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TI M CROCKETT shoul d never have sneaked into the mine on Dornsef Muntain. Wat
is winked at in California may have disastrous results in the coal mnines of
Pennsyl vani a. Especially when gnones are invol ved.

Not that Tim Crockett knew about the gnones. He was just investigating
conditions anong the | ower classes, to use his own rather ill-chosen words. He
was one of a group of southern Californians who had deci ded that |abor needed
them They were wong. They needed | abor—at |east eight hours of it a day.
Crockett, like his colleagues, considered the |aborer a conbination of a
gorilla and The Man with the Hoe, probably nunbering the Kallikaks anong his
ancestors. He spoke fierily of downtrodden minorities, wote incendiary
articles for the group's organ, Earth, and deftly maneuvered hi nsel f out of
entering his father's law office as a clerk. He had, he said, a mssion
Unfortunately, he got little synpathy fromeither the workers or their
oppressors.

A psychol ogi st coul d have anal yzed Crockett easily enough. He was a tall,
thin, intense-looking young man, with rather beady little eyes, and a nice
taste in neckties. Al he needed was a vigorous kick in the pants.

But definitely not administered by a gnone!

He was junketing through the country, on his father's noney, investigating

| abor conditions, to the profound annoyance of such | aborers as he
encountered. It was with this idea in nmind that he surreptitiously got into
the Ajax coal mne—er, at |east, one shaft of it—after disguising hinself as a
m ner and rubbing his face well with black dust. Going down in the lift, he

| ooked singularly untidy in the

m dst of a group of well-scrubbed faces. Mners look dirty only after a day's
wor k.

Dor nsef Muntain i s honeyconbed, but not with the shafts of the Aj ax Conpany.
The gnomes have ways of blocking their tunnels when humans dig too close. The
whol e pl ace was a conplete confusion to Crockett. He let hinself drift along
with the others, till they began to work. A filled car runbled past on its
tracks. Crockett hesitated, and then sidled over to a husky speci nen who
seened to have the marks of a great sorrow stanped on his face.

"Look," he said, "I want to talk to you."

"Inglis?" asked the other inquiringly. "Viskey. Chin. Vine. Hell."

Havi ng thus denonstrated his somewhat inconplete command of English, he
bel | owed hoarsely with laughter and returned to work, ignoring the baffled
Crockett, who turned away to find another victim But this section of the nine
seened deserted. Another |oaded car runbled past, and Crockett decided to see
where it cane from He found out, after banging his head painfully and falling
flat at |east five tines.

It cane froma hole in the wall. Crockett entered it, and simnultaneously heard
a hoarse cry from behind him The unknown requested Crockett to cone back

"So | can break your slab-sided neck," he prom sed, adding a stream of
sizzling profanity. "Cone outa therel™

Crockett cast one glance back, saw a gorilla-Iike shadow | urching after him
and instantly decided that his stratagem had been di scovered. The owners of
the Ajax mine had sent a strong-armman to nurder him-er, at |east, to beat
himto a senseless pulp. Terror lent wings to Crockett's flying feet. He
rushed on, frantically searching for a side tunnel in which he mght |ose

hi nsel f. The bell owi ng from behind re-echoed against the walls. Abruptly
Crockett caught a significant sentence clearly.

"—before that dynamte goes off!"

It was at that exact nmoment that the dynamite went off.



Crockett, however, did not know it. He discovered, quite

briefly, that he was flying. Then he was halted, w th painful suddenness, by
the roof. After that he knew nothing at all, till he recovered to find a head
regardi ng him steadfastly.

It was not a conforting sort of head—ot one at which you would instinctively
clutch for companionship. It was, in fact, a singularly odd, if not actually
revolting, head. Crockett was too nuch engrossed with staring at it to realize
that he was actually seeing in the dark

How | ong had he been unconsci ous? For sone obscure reason Crockett felt that
it had been quite a while. The expl osi on had—what ?

Buried himhere behind a fallen roof of rock? Crockett would have felt little
better had he known that he was in a used-up shaft, val uel ess now, which had
been abandoned | ong since. The miners, blasting to open a new shaft, had
realized that the old one would be coll apsed, but that didn't matter

Except to Tim Crockett.

He blinked, and when he reopened his eyes, the head had vani shed. This was a
relief. Crockett immedi ately decided the unpl easant thing had been a del usi on
Indeed, it was difficult to renmenber what it had | ooked |like. There was only a
vague inpression of a turnip-shaped outline, |arge, |um nous eyes, and an
incredibly broad slit of a nouth.

Crockett sat up, groaning. Wiere was this curious silvery radiance coning
fron? It was |ike daylight on a foggy afternoon, com ng from nowhere in
particul ar, and throwi ng no shadows. "Radium" thought Crockett, who knew very
little of mneral ogy.

He was in a shaft that stretched ahead into dinmmess till it made a sharp turn
perhaps fifty feet away. Behind himthe roof had fallen. Instantly Crockett
began to experience difficulty in breathing. He flung hinself upon the rubbly
mound, tossing rocks frantically here and there, gasping and naki ng hoarse,

i narticul ate noi ses.

He becane aware, presently, of his hands. H s novenments slowed till he

remai ned perfectly notionless, in a half-crouching posture, glaring at the

| arge, knobbly, and surprising objects that grew fromhis wists. Could he,
during his period of unconsciousness, have acquired mttens? Even as the

t hought came to him Crockett realized that no nittens ever knitted resenbl ed
in the slightest degree what he had a right to believe to be his hands. They
twi tched slightly.

Possi bly they were caked with nud—o. It wasn't that. H s hands had-al tered.
They were huge, gnarled, brown objects, like knotted oak roots. Sparse bl ack
hairs sprouted on their backs. The nails were definitely in need of a

mani cure—preferably with a chi sel

Crockett | ooked down at hinself. He nade soft cheeping noi ses, indicative of
di sbelief. He had squat bow | egs, thick and strong, and no nore than two feet
| ong—+tess, if anything. Uncertain with disbelief, Crockett explored his body.
It had changed—ertainly not for the better

He was slightly nore than four feet high, and about three feet wide, with a
barrel chest, enornous splay feet, stubby thick | egs, and no neck whatsoever.
He was wearing red sandals, blue shorts, and a red tunic which left his | ean
but sinewy arns bare. H s head—Furni p-shaped. The nmout h—Yi pe! Crockett had

i nadvertently put his fist clear into it. He withdrew the of fendi ng hand
instantly, stared around in a dazed fashion, and collapsed on the ground. It
couldn't be happening. It was quite inpossible. Hallucinations. He was dyi ng
of asphyxi ation, and del usi ons were preceding his death.

