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Before his eyes a splendid and stately city was takfng shape—out of the
ruin of eye-wrenching color.
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The Bright Illusion

Science—even the science of a
god—could not shake the basic
fiber of a man who saw clearly

by C. L. Moore

THROUGH the blinding shimmer

of sun wupon sand, Dixon

squinted painfully at the cu-
rious mirage ahead. He was reeling
with thirst and heat and weariness, and
about him the desert heaved in long,
blurred waves, but through the haze of
his own weakness, and through the sun-
haze upon the desert, he peered anx-
iously at the thing and could not make
it out.

Nothing he had ever seen or heard of
could cause such a mirage as this. It
was a great oval of yellow light, bulging
up convexly from the earth like some
translucent golden egg half buried in
the sand. And over its surface there
seemed to be an immense busyness, as
if it was covered with tiny, shimmering
things that moved constantly. He had
never seen anything remotely resem-
bling it before.

As he toiled through the sand toward
the bright illusion, he became aware of
darker specks around it haphazardly,
specks that as he approached took on
the aspect of men grotesquely sprawled
in attitudes of death. He could not
make it out. Of course it was a mirage,
yet it did not recede as he advanced,
and the details of those sprawled bodies
became clearer and clearer, and the
great translucent oval loomed up against
the sky mystifyingly.

He thought he must be dreaming, or
perhaps a little unbalanced by heat and
thirst. He had been struggling through

this burning sand under this burning
sun for a long while now, and there
were times when the rush of illusion
swallowed him up, and he could hear
water splashing and fountains tinkling
in the empty desert about him. This
must “be a hallucination, then, for it
could scarcely be a mirage. He was al-
most upon it, and it had so real a look
—those bodies, sprawling

He stumbled over the first, for some-
how his muscles did not codrdinate very
well now. It was the sun-withered body
of an old man in the legion uniform, his
kepi fallen forward over his face. The
next was that of an Arab in a tangle of
dirty white garments, and beyond him
was the almost-fresh corpse of a boy in
khaki shorts and sun helmet.

Dixon wondered dully what had hap-
pened to them and why the bodies were
in such varying stages of decomposition.
He lifted a dragging head and peered
at the great egg-shaped thing bulging
up from the sand. It reminded him of
a huge bubble of golden water, save that
bubbles were round, and——

Belatedly, caution returned to him.
These dead men must have met their
deaths somehow through the presence
of the great egg. He had better advance
more cautiously or—and then the pull
seized him. He had come too near.
Something inexorable and slow was
dragging him forward—or was it" that
the great bubble was advancing toward
him?
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Sky and sand reeled. And the dis-
‘tance between him and the great egg-
shaped thing lessened and lessened and
—and, somehow, he found himself flat
against a great golden translucency that
shivered against him with the strangest
motion, as if it was alive and hungry
for——

He felt that he should be afraid, yet,
somehow, he was not aware of fear at
all. The golden light was closing over
him and around him with a queer, en-
gulfing motion. He shut his eyes and
relaxed utterly in the impassive grip of
the thing.

DIXON was lying motionless in the
midst of a golden radiance that seemed
crystal clear, yet so obstructed his vision
that he could see only a few yards away,
and the desert landscape outside was as
unreal as a dream. The most delicious
sensation of rest and well-being was

surging through him in slow waves that

succeeded one another like ripples on a
shore, each leaving an increasing resi-
due of serenity and luxurious comfort.
Thirst and hunger and weariness had
vanished in a breath. He knew no fear
or anxiety. In a trancelike calm he lay
there, feeling the waves flow through
him unbroken, staring up into the lucid
golden light without wonder or surprise.
How long he lay there he never knew.
In the perfect peace of the glow infold-
ing him, he was very dimly aware that
the all-penetrating waves were washing
through him in a way which queerly
suggested searching. They permeated
every atom of him, flooding his brain
with light and calmness. :
In his tranced quiet he knew, without
actually realizing, that memory in light-
ning flashes was reeling through his
mind: Abstract memories of things he
had learned in college and in after life.
Snatches of literature, fragments of sci-
ences. = Mathematical problems solved
in breath-taking speed and supplanted
by chemical formulas that melted into
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the bits of psychology remembered
from school days. Impassively he lay
there, scarcely realizing the flashing re-
views that passed through his light-
flooded brain.

