just then.
He stood among the ruins of a court which must once, long ago, have been the
court he had just left-or had he? For he saw now that it too surrounded him,
flickering through the ruins in glimpses of vanished splendor. He stared round
wildly. Yes, shining through the crumbled walls and the standing walls that
were one and the same, he could catch glimpses of that columned wilderness
through which he had wandered. And rising above this, one with it, the
misty-walled chamber where he had met Julhi. They were all here, occupying the
same space, at the same time. The world was a chaos of conflicting planes all
about him. There were other xccnes too, intermingling with these, places he
had never *ccn before. And Apri, incandescent and agonized, peered with mad
eyes through the bewildering tangle of worlds. His brain lurched sickeningly
with the incredible things it could not comprehend.
Around him through the chaotic jumbling of a score of
planes prowled strange forms. They were like Julhi-yet unlike her. They were
like those figures which had rushed upon him in that other Vonng-but not
wholly. They had bestialized in the metamorphosis. The shining beauty was
dulled. The incomparable grace of them had thickened into animal gropings.
Their plumes burned with an ugly crimson and the clarity of their eyes was
clouded now with a blind and avid hunger. They circled him with a baffled



gliding.
All this he was aware of in the flashing instant when his eyes opened. Now he
looked down, for the first time consciously aware of that pain which gnawed at
his heart, of the clinging arms. And suddenly that pain stabbed like a
heatray, and he went sick with the shock of what he saw. For Julhi clung to
him, relaxed in avid coils. Her eyes were closed, and her mouth was fastened
tightly against the flesh of his left breast, just over the heart. The plume
above her head quivered from base to tip with long, voluptuous shudders, and
all the shades of crimson and scarlet and bloody rose that any spectrum ever
held went blowing through it.
Smith choked on a word half-way between oath and prayer, and with shaking
hands ripped her arms away, thrust against her shoulders blindly to tear loose
that clinging, agonizing mouth. The blood spurted as it came free. The great
eye opened and looked up into his with a dull, glazed • stare. Swiftly the
glaze faded, the dullness brightened into a glare behind which hell-fires
flamed scorchingly, to light up the nameless hells within. Her plume whipped
erect and blazed into angry red. From the arched mouth, wet now, and crimson,
a high, thin, nerve-twanging hum shrilled agonizingly.
That sound was like the flick of a wire whip on raw flesh. It bit into his
brain-centers, sawed at his quivering nerves excruciatingly, unbearably. Under
the lash of that voice Smith wrenched away from her clinging arms, stumbling
over the stones, blundering anywhere away from the punishing shrill of that
hum. The chaos spun about him, scenes shifting and melting together
maddeningly. The blood ran down his breast.
Through his blind agony, as the world dissolved into shrilling pain, one thing
alone was clear. That burning light. That steady flame. Apri. He was
blundering unimpeded through solid walls and columns and buildings in their
jumble of cross-angled planes, but when he came to her at last she was
tangible, she was real. And with the feel of her firm flesh under his hands a
fragment of sanity rose out of that piercing anguish which shivered along his
nerves. Dully he knew that through Apri all this was possible. Apri the
light-maker, the doorway between worlds . . . His fingers closed on her
throat.
Blessedly, blessedly that excruciating song was fading. He knew no more than
that. He scarcely realized that his fingers were sunk yet in the softness of a
woman's throat. The chaos was fading around him, the crazy planes righting
themselves, paling, receding backward into infinity. Through their fragments
the solid rocks of Vonng loomed up in crumbling ruins. The agony of Julhi's
song was a faint shrilling from far away. And about him in the air he sensed a
frenzied tugging, as if impalpable hands were clutching at his, ghostly arms
pulling ineffectually upon him. He looked up, dazed and uncertain.
Where Julhi had stood among the tumbling planes an expanding cloudy image
hovered now, bearing still the lovely outlines that had been hers, but foggy,
spreading and dissipating like mist as the doorway closed between planes. She
was scarcely more than a shadow, and fading with every breath, but she
wrenched at him yet with futile, cloudy hands, striving to the last to
preserve her gate into the world she hungered for. But as she clawed she was
vanishing. Her outlines blurred and melted as smoke fades. She Was no more
than a darkening upon the air now, tenuous, indistinguishable. Then the fog
that had been lovely Julhi had expanded into nothingness-the air was clear.
Smith looked down, shook his dulled head a little, bent to what he still
gripped between his hands. It needed no more than a glance, but he made sure
before he released his grasp. Pity clouded his eyes for an instant-Apri was
free now, in
the freedom she had longed for, the madness gone, the terrible danger that was
herself banished. Never again through that gate would Julhi and her followers
enter. The door was closed.