Crockett shut his eyes, again convinced that his lungs were | aboring for
breath. "lI'mdying," he said. "I c-can't breathe."
A contenptuous voice said, "I hope you don't think you're breathing air!"

"I"'mn-not— Crockett didn't finish the sentence. H s eyes popped again. He



was hearing things.

He heard it again. "You're a singularly |ousy specinen of gnome," the voice
said. "But under Nid's |law we can't pick and choose. Still, you won't be put
to digging hard nmetals, | can see that. Anthracite's about your speed. What're

you staring at? You're very nmuch uglier than I am™

Crockett, endeavoring to lick his dry lips, was horrified to di scover the end
of his npbist tongue dragging linply over his eyes. He whipped it back, with a
| oud smacki ng noi se, and managed to sit up. Then he remained perfectly

noti onl ess, staring.

The head had reappeared. This tinme there was a body under it.

"I"'mGu Mgru," said the head chattily. "You'll be given a gnom c name, of
course, unless your own is guttural enough. What is it?"

"Crockett," the man responded, in a stunned, automatic nanner.

" Hey?"
"Crockett."

"Stop maki ng noises like a frog and—eh, | see. Gockett. Fair enough. Now get
up and follow me or I'll kick the pants off you."

But Crockett did not inmmediately rise. He was watching Gu Magru—ebviously a
gnome. Short, squat, and stunted, the being' s figure resenbled a bul ging
little barrel, topped by an inverted turnip. The hair grew up thick to a
peak—the root, as it were. In the turnip face was a | oose, imense slit of a
mout h, a button of a nose, and two very | arge eyes.

"CGet up!" Gu Magru said.

This time Crockett obeyed, but the effort exhausted himcompletely. If he
noved agai n, he thought, he would go nad. It would be just as well. Ghomes—

Gu Magru planted a | arge splay foot where it would do the nmost good, and
Crockett described an arc which ended at a jagged boulder fallen fromthe
roof. "Get up," the gnonme said, with gratuitous bad temper, "or I'Ill Kkick you
again. It's bad enough to have an outlying prospect patrol, where | mght run
into a man any time, wthout—-p! O—=

Crockett got up. Gu Magru took his armand inpelled himinto the depths of
the tunnel.

"Well, you're a gnone now," he said. "It's the Nid law. Sonetinmes | wonder if
it's worth the trouble. But | suppose it is—since gnones can't propagate, and
t he average popul ation has to be kept up somehow. "

"I want to die," Crockett said wildly.

Gru Magru laughed. "Giones can't die. They're inmmortal, till the Day. Judgnent
Day, | mean."
"You're not logical," Crockett pointed out, as though by disproving one factor

he coul d automatically disprove the whole fantastic business. "You' re either
flesh and bl ood and have to die eventually, or you're not, and then you're not
real ."

"Ch, we're flesh and bl ood, right enough.” G u Magru said. "But were not
nortal. There's a distinction. Not that |'ve anything against sone nortals,"
he hastened to explain. "Bats, now-and oW s—they're fine. But nmen!" He
shuddered. "No gnome can stand the sight of a man."

Crockett clutched at a straw. "I'ma nan."

"You were, you nean," Gru said. "Not a very good specinmen, either, for ny ore.
But you're a gnone now. It's the Nid law "

"You keep tal king about the Nid | aw," Crockett conpl ai ned.

"OfF course you don't understand," said Gu Magru, in a patronizing fashion.
"It's this way. Back in ancient tines, it was decreed that if any humans got
lost in underearth, a tithe of themwould be transforned into gnonmes. The
first gnone enperor, Podrang the Third, arranged that. He saw that fairies
coul d ki dnap human children and keep them and spoke to the authorities about
it. Said it was unfair. So when miners and such-like are |ost underearth, a
tithe of themare transformed into gnones and join us. That's what happened to
you. See?"

"No," Crockett said weakly. "Look. You said Podrang was the first gnone



enperor. \Why was he call ed Podrang the Third?"

"No time for questions,”" Gu Magru snapped. "Hurry!"

He was al most runni ng now, dragging the wetched Crockett after him The new
gnome had not yet mastered his rather unusual |inbs, and, due to the extrene
wi deness of his sandals, he was continually stepping on his own feet. Once he
trod heavily on his right hand, but after that |earned to keep his arnms bent
and close to his sides. The walls, illumnated with that queer silvery

radi ance, spun past dizzily.

"Wwhat's that |ight?" Crockett managed to gasp. "Were's it com ng fronP"
"Light?" Gu Magru inquired. "It isn't light."

"Well, it isn't dark—=

"OfF course it's dark," the gnome snapped. "How could we see if it wasn't

dar k?"

There was no possible answer to this, except, Crockett thought wildly, a
frantic shriek. And he needed all his breath for running. They were in a

| abyrinth now, turning and tw sting and doubling through i nnunerabl e tunnels,
and Crockett knew he could never retrace his steps. He regretted having | eft
the scene of the cave-in. But how coul d he have hel ped doi ng so?

"Hurry!" Gru Magru urged. "Hurry!™"

"Why?" Crockett got out breathlessly.

"There's a fight going on!" the gnome said.

Just then they rounded a corner and al nost blundered into the fight. A
seething nmass of gnones filled the tunnel, battling with frantic fury. Red and
bl ue pants and tunics noved in swift patchwork frenzy; turnip heads popped up
and down vigorously. It was apparently a free-for-all

"Seel" Gu gloated. "A fight! | could snell it six tunnels away. Ch, a
beauty!" He ducked as a nalicious-looking little gnome sprang out of the
huddl e to seize a rock and hurl it with vicious accuracy. The mssile mssed
its mark, and Gru, neglecting his captive, imediately hurled hinself upon the
little gnone, bore himdown on the cave floor, and began to beat his head
against it. Both parties shrieked at the tops of their voices, which were | ost
in the deafening din that resounded through the tunnel

"Ch—y," Crockett said weakly. He stood staring, which was a m stake. A very

| arge gnone energed fromthe pile, seized Crockett by the feet, and threw him
away. The terrified inadvertent projectile sailed through the tunnel to crash
heavily into sonething which said "Woo-oof!" There was a tangle of malforned
arns and | egs.

Crockett arose to find that he had downed a vici ous-

| ooki ng gnome with flamng red hair and four |arge dianmond buttons on his
tunic. This repul sive creature lay notionless, out for the count. Crockett
took stock of his injuries—there were none. H's new body was hardy, anyway.
"You saved nme!" said a new voice. It belonged to a—+ady gnome. Crockett
decided that if there was anything uglier than a gnone, it was the femal e of
the species. The creature stood crouching just behind him clutching a | arge
rock in one capabl e hand.