And then the tempo of the ripples
that went over him began to change.
His mind awoke by degrees from its
pleasant coma, though his body still lay
relaxed. And now the wavelets in the
queerest way were beating upon his
brain tantalizingly. Little fragments of
thoughts not his own blew through his
mind and faded.

He struggled to grasp them. He
clutched at the vanishing tags, striving
to weld them together, feeling obscurely
that if he could retain each small flutter
as it wavered through his mind, if he
could put them together and fuse them
in a unit, he might understand.

Very slowly he succeeded. Very
slowly the waves as they flowed through
him began to surrender their meanings
to his clutching mind; meanings that
solidified and amplified with each suc-
ceeding wave, building themselves up
slowly as ripple after ripple washed
serenely through the straining brain that
was learning so painfully to comprehend
their significance.

By degrees Dixon realized that some
intelligence was striving to communicate
with him. The knowledge did not come
in words, or even word-forms intro-
duced into his brain. But it came,
slowly and inexorably, building up and
up as wave after measured wave flowed
through him and vanished, leaving' a
residue of knowledge to be increased by
the next.

And the vast, the almost divine, im-
personality of it staggered him. This
being—intelligence—presence—was  so
utterly abstract a thing that even in
the knowledge it imparted to him was
no hint of personality or consciousness
of individual being. There could have
been no “I” in its supervocabulary of
thought-ripples. Divinely serene, di-
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THE BRIGHT ILLUSION

vinely abstract, it allowed knowledge to
flow through the brain of the man sus-
pended in its heart. And by measured
degrees that knowledge built itself up in
his mind.

He had been chosen. For a long
while this being had been waiting here,
trapping the men who came near
enough, sending its light-waves in floods
through their minds to illuminate their
thoughts and their capacity for knowl-
edge, probing their intelligences. All
those others lying outside had been
found wanting. The being had dis-
carded them and waited, in its serene
passivity, until the right man came by.

This much flowed through his brain.
Then there was a hiatus, to permit him
to absorb the knowledge, to understand.
After a while the wavelets began to beat
through him again in their measured
slowness. He became aware of vast,
dim voids, blank stretches empty of
space or time or any of the myriad di-
mensions. He knew that through these,
while long periods elapsed which yet
had no relation to the time he under-
stood, the great light-bubble had trav-
eled from some origin unthinkably far
away, on a quest. He realized that it
had at last emerged from those gray,
formless voids into the interstellar space
of his own universe; that it had made
its way here, driven by a vast purpose
he could not grasp, and had come to
rest upon the desert sands, to lie in wait.

Again there was a gap in the thought-
waves, and again Dixon lay still, assimi-
lating that stunning knowledge. And
yet, somehow, he was not greatly sur-
prised or in the remotest way skeptical.
He waited.

PRESENTLY the flow began again.
There was, in another part of space, a
world which this being desired—or no,
not desired. There was nothing so hu-
man or personal a thing as desire about
it. A world which it meant to have; a
very alien world, he gathered, from the
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sort he knew. Peopled by alien crea-
tures and built in other dimensions than
those which formed his own universe.

These people worshiped a powerful
god. And it was this worship—this

_godhood—which the being that infolded

him meant to possess. It tried to give
him a glimpse of why, but the thought-
waves which flowed through his brain
were incomprehensible and remote—not
knowledge, but a jumble of unrelated
impressions, without coherence. After
a few vain attempts to instill the reason
for its purpose into his mind, the being
apparently dismissed the point as un-
necessary and went on.

This god which it meant to dispossess
was very powerful; so powerful that of
itself the being could do nothing to
overthrow it, could not even pass the
barriers set up to guard the strange
world. It had need of an intelligent,
animate creature from a world different
enough in structure so that the god’s
peculiar powers would have no effect
upon him.

Gradually the measured beats made
it clear to Dixon that he was the chosen
envoy. He was to be transported there,
armed in potent ways, sent out into the
new world to overthrow the god’s do-
main and make way for his sponsor
to take possession.