Crockett ducked.

"I won't hurt you," the other how ed above the din that filled the passage.
"You saved nme! Migza was trying to pull my ears of f—eh! He's waking up!"

The red-haired gnome was indeed recovering consciousness. His first act was to
draw up his feet and, without rising, kick Crockett clear across the tunnel
The fem nine gnonme i nmedi ately sat on Migza's chest and pounded his head with
the rock till he subsided.

Then she arose. "You're not hurt? Good! |I'm Brockle Buhn. . . . Ch, |ook!

He'll have his head off in a minute!"

Crockett turned to see that his erstwhile guide, Gu Magru, was gnomeful Iy
tuggi ng at the head of an unidentified opponent, attenpting, apparently, to
twist it clear off. "What's it all about?" Crockett how ed. "Uh—Brockle Buhn
Brockl e Buhn!"



She turned unwillingly. "What?"

"The fight! What started it?"

"I did," she explained. "I said, 'Let's have a fight.'
"Ch, that was all?"

"Then we started." Brockl e Buhn nodded. "What's your nane?"

"Crockett."

"You're new here, aren't you? Ch—+ know. You were a human being!" Suddenly a
new | i ght appeared in her bul ging eyes. "G ockett, maybe you can tell ne
somet hi ng. What's a kiss?"

"A—kiss?" Crockett repeated, in a baffled manner

"Yes. | was listening inside a knoll once, and heard two human bei ngs

tal ki ng—mal e and fermal e, by their voices.

| didn't dare ook at them of course, but the nan asked the wonman for a
kiss."

"Ch," Crockett said, rather blankly. "He asked for a kiss, eh?"

"And then there was a snacki ng noi se and the wonan said it was wonderful. 1've
wonder ed ever since. Because if any gnone asked ne for a kiss, | wouldn't know
what he neant."

"Gnones don't kiss?" Crockett asked in a perfunctory way.

"Gnhones dig," said Brockle Buhn. "And we eat. | like to eat. Is a kiss like
mud soup?"
"Well, not exactly." Sonehow Crockett managed to explain the nechanics of

oscul ati on.
The gnome remai ned silent, pondering deeply. At last she said, with the air of

one bestow ng rmud soup upon a hungry applicant, "I'Il give you a kiss."
Crockett had a nightmare picture of his whole head being engulfed in that
enor nous maw. He backed away. "N-no," he got out. "I—'d rather not."

"Then let's fight," said Brockle Buhn, w thout rancor, and swung a knotted
fist which smacked painfully athwart Crockett's ear. "Ch, no," she said
regretfully, turning away. "The fight's over. It wasn't very long, was it?"

Crockett, rubbing his mangled ear, saw that in every direction gnones were

pi cki ng themsel ves up and hurrying of f about their business. They seened to
have forgotten all about the recent conflict. The tunnel was once nore silent,
save for the pad-paddi ng of gnonmes' feet on the rock. G u Magru canme over,
grinni ng happily.

"Hel |l o, Brockle Buhn," he greeted. "A good fight. Wo's this?" He | ooked down
at the prostrate body of Migza, the red-haired gnone.

"Miugza," said Brockle Buhn. "He's still out. Let's kick him"

They proceeded to do it with vast enthusiasm while Crockett watched and

deci ded never to allow hinmself to be knocked unconscious. It definitely wasn't
safe. At last, however, Gu Magru tired of the sport and took Crockett

by the arm again. "Cone along," he said, and they sauntered al ong the tunnel

| eavi ng Brockl e Buhn junping up and down on the sensel ess Migza's stonach.
"You don't seemto mind hitting people when they're knocked out," Crockett
hazar ded.

"I't's much nore fun," Gu said happily. "That way you can tell just where you
want to hit 'em Cone along. You'll have to be inducted. Another day, another
gnone. Keeps the popul ati on stable,” he explained, and fell to humm ng a
little song.

"Look," Crockett said. "I just thought of sonething. You say hunman beings are
turned into gnomes to keep the popul ation stable. But if gnones don't die,
doesn't that mean that there are nore gnomes now than ever? The popul ati on
keeps rising, doesn't it?"

"Be still," Gu Magru comranded. "I'm singing."

It was a singularly tunel ess song. Crockett, his thoughts veering madly,
wondered if the gnones had a national anthem Probably "Rock Me to Sleep." Oh,
wel I .

"We're going to see the Enperor,"” Gu said at last. "He always sees the new



gnomes. You' d better make a good inpression, or he'll put you to placer-mning
 ava. "

"Uh— Crockett glanced down at his griny tunic. "Hadn't | better clean up a
bit? That fight nade me a ness.”

"It wasn't the fight," Gu said insultingly. "What's wong with you, anyway? I
don't see anything amss."

"My clothes—they're dirty."

"Don't worry about that," said the other. "It's good filthy dirt, isn't it?
Here!" He halted, and, stooping, seized a handful of dust, which he rubbed
into Crockett's face and hair. "That'll fix you up."

"Il pffht! . . . Thanks . . . pffh!" said the newest gnone. "I hope |I'm

dream ng. Because if I'mnot— He didn't finish. Crockett was feeling nost
unwel | .

They went through a labyrinth, far under Dornsef Muntain, and enmerged at | ast
in a bare, huge chanmber with a throne of rock at one end of it. A small gnone
was

sitting on the throne paring his toenails. "Bottomof the day to you," Gu

sai d. "Were's the Enperor?"

"Taking a bath," said the other. "I hope he drowns. Mid, rnud, nmud—Aorning,
noon, and night. First it's too hot. Then it's too cold. Then it's too thick
I work nmy fingers to the bone nmixing his nud baths, and all | get is a kick,"

the small gnome continued plaintively. "There's such a thing as being too
dirty. Three mud baths a day—that's carrying it too far. And never a thought
for mel Ch, no. I'ma nud puppy, that's what | am He called me that today.
Said there were lunps in the mud. Well, why not? That damed | oam we' ve been
getting is enough to turn a wormis stomach. You'll find Hs Majesty in there,"
the little gnone finished, jerking his foot toward an archway in the wall.
Crockett was dragged into the next room where, in a sunken bath filled with
steanmi ng, brown nud, a very fat gnome sat, only his eyes discernible through
the oozy coating that covered him He was filling his hands with nud and
letting it drip over his head, chuckling in a senile sort of way as he did so.
"Mud, " he remarked pleasantly to Gu Magru, in a voice like a lion's bell ow
"Nothing like it. Good rich rmud. Ah!"

Gru was bunping his head on the floor, his |large, capable hand around
Crockett's neck forcing the other to follow suit.

"Ch, get up," said the Enperor. "What's this? What's this gnone been up to?
Qut withit."

"He's new," Gu explained. "I found himtopside. The Nid | aw, you know. "
"Yes, of course. Let's have a | ook at you. Ugh! |I'm Pod-rang the Second,
Enmperor of the Gnonmes. What have you to say to that?"

Al Crockett could think of was: "Howhow can you be Podrang the Second?

t hought Podrang the Third was the first enperor.™

"A chatterbox," said Podrang ||, disappearing beneath the surface of the nud
and spouting as he rose again. "Take care of him Gu. Easy work at first.

Di ggi ng ant hr a-

cite. Mnd you don't eat any while you're on the job," he cautioned the dazed
Crockett. "After you' ve been here a century, you're allowed one nmud bath a
day. Nothing like '"em" he added, bringing up a gluey handful to snear over
hi s face.

Abruptly he stiffened. H s lion's bell ow rang out.

"Dr ook! Drook!"

The little gnone Crockett had seen in the throne room scurried in, winging
hi s hands. "Your Majesty! Isn't the mud warm enough?"

"You craw ing blob!" roared Podrang Il. "You sl obbering, offspring of six

t housand i ndi vi dual of fensive stenches! You nica-eyed, inconpetent,

draggl e-eared, withing blot on the good name of gnomes! You geol ogi ca

m st ake! You—you—-

Dr ook took advantage of his master's temporary inarticu-lacy. "lIt's the best



mud, Your Majesty! | refined it nyself. Ch, Your Majesty, what's wong?"
"There's a wormin it!" Hs Mjesty bell owed, and | aunched into a stream of
profanity so horrendous that it practically made the nud boil. Cutching his
singed ears, Crockett allowed G u Magru to drag hi m away.

"I"'d like to get the old boy in a fight," Gu remarked, when they were safely

in the depths of a tunnel, "but he'd use magic, of course. That's the way he
is. Best enperor we've ever had. Not a scrap of fair play in his bloated
body. "

"Ch," Crockett said blankly. "Well, what next?"
"You heard Podrang, didn't you? You dig anthracite. And if you eat any, |'ll
ki ck your teeth in."

Broodi ng over the apparent bad tenmpers of gnomes, Crockett allowed hinmself to
be conducted to a gallery where dozens of gnones, both male and fenmale, were
usi ng picks and mattocks with furious vigor. "This is it," Gu said. "Now You
dig anthracite. You work twenty hours, and then sleep six."

"Then what ?"

"Then you start digging again," Gu explained. "You have a brief rest once
every ten hours. You nustn't stop

digging in between, unless it's for a fight. Now, here's the way you | ocate
coal . Just think of it."

"Eh?"

"How do you think I found you?" Gu asked inpatiently. "Giomes have—ertain
senses. There's a legend that fairy folk can | ocate water by using a forked
stick. Well, we're attracted to nmetals. Think of anthracite," he finished, and
Crockett obeyed. Instantly he found hinmself turning to the wall of the tunne
nearest him

"See how it works?" Gu grinned. "It's a natural evolution, | suppose.
Functional . W& have to know where the underneath deposits are, so the
authorities gave us this sense when we were created. Think of ore—er any
deposit in the ground—and you'll be attracted to it. Just as there's a

repul sion in all gnomes agai nst daylight."

"Eh?" Crockett started slightly. "What was that?"

"Negative and positive. W need ores, so we're attracted to them Daylight is
harnful to us, so if we think we're getting too close to the surface, we think
of light, and it repels us. Try it!"

Crockett obeyed. Sonething seenmed to be pressing down the top of his head.
"Straight up,” Gu nodded. "But it's a long way. | saw daylight once. And—a

man, too." He stared at the other. "I forgot to explain. Gronmes can't stand
the sight of human beings. They—well, there's a limt to how rmuch ugliness a
gnome can | ook at. Now you're one of us, you'll feel the same way. Keep away

fromdaylight, and never look at a man. It's as nmuch as your sanity is worth."
There was a thought stirring in Crockett's mnd. He could, then, find his way
out of this maze of tunnels, sinply by enploying his new sense to lead himto
daylight. After that—well, at |east he would be above ground.

Gru Magru shoved Crockett into a place between two busy gnomes and thrust a
pick into his hands. "There. Get to work."

"Thanks for— Crockett began, when Gu suddenly kicked himand then took his
departure, humm ng happily to hinmself. Another gnone cane up, saw Crockett
standing notionless, and told himto get busy, acconpany-

ing the command with a blow on his already tender ear. Perforce Crockett

sei zed the pick and began to chop anthracite out of the wall.

"Grockett!" said a famliar voice. "It's you! | thought they send you here."
It was Brockl e Buhn, the fem nine gnhome Crockett had al ready encountered. She
was swinging a pick with the others, but dropped it nowto grin at her
conpani on.

"You won't be here long," she consoled. "Ten years or so. Unless you run into



trouble, and then you'll be put at really hard work."
Crockett's arms were already aching. "Hard work! My arnms are going to fall off
ina mnute."”

He | eaned on his pick. "Is this your regular job?"
"Yes—but |'m seldom here. Usually I'm being punished. |I'm a troubl e-maker,
am | eat anthracite.”

She denonstrated, and Crockett shuddered at the audi ble crunching sound. Just
then the overseer cane up. Brockle Buhn swall owed hastily.

"What's this?" he snarled. "Why aren't you at work?"

"W were just going to fight," Brockle Buhn expl ai ned.

"Ch—ust the two of you? Or can | join in?"

"Free for all," the unladylike gnone offered, and struck the unsuspecting
Crockett over the head with her pick. He went out like a light.

Awakeni ng some time later, he investigated bruised ribs and deci ded Brockl e
Buhn nmust have kicked himafter he'd | ost consci ousness. \Wat a gnone!
Crockett sat up, finding hinself in the same tunnel, dozens of gnones busily
di ggi ng anthracite.

The overseer cane toward him "Awake, eh? Get to work!"

Dazedly Crockett obeyed. Brockle Buhn flashed hima delighted grin. "You

mssed it. | got an ear—see?" She exhibited it. Crockett hastily lifted an
exploring hand. It wasn't his.
Dig. . . dig. . . dig. . . the hours dragged past. Crockett had never

worked so hard in his Iife. But, he noticed, not a gnone conpl ai ned. Twenty
hours of toil,

with one brief rest period—-he'd slept through that. Dig ... dig ... dig ..
Wt hout ceasing her work, Brockle Buhn said, "I think you'll nmake a good
gnonme, Grockett. You're toughening up already. Nobody'd ever believe you were
once a man."