There was a long hiatus after that.
Dixon lay quiet, rather stunned by the
magnitude of the thing. The being
which engulfed him must have sensed
the growing rebellion in his mind, for
after a while the beats began again.
And Dixon knew that the proposition
was not a compulsory one. But—the
knowledge flowed casually through him
—though he was free to be released and
set back upon his journey if he refused
the plan, he would inevitably die soon—
die very unpleasantly.

There was no water within any pos-
sible reach, and a band of veiled Tou-
regs was scouring the desert near by in
search of that Arab who lay in a hud-
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dle of dirty white robes outside the egg-
shaped bubble. If he did not die of
thirst before they caught him, he would
die in a manner infinitely more unde-
sirable at their hands. But, of course,
if he so desired, he was free to go.

Dixon digested this
thoughtfully, hesitating though he knew
he had no choice. His blind stumbling
through the desert could have no other
end than slow death, as he had been
aware even before he came upon the
great bubble. And if there were Tou-
regs near—even in the bodily trance
that cradled him he shuddered. He had
seen victims of Toureg tortures, miracu-
lously alive after days and days of
He turned his mind from that.
he had no choice.

And gradually a little spark of excite-
ment began to burn in him. What an
adventure! And though death might lie
at the end of it, there was at least a
hope for life, and he knew he had not
even that if he refused. Consent was
forming in his mind, but even before it
crystallized, the being must have known,
for about him the lucid radiancé sud-
denly began to cloud and change, Milki-
ness flooded threugh it and through his
body and his brain. Oblivion swallowed
him up.

No;

WHEN  realization returned to
Dixon it came slowly. Layer by layer
the oblivion melted from his mind. He
had a vague impression of vast spaces
traversed and barriers surmounted, and
somehow he sensed an indefinable dif-
ference in the space that surrounded the
bubble, though it was indefinite how he
knew it. A little beat quivered through
him, and another, clearing away the
fogs of his consciousness. Then knowl-
edge began to pulse again through him
in measured flow.

. They had crossed gulfs greater than
he could comprehend. They were sus-
pended now above the world of their
destination. He was to look briefly

information °
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upon it, for even through the protecting
walls of the light-bubble the thing that
he would see was so alien to him
that in his present form he could not
bear to gaze upon it long.

Then the light about Dixon cleared
to translucence, and somehow he was
looking out and down upon a scene that
stunned his eyes with its violence. He
had an instant’s impression of a land
that shrieked and raved with maniacal
color beyond any conception of color
as he knew it. He turned his eyes winc-
ingly away and stared down at the scene
immediately below. And though in
point of actual space it must have been
very far away, he could see everything
quite clearly and with a wider radius of
vision than he was accustomed to. It
was as if in one glance he encompassed
the whole circle of the horizon.

The world below was one vast city
that reeled away in terrace below crazy
terrace out to a sky line that shimmered
with white dazzle. And the colors that
blazed and howled and agonized over
the insane angles of the place turned
him sick and dizzy. They were incred-
ible angles and impossible colors, the
tints and the tilts of madness—wild,
staggering lines and arcs and jagged
peaks, crazy inclines broken by ridges
of eruptive color, zigzag bridges, build-
ings that leaned out in gravity-defying
angles.

All these incredible terraces mounted
up and up in diminishing arcs to the
topmost tier of all. This was small and
smooth, though over its pavement the
insane colors sprawled blotchily. And
in the very center a mighty column rose,
blacker than any darkness he had ever
seen before. On its height burned a
pale flame.

But the inhabitants! Dixon could see
them quite clearly despite the distance.
They were sinuous and serpentine, and
their motions were blurs of swiftness,
poems of infinite grace. They were not
men—they had never been men in any
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stage of their evolution. And if the
colors of the buildings were agony to
his eyes, the living, unstable hues that
writhed and crawled over the beings be-
low were so frightful that his gaze re-
belled. For this reason he never knew
just how they were shaped.