" Ch—o?"

"No. What were you, a niner?"

"I was— Crockett paused suddenly. A curious light came into his eyes.

"I was a labor organizer," he finished.

"What's that?"

"Ever heard of a union?" Crockett asked, his gaze intent.

"I's it an ore?" Brockle Buhn shook her head. "No, |'ve never heard of it.
What's a uni on?"

Crockett expl ained. No genui ne | abor organizer woul d have accepted that
explanation. It was, to say the |east, biased.

Brockl e Buhn seened puzzled. "I don't see what you nean, exactly, but I
suppose it's all right."

"Try another tack," Crockett said. "Don't you ever get tired of working twenty
hours a day?"

"Sure. \Who woul dn't?"

"Then why do it?"

"W al ways have," Brockle Buhn said indulgently. "W can't stop."

" Suppose you di d?"

"I"d be puni shed—beaten with stalactites, or something."

"Suppose you all did," Crockett insisted. "Every damm gnome. Suppose you had a
sit-down strike."

"You're crazy," Brockle Buhn said. "Such a thing' s never happened. It—t's
human. "

"Ki sses never happened underground, either," said Crockett. "No, | don't want
one! And | don't want to fight, either. Good heavens, let ne get the set-up
here. Most of the gnones work to support the privileged cl asses.”

"No. W just work."

"But why?"

"W al ways have. And the Enperor wants us to."

"Has the Enperor ever worked?" Crockett denanded,

with an air of triunph. "No! He just takes nud baths! Wy shouldn't every
gnome have the same privil ege? Why—=



He tal ked on, at great length, as he worked. Brockle Buhn listened with

i ncreasing interest. And eventually she swall owed the bait-hook, |ine, and
si nker.
An hour | ater she was noddi ng agreeably. "I'll pass the word al ong. Toni ght.

In the Roaring Cave. Right after work."
"Wait a minute," Crockett objected. "How many gnomes can we get?"
"Wl | —aot very many. Thirty?"

"We' || have to organize first. W'll need a definite plan.”

Brockl e Buhn went off at a tangent. "Let's fight."

"No! WII you listen? W need a—a council. Wo's the worst troubl e-maker
her e?"

"Mugza, | think," she said. "The red-haired gnone you knocked out when he hit
ne.
Crockett frowned slightly. Wuld Migza hold a grudge? Probably not, he
decided. O, rather, he'd be no nore ill tenpered than other gnomes. Migza

m ght attenpt to throttle Crockett on sight, but he'd no doubt do the sane to
any ot her gnome. Besides, as Brockle Buhn went on to explain, Migza was the
gnom ¢ equi val ent of a duke. His support woul d be val uabl e.

"And Gru Magru," she suggested. "He | oves new things, especially if they make
trouble."

"Yeah." These were not the two Crockett would have chosen, but at |east he

could think of no other candidates. "If we could get sonebody who's close to
the Enmperor . . . Wat about Drook—the guy who gives Podrang his nud bat hs?"
"Way not? I'lIl fix it." Brockle Buhn | ost interest and surreptitiously began

to eat anthracite. Since the overseer was watching, this resulted in a violent
quarrel, fromwhich Crockett emerged with a black eye. \Wispering profanity
under his breath, he went back to digging.

But he had tine for a few nore words with Brockl e Buhn. She'd arrange it. That
ni ght there would be a secret neeting of the conspirators.

Crockett had been | ooking forward to exhausted slunber, but this chance was
too good to nmiss. He had no wish to continue his unpleasant job digging
anthracite. H's body ached fearfully. Besides, if he could induce the gnomes
to strike, he mght be able to put the squeeze on Podrang Il. Gu Magru had
said the Enmperor was a mmgi cian. Couldn't he, then, transform Crockett back
into a man?

"He's never done that,’
hi s thought al oud.
"Coul dn't he, though—+f he wanted?"

Brockl e Buhn nerely shuddered, but Crockett had a little gl eam of hope. To be
human agai n!

Brockl e Buhn said, and Crockett realized he had spoken

Dg. . . dig. . . dig. . . dig. . . with nonotonous, deadening regularity.
Crockett sank into a stupor. Unless he got the gnones to strike, he was faced
with an eternity of arduous toil. He was scarcely consci ous of knocking off,

of feeling Brockle Buhn's gnarled hand under his arm of being |ed through
passages to a tiny cubicle, which was his new hone. The gnone | eft himthere,
and he crawed into a stony bunk and went to sleep

Presently a casual kick aroused him Blinking, Crockett sat up, instinctively
dodgi ng the blow G u Magru was aimng at his head. He had four guests—& u,
Brockl e Buhn, Drook, and the red-haired Migza.

"Sorry | woke up too soon," Crockett said bitterly. "If | hadn't, you could
have got in another kick."

"There's lots of tine," Gu said. "Now, what's this all about? | wanted to

sl eep, but Brockle Buhn here said there was going to be a fight. A big one,
huh?"

"Eat first," Brockle Buhn said firmy. "I'Il fix mud soup for everybody." She
bustl ed away, and presently was busy in a comer, preparing refreshnents. The
ot her gnones squatted on their haunches, and Crockett sat on the edge of his
bunk, still dazed with sleep.



But he managed to explain his idea of the union. It was

received with interest—hiefly, he felt, because it involved the possibility
of a tremendous scrap.

"You mean every Dornsef gnome junps the Enperor?" G u asked.

"No, no! Peaceful arbitration. W just refuse to work. Al of us."

"I can't," Drook said. "Podrang's got to have his nud baths, the bloated old
slug. He'd send ne to the funmaroles till | was toasted.”

"Who' d take you there?" Crockett asked.

"Ch—the guards, | suppose.”

"But they'd be on strike, too. Nobody'd obey Podrang, till he gave in."

"Then he'd enchant ne," Drook said.

"He can't enchant us all," Crockett countered.

"But he could enchant me," Drook said with great firmess. "Besides, he could
put a spell on every gnone in Dornsef. Turn us into stalactites or sonething.'
"Then what? He woul dn't have any gnones at all. Half a loaf is better than
none. We'll just use logic on him Wuldn't he rather have a little |l ess work
done than none at all?"

"Not him" Gu put in. "He'd rather enchant us. Ch, he's a bad one, he is,"

t he gnome fini shed approvingly.

But Crockett couldn't quite believe this. It was too alien to his
under st andi ng of psychol ogy—human psychol ogy, of course. He turned to Migza,
who was gl owering furiously.

"What do you think about it?"

"I want to fight," the other said rancorously. "I want to kick sonebody."
"Whul dn't you rather have nud baths three times a day?"

Mugza grunted. "Sure. But the Enperor won't let ne."

"Why not ?"

"Because | want 'em"

"You can't be contented," Crockett said desperately. "There's nore to life

t han—than di ggi ng. "

"Sure. There's fighting. Podrang lets us fight whenever we want."

Crockett had a sudden inspiration. "But that's just it. He's going to stop al
fighting! He's going to pass a new | aw forbidding fighting except to hinself."
It was an effective shot in the dark. Every gnonme junped.

"Stop—fighting!" That was G u, angry and disbelieving. "Wy, we've always
fought . "

"Well, you'll have to stop,"” Crockett insisted.

"Won't!"

"Exactly! Why should you? Every gnonme's entitled to life, liberty, and the
pursuit of—ef pugilism™

"Let's go and beat up Podrang," Migza offered, accepting a steanm ng bow of
mud soup from Brockl e Buhn

"No, that's not the way—no, thanks, Brockle Buhn—ot the way at all. A
strike's the thing. W'll peaceably force Podrang to give us what we want."
He turned to Drook. "Just what can Podrang do about it if we all sit down and
refuse to work?"

The little gnone considered. "He'd swear. And kick ne."

"Yeah—and then what ?"

"Then he'd go off and enchant everybody, tunnel by tunnel.”

"Uh- huh." Crockett nodded. "A good point. Solidarity is what we need. |f
Podrang finds a few gnonmes together, he can scare the hell out of them But if
we're all together—that's it! Wen the strike's called, we'll all neet in the
bi ggest cave in the joint."

"That's the Council Chanber," Gu said. "Next to Podrang's throne room"

"OK W'Ill neet there. How many gnomes will join us?"

"Al'l of "em" Migza grunted, throwi ng his soup bow at Drook's head. "The
Enperor can't stop us fighting."

"And what weapons can Podrang use, Drook?"



"He m ght use the Cockatrice Eggs,"'
"What are those?"

"They're not really eggs,” G-u broke in. "They're magic jewels for whol esal e
enchantnents. Different spells in each one. The green ones, | think, are for
turni ng people into earthworns. Podrang just breaks one, and the spell spreads
out for twenty feet or so. The red ones are—tet's see. Transform ng gnones

i nto human bei ngs—+though that's a bit too tough. No ... yes. The blue ones—
"Into human beings!" Crockett's eyes w dened. "\Were are the eggs kept?"
"Let's fight," Migza offered, and hurled hinself bodily on Drook, who squeaked
frantically and beat his attacker over the head with his stone soup bow,

whi ch broke. Brockle Buhn added to the excitenment by kicking both battlers
inmpartially, till felled by Gu Magru. Wthin a few noments the room resounded
with the excited screans of gnomic battle. Inevitably Crockett was sucked in.

the other said doubtfully.

O all the perverted, incredible forns of |ife that had ever existed, gnomnes
were about the oddest. It was inpossible to understand their philosophy. Their
m nds worked al ong different paths from human intelligences. Self-preservation
and survival of the race—these two vital human instincts were lacking in
gnones. They neither died nor propagated. They just worked and fought.
Bad-tenpered little nmonsters, Crockett thought irritably. Yet they had existed
for—ages. Since the beginning, maybe. Their social organismwas the result of
evolution far older than man's. It might be well suited to gnonmes. Crockett

m ght be throwi ng the unnecessary nonkey wench in the machinery.

So what? He wasn't going to spend eternity digging anthracite, even though, in
retrospect, he remenbered feeling a curious thrill of obscure pleasure as he
wor ked. Digging mght be fun for gnomes. Certainly it was their raison d etre.
In time Crockett hinself mght |ose his human affiliations, and be

nmet anmor phosed conpletely into a gnome. What had happened to other humans who
had undergone such an—alteration as he had done? Al gnones |ooked alike. But
maybe Gru Magru had once been human—er Drook—er Brockl e Buhn.

They were gnomes now, at any rate, thinking and existing conpletely as gnones.
And in time he hinmself would be exactly like them Al ready he had acquired the
strange tropismthat attracted himto netals and repelled himfrom daylight.
But he didn't like to dig!

He tried to recall the little he knew about gnomes—niners, netal smiths, living
under ground. There was sonet hing about the Picts—dwarfish nen who hid

under ground when invaders came to Engl and, centuries ago. That seened to tie
in vaguely with the gnomes' dread of human beings. But the gnonmes thensel ves
were certainly not descended fromPicts. Very likely the two separate races
and speci es had becone identified through occupyi ng the sane habitat.

Wl l, that was no hel p. What about the Enperor? He wasn't, apparently, a gnone
with a high 1.Q, but he was a magici an. Those jewel s—Cockatrice Eggs—waere
significant. If he could get hold of the ones that transfornmed gnomes into nen

But obviously he couldn't at present. Better wait. Till the strike had been
called. The strike . . . Crockett went to sleep

He was roused, painfully, by Brockle Buhn, who seemed to have adopted him
Very likely it was her curiosity about the matter of a kiss. Fromtinme to tine
she offered to give Crockett one, but he steadfastly refused. In lieu of it,
she supplied himw th breakfast. At |east, he thought grimy, he'd get plenty
of iron in his system even though the rusty chips rather resenbled corn

fl akes. As a special inducenment Brockle Buhn sprinkled coal dust over the
mess. Well, no doubt his digestive systemhad al so altered. Crockett w shed he
could get an X-ray picture of his in-sides. Then he decided it would be much
too disturbing. Better not to know. But he could not help wondering. Gears in
his stomach? Small m || stones? What woul d happen if he inadvertently swall owed
some enery dust? Maybe he coul d sabotage the Enmperor that way.

Perceiving that his thoughts were beginning to veer wildly, Crockett gul ped



the last of his meal and foll owed Brockle Buhn to the anthracite tunnel
"How about the strike? How s it com ng?"
"Fine, Grockett." She sniled, and Crockett w nced at the sight. "Tonight al

the gnomes will meet in the Roaring Cave. Just after work."
There was no time for nore conversation. The overseer appeared, and the gnomes
snatched up their picks. Dig ... dig ... dig ... It kept up at the sane pace.

Crockett sweated and toiled. It wouldn't be for long. His nind slipped a cog,
so that he rel apsed into a waking slunber, his nuscles respondi ng
automatically to the need. Dig, dig, dig. Sonetinmes a fight. Once a rest

peri od. Then dig again.