There was one standing just below
the great black pillar whereon burned
the flame, and of this he had the clear-
est view. It was boneless and writhing,
livid with creeping color. Its single
great eye, lucid and expressionless,
stared from an unfeatured, mouthless
face, half scarlet and half purple, be-
tween which two shades a wedge of
nameless green broadened as he looked
away.

He had seen this much before the
pellucid crystal began to cloud about
him once more and the slow knowledge
began its beat through his brain. He
must look no longer, or something dis-
astrous might happen to his benumbed
senses. He understood by now that it
was not in his own form that he was to
go out into the crazy land. He was
sure, even without that seeping knowl-
edge, that his own body could never
endure the colors of the place, nor could
his own material feet tread the dizzy
angles. Many of the streets and bridges
were too steep for human feet to walk.

And he was understanding, as the
slow waves flowed on, how different
these peaple were from his own kind.
Not only in appearance ; their very sub-
stance was different from flesh and
blood, the atoms arranged in different
patterns. They obtained nourishment
in an incomprehensible way from some
source he could not understand. Their
emotions and habits and purposes were
alien to all his experience, and among
them even the sexes were not those he
knew.

They were more numerous than man-
kind’s two, and their functions were en-
tirely different. Reproduction here was
based on an utterly alien principle.

http://wordsenvisioned.com/
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When the pause came in the waves of
knowledge, Dixon was a little dizzy with
the complete strangeness of this place
and with wonder how he would be an-
abled to enter it. He lay still, wonder-
ing, until the flow began again.

THEN the knowledge of the way he
was to be introduced into the strange
god’s domain began to surge in de-
liberate beats through his brain. It
seemed simple, yet the magnitude of it
was staggering. A sort of veil of illu-
sion was to be dropped between him and
these alien beings. To them, his form
would seem one of their own. Through
the veil his speech would be filtered and
changed into their indescribable mode of
communication. And to him they would
have the appearance of humanity, their
speech would be understandable, their
curious emotions translated into fa-
miliarity.

Even their multiple sexes would be
resolved arbitrarily into two. For
though this being could not approach
any nearer the strange god whose flame
burned upon the pillar, it seemed to
have immense power even from this
distance in the crazy world below.

The slow-beating waves made him
aware that during his sojourn in the
strange place he would be guided and
in a measure protected and that this
knowledge would still flow through his
brain. All this was possible, he under-
stood, because of his own complete dif-
ference from anything in this world—
such a difference that he would not
cause even a ripple upon the surface of
the god’s consciousness until the time
came for his overthrow.

Then again the cloudiness began to
clear, until Dixon was looking out
through crystal walls upon that reeling
city below. For an instant it shuddered
with mad colors before his aching éyes.
And then over the whole crazy pano-
rama the queerest blurring came. He
looked down upon a changing world
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wherein the wild colors faded and ran
together and the staggering angles of
that mighty vista below were obscured
in structural changes whose purpose he
began to understand.

Before his eyes a splendid and stately .

city was taking shape. Out of the ruin
of eye-wrenching color rose tier beyond
tier of white pillars and translucent
domes. Roofs of alabaster formed
themselves under a sky whose pallor
was deepening into blue.

When he tore his eyes away from that
magnificent vista, terrace dropping
away below terrace, crowned with
domes and spires and columns wreathed
in green, far out to the distant horizon,
he saw that over the crowded streets
with their swarms of multicolored hor-
rors a stranger change was falling. Out
of the mingling indistinctnesses of
those colors without name, the sem-
blance of humanity grew. People of
noble stature and stately bearing, robed
in garments of shining steel, took form
before his eyes.

In less time than it takes to tell, a
metropolis of familiar aspect stretched
invitingly under his gaze. That night-
mare of colors was gone as a nightmare
goes, leaving no faintest trace behind.
Yet he knew as he looked down that in
reality nothing was changed. The
writhing people still flashed with the
infinite speed and grace through tip-
tilted streets of gravity-defying angles.
He blinked and looked again, but the
illusion held steady—a stupendous city,
smiling under a blue, familiar sky.