Five centuries later the day ended. It was time to sleep

But there was sonething nuch nore inportant. The union nmeeting in the Roaring
Cave. Brockle Buhn conducted Crockett there, a huge cavern hung wth
glittering green stalactites. Ghomes cane pouring into it. Grhomes and nore
gnonmes. The turnip heads were everywhere. A dozen fights started. G u Magru,
Mugza, and Drook found places near Crockett. During a lull Brockle Buhn urged
himto a platformof rock jutting fromthe fl oor

"Now, " she whi spered. "They all know about it. Tell themwhat you want."
Crockett was | ooki ng out over the bobbing heads, the red and bl ue garnents,
all lit by that eerie silver glow "Fellow gnonmes," he began weakly.

"Fel | ow gnomes!" The words roared out, nagnified by the acoustics of the
cavern. That bull bell ow gave Crockett courage. He plunged on.

"Why shoul d you work twenty hours a day? Why shoul d you be forbidden to eat
the anthracite you dig, while Podrang squats in his bath and | aughs at you?
Fel | ow gnomes, the Enperor is only one; you are many! He can't make you worKk.
How woul d you like nud soup three times a day? The Enmperor can't fight you
all. If you refuse to work—all of you—he'll have to give in! He'll have to!"
"Tell 'em about the non-fighting edict,” Gu Magru called

Crockett obeyed. That got 'em Fighting was dear to every gnonic heart. And
Crockett kept on tal king.

"Podrang will try to back down, you know. He'll pretend he never intended to
forbid fighting. That'll show he's afraid of you! W hold the whip hand! W'l
strike—and the Enperor can't do a damm thing about it. Wen he runs out of nud
for his baths, he'll capitul ate soon enough."

"He'll enchant us all," Drook muttered sadly.

"He won't dare! Wat good woul d that do? He knows whi ch side hi s—dh—which side
his mud is buttered on. Podrang is unfair to gnones! That's our watchword!"

It ended, of course, in a brawl. But Crockett was satisfied. The gnones woul d
not go to work tonorrow. They woul d, instead, nmeet in the Council Chanber,
adj oi ni ng Podrang's throne room-and sit down.

That night he slept well.

In the norning Crockett went, with Brockle Buhn, to the Council Chanber, a
cavern gigantic enough to hold the thousands of gnomes who thronged it. In the
silver light their red and blue garments had a curiously elfin quality. O,

per haps, naturally enough, Crockett thought, Wre gnones, strictly speaking,

el ves?

Drook cane up. "I didn't draw Podrang's nud bath," he confided hoarsely. "On,
but he'll be furious. Listen to him"

And, indeed, a distant crackling of profanity was com ng through an archway in
one wall of the cavern

Migza and G-u Magru joined them "He'll be along directly,
"What a fight there'll be!"

"Let's fight now," Migza suggested. "I want to kick somebody. Hard."
"There's a gnonme who's asleep," Crockett said. "If you sneak up on him you
can | and a good one right in his face."

Mugza, drooling slightly, departed on his errand, and sinultaneously Podrang

the latter said.



1, Enperor of the Dornsef Gnhones, stunped into the cavern. It was the first
time Crockett had seen the ruler without a coating of nud, and he could not
hel p gul ping at the sight. Podrang was very ugly. He conmbined in hinself the
nost repul sive qualities

of every gnone Crockett had previously seen. The result was perfectly

i ndescri babl e.

"Ah," said Podrang, halting and swaying on his short bow legs. "I have guests.
Dr ook! Where in the nane of the nine steanming hells is my bath?" But Drook had
ducked from sight.

The Enperor nodded. "I see. Well, | won't lose ny tenper. | won't |ose ny
tenmper! | WON T—=

He paused as a stalactite was di sl odged fromthe roof and crashed down. In the
nmonentary silence, Crockett stepped forward, cringing slightly.

"Wwe're on strike," he announced. "It's a sit-down strike. W won't work
till—=

"Yaaah!" screamed the infuriated Enperor. "You won't work, eh? Wy, you
boggl e- eyed, flap-tongued, drag-bellied offspring of unmentionabl e al gae! You
seething little |l eprous blotch of bat-nibbled fungus! You cringing parasite on
t he undersi de of a dwarfish and ignoble worm Yaaah!"

"Fight!" the irrepressi ble Migza yelled, and flung hinmself on Podrang, only to
be felled by a well-placed foul blow

Crockett's throat felt dry. He raised his voice, trying to keep it steady.
"Your Majesty! If you'll just wait a m nute—=

"You mushroom nosed spawn of degenerate black bats,"” the enraged Enperor
shrieked at the top of his voice. "I'lIl enchant you all! I'lIl turn you into
nai ads! Strike, will you! Stop me fromhaving nmy mud bath, will you? By
Kronos, Nid, Ynmr, and Loki, you'll have cause to regret this! Yaah!" he
finished, inarticulate with fury.

"Quick!" Crockett whispered to Gu and Brockl e Buhn. "Get between him and the
door, so he can't get hold of the Cockatrice Eggs."

"They're not in the throne room" G u Magru expl ai ned unhel pfully. "Podrang
just grabs themout of the air."

"Ch!" the harassed Crockett groaned. At that strategi c noment Brockle Buhn's
worst instincts overcane her. Wth a |l oud shriek of delight she knocked
Crockett down, kicked himtw ce, and sprang for the Enperor

She got in one good bl ow before Podrang hanmered her atop the head with one
gnarled fist, and instantly her turnip-shaped skull seened to prolapse into
her torso. The Enperor, bright purple with fury, reached out—and a yell ow
crystal appeared in his hand.

It was one of the Cockatrice Eggs.

Bel lowi ng like a nmusth el ephant, Podrang hurled it. Acircle of twenty feet
was instantly cleared anong the massed gnones. But it wasn't vacant. Dozens of
bats rose and fluttered about, adding to the confusion

Conf usi on became chaos. Wth yells of delighted fury, the gnonmes rolled
forward toward their ruler. "Fight!" the cry thundered out, reverberating from
the roof. "Fight!"

Podr ang snat ched anot her crystal from nothi ngness—a green one, this tine.
Thirty-seven gnomes were instantly transformed into earthworns, and were
tranpl ed. The Enperor went down under an aval anche of attackers, who abruptly
di sappeared, turned into mce by another of the Cockatrice Eggs.

Crockett saw one of the crystals sailing toward him and ran like hell. He
found a hiding place behind a stalagnite, and fromthere watched t he carnage.
It was definitely a sight worth seeing, though it could not be reconmended to
a nervous man.