Slowly through his consciousness beat
the realization that, once down there in
the metamorphosed world, he must
search out the temple of the god, find
its vulnerable spot, provide as it were
a window, so that through his eyes the
being which had brought him here could
see its enemy’s weakness and instruct
Dixon further. And it was impressed
upon him, too, that all possible speed
must be made, for though there was lit-
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tle danger that the god would realize the
inimical presence, yet his very safe-
guard was his greatest danger.

Dixon was so alien to the ultimate
particles of his being that, though this
protected him from the god, yet it made
his maintenance in the strange world
very difficult. It was a strain even upon
the vast powers of the light-bubble
being to keep that veil of illusion
stretched protectingly between him and
this world, the very sight and touch of
which would send him mad if he was
exposed to it long unguarded.

THERE was a little pause after this,
and Dixon lay still, awed by the un-
thinkable difference between his own
structure of mind and body and that of
the strange place and people below.
Then with breath-taking abruptness,
darkness dropped over him. One in-
stant he lay serenely cradled in golden
radiance, the next he was dropping
through blackness with a queer, high
scream in his ears as if he fell through
some resisting atmosphere which was
not air. Physically he was protected,
but he could hear the thin sound of it
in varying intensities.

And then without warning the dark-
ness broke, and he found his feet upon
solid ground without any hint of jar.
He was simply standing upon a marble
pavement under a clear blue sky and
looking out over a breath-stopping vista
of world-city, dropping away in terrace
below shining terrace to a distant sky
line, out and away in broadening tiers.

Light - shimmered dazzlingly upon
far-away steel figures moving through
the streets below, away and away until
they were no more than tiny pin pricks
of shimmer on the horizon’s edge.
From each broad circular terrace a mar-
ble ramp led down to the next beneath,
and over these the steel-bright people
were swarming in busy hordes.

And Dixon knew, even as he stared
with caught breath at the magnificence
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of it, that in reality he stood at the apex
of a city of madness that reeled away
below him in tier after crazy tier, a
nightmare of meaningless angles and
raving color, through whose streets
things writhing and dreadful and
a-crawl with living hues were flashing
with movements of blurring speed.

All this splendor was a veil across his
eyes. What unknowable activities were
really taking place below? On what
nameless errands were these busy
crowds bound? Then a little sound at
his side turned him from the dizzy
thoughts tormenting his brain, and he
flashed an abrupt glance sidewise, alert
for danger. Then he caught his breath
and stared.

SHE WAS SLIM as a sword blade
in her steel robe, standing under the
mighty tower of the black pillar, and
she was lovelier than a dream. Her
hair swung in black, page-boy curls to
“her shoulders, and from under the dark-
ness of it eyes as blue as steel met his
unwaveringly. She was all bright metal
to his first glance, steel-molded curves
of her under the armored robe, steel
lights upon her burnished hair, steel-
bright eyes shining.

All steel and brightness—but Dixon
saw that her mouth was soft and colored
like hot embers. And for an instant he
wanted to burst into crazy song. It was
an inexplicable feeling that he had never
known before, a heady delight in being
alive. But even through the exultation,
he knew that he looked upon an illu-
sion. He knew that she was a faceless,
crawling thing, without sex, without any
remotest kinship to anything he knew.
And yet this illusion was very lovely
and——

She was looking up at him with star-
tled eyes, and now she spoke, a little
breathlessly, in a sweet, tinkling voice:
“You—you have come? Oh, whence
have you come?” And he thought that
she was striving hard not to believe
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something which she wanted with all
her soul to think true.

There was no answer he could give.
He glanced around helplessly at the
blue, empty sky, at the great pillar ris-
ing behind her, at the pale flame burn-
ing so steadily upon its summit. That
blaze held him for an instant, and in the
instant he stood with eyes uplifted, the
girl must have thought she had her an- -
swer, for she caught her breath in a
gasp that was half a sob, and in one
swift motion she fell to her knees before
him, a miracle of sliding grace in that
close gown of steel, so that the light
rippled all down her sweet, slim body
and lay bluely on the wings of her hair
that swung forward as she bent her
head.

“I knew it! I knew!” she breathed.
“I knew my god would send you! Oh,
praise great IL, who has sent me such
an envoy!”