The Cockatrice Eggs exploded in an incessant stream Wenever that happened,
the spell spread out for twenty feet or nore before losing its efficacy. Those
caught on the fringes of the circle were only partially transformed. Crockett
saw one gnone with a nole's head. Another was a wormfromthe wai st down.

Anot her was—dl p! Sone of the spell-patterns were not, apparently, drawn even
from known nyt hol ogy.



The fury of noise that filled the cavern brought stalactites crashing down

i ncessantly fromthe roof. Ever so often Podrang's battered head woul d
reappear, only to go down again as nore gnones sprang to the attack—to be
enchanted. M ce, noles, bats, and other things filled the Council Chanber.
Crockett shut his eyes and prayed.

He opened themin time to see Podrang snatch a red crys-

tal out of the air, pause, and then deposit it gently behind him A purple
Cockatrice Egg cane next. This crashed against the floor, and thirty gnones
turned into tree toads.

Apparently only Podrang was i mmune to his own magi c. The thousands who had
filled the cavern were rapidly thinning, for the Cockatrice Eggs seened to
cone from an inexhaustible source of supply. How long would it be before
Crockett's own turn canme? He couldn't hide here forever

H s gaze riveted to the red crystal Podrang had so carefully put down. He was
renmenberi ng somet hi ng—the Cockatrice Egg that woul d transform gnonmes into
human bei ngs. O course! Podrang woul dn't use that, since the very sight of
men was so distressing to gnones. If Crockett could get his hands on that red

crystal
He tried it, sneaking through the confusion, sticking close to the wall of the
cavern, till he neared Podrang. The Emperor was swept away by anot her onrush

of gnomes, who abruptly changed into dormice, and Crockett got the red jewel.
It felt abnormally cold.

He al nost broke it at his feet before a thought stopped and chilled him He
was far under Dornsef Muntain, in a labyrinth of caverns. No human being
could find his way out. But a gnome could, with the aid of his strange tropism

to daylight.
A bat flew against Crockett's face. He was al nost certain it squeaked, "What a
fight!" in a parody of Brockle Buhn's voice, but he couldn't be sure. He cast

one gl ance over the cavern before turning to flee.

It was a conplete and utter chaos. Bats, noles, worns, ducks, eels, and a
dozen ot her species crawled, flew, ran, bit, shrieked, snarled, grunted,
whooped, and croaked all over the place. Fromall directions the renaining
gnonmes—enl y about a thousand now—were convergi ng on a surging nound of gnones
t hat marked where the Enperor was. As Crockett stared the mound dissol ved, and
a nunber of gecko lizards ran to safety.

"Strike, will you!" Podrang bellowed. "I'Il show you!"

Crockett turned and fled. The throne roomwas deserted, and he ducked into the
first tunnel. There, he concentrated on thinking of daylight. H s left ear
felt compressed. He sped on till he saw a side passage on the left, slanting
up, and turned into it at top speed. The nuffled noise of conbat died behind
hi m

He clutched the red Cockatrice Egg tightly. Wat had gone w ong? Podrang
shoul d have stopped to parley. Only—enly he hadn't. A singularly bad-tenpered
and shortsighted gnone. He probably wouldn't stop till he'd depopul ated his
entire kingdom At the thought Crockett hurried along faster

The tropi smguided him Sonetines he took the wong tunnel, but always,
whenever he thought of daylight, he would feel the nearest daylight pressing
against him H's short, bowed | egs were surprisingly hardy.

Then he heard someone running after him

He didn't turn. The sizzling blast of profanity that curled his ears told him
the identity of the pursuer. Pod-rang had no doubt cleared the Counci

Chanber, to the last gnome, and was now i ntending to tear Crockett apart pinch
by pinch. That was only one of the things he prom sed.

Crockett ran. He shot along that tunnel like a bullet. The tropi sm gui ded him
but he was terrified | est he reach a dead end. The clamor from behi nd grew

| ouder. If Crockett hadn't known better, he would have inagi ned that an arny
of gnomes pursued him

Faster! Faster! But now Podrang was in sight. H's roars shook the very walls.



Crockett sprinted, rounded a coner, and saw a wall of flamng light—a circle
of it, in the distance. It was daylight, as it appeared to gnom c eyes.

He could not reach it in tine. Podrang was too close. A few nore seconds, and
those gnarled, terrible hands would cl ose on Crockett's throat.

Then Crockett remenbered the Cockatrice Egg. If he transformed hinself into a
man now, Podrang woul d not dare touch him And he was al nbst at the tunnel's
nout h.

He stopped, whirling, and lifted the jewel. Sinultane-

ously the Enperor, seeing his intention, reached out with both hands, and
snatched six or seven of the crystals out of the air. He threw themdirectly
at Crockett, a fusillade of rainbow colors.

But Crockett had already slamred the red gem down on the rock at his feet.
There was an ear-splitting crash. Jewels seened to burst all around
Crockett—but the red one had been broken first.

The roof fell in.

A short while later, Crockett dragged hinself painfully fromthe debris. A

gl ance showed himthat the way to the outer world was still open. And—thank
heaven! —dayl i ght | ooked normal again, not that flam ng bl aze of eye-searing
whi t e.

He | ooked toward the depths of the tunnel, and froze. Podrang was energing,
with some difficulty, froma mund of rubble. H's | ow curses had | ost none of
their fire.

Crockett turned to run, stunbled over a rock, and fell flat. As he sprang up,
he saw that Podrang had seen him

The gnome stood transfixed for a nonent. Then he yelled, spun on his heel, and
fled into the darkness. He was gone. The sound of his rapid footfalls died.
Crockett swallowed with difficulty. Giones are afraid of men—whew That had
been a cl ose squeak. But now ...

He was nore relieved than he had thought. Subconsciously he must have been
wonderi ng whet her the spell would work, since Podrang had flung six or seven
Cockatrice Eggs at him But he had smashed the red one first. Even the
strange, silvery gnone-light was gone. The depths of the cave were utterly

bl ack—and sil ent.

Crockett headed for the entrance. He pulled hinself out, luxuriating in the
warnth of the afternoon sun. He was near the foot of Dornsef Muntain, in a
patch of branbles. A hundred feet away a farmer was plow ng one terrace of a
field.

Crockett stunbled toward him As he approached, the man turned.

He stood transfixed for a moment. Then he yelled, spun on his heel, and fled.
H s shrieks drifted back up the nountain as Crockett, renmenbering the
Cockatrice Eggs, forced hinself to | ook down at his own body.

Then he screanmed, too. But the sound was not one that could ever have energed
froma human throat.

Still, that was natural enough—dnder the circunstances.