Dixon looked down upon the bent
black head, his eyes troubled. If she
believed him a messenger from the god,
it would simplify his task enormously.
And yet—he had entertained no scru-
ples about displacing the god of a ma-
niacal world peopled with writhing.
monstrosities, - but this was different,
somehow. This girl

“I am the high priestess of our god,”
she murmured, as if in answer to his
half-formed query. “I have served IL
with all my heart for many cycles now,
but only he knows how I have prayed
for the coming of an envoy among us.
Such honor is enough to—to——" The
sweet voice choked suddenly on a sob,
as if the answer to her prayer was too
much for her to endure unmoved.

Dixon bent and took her chin in his
hand, lifting her face to his. The
steel-bright eyes were dazzling with dif-
fused tears. The red mouth trembled.
She was looking up at him with awe
and worship upon her face, and sud-
denly he knew that he wanted no wor-
ship from her. He resented that look
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of respect and awe. He wanted—well,
he wanted her to see a man, not a divine
messenger. He wanted to——

Then the queerest madness came over
him, deliciously—and he acted. He
stooped swiftly and set his lips over the
trembling red lips of the girl, and for
an instant the whole strange world
reeled and swam in a heady pleasure
like nothing he had ever known before.

When he straightened and stood look-
'ing down upon her, she met his eyes
with purest bewilderment in hers, one
hand hovering at her lips and incompre-
hension radiant in every line of her.
Her blue gaze was traveling over him
from head to foot in swift, puzzled
glances.

And then realization swept back upon
him tremendously. To her he wore the
writhing shape that was hers in reality.
That troubled blue gaze was the gaze of
a single pale eye which traveled over the
crawling limbs of a monster. He was
. not even sure that, to her, kneeling de-
noted homage and wondered in what
alien way she was actually expressing
her awe.

It was an uncanny feeling which was
to haunt him through all his hours here
—the knowledge that what he looked
upon was unreal, the wonder as to what
was actually taking place behind the
mask of humanity which only he could
see. That kiss—how had it seemed to
her? What nameless gesture had he
seemed to perform before her eyes—
her eye? For he had kissed a monstros-
ity that had no mouth. Remembering
the glimpse he had caught of a one-
eyed, featureless face crawling with
alive colors, he shuddered and turned
back to the kneeling girl as if for re-
assurance,

DIXON was aware of a curious
emptiness within him because of this
beauty which was only an illusion—had
never been, would never be. He was
looking straight into her steel-blue eyes
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now, and she was smiling very tremu-
lously and with that puzzled look still
upon her face. He could see the little
shimmering tumult her heart made
under the dazzle of her robe. And she
was not even female!

He narrowed his eyes and strove to
pierce the mirage for a moment ; to con-
vince himself that here knelt a colored
horror of sinuosity and sexlessness.
And everything within him cried out
protestingly. She-was human—she was
lovely—she was everything desirable
and sweet. And she did not even exist
save as a crawling horror upon whom
in her normal guise he could never dare

-to look.

Then, as if to refute that, she flashed
up at him a small, uncertain smile which
made her so unmistakably human and
sweet that he disbelieved everything but
her own reality, and she said:

“What—what was the meaning of
that, O divine envoy?”

He frowned. “You are to call me
Dixon,” he said. “And that was—well,
just a form of greeting.”

“The way they greet one another in
great IL’s domain—in paradise? Then

”  She rose in one swift motion.
Before he realized what was happening
she had risen upon her sandled toes and
her warm mouth was brushing his.
“Then I return your greeting, O
Dixon.”

- Involuntarily his arms closed around
her. Her body was firm and soft and
warm in his clasp—the body of a living
human girl—a mirage more real than
reality. And again he wondered what
nameless rites she was actually perform-
ing ~ behind the illusory wveil which
masked her real, writhing self. And
because she felt so pleasant in his arms
he released her abruptlty and stepped
back, knowing the first quickening of
uneasiness. - Good Heaven, could it be
possible for a man to fall in love with a
hallucination ?

She looked up at him serenely, evi-
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dently feeling that she had mastered a
difficult point of divine etiquette.

“How pleasant a thing is this new
way of greeting!” she murmured, half
to herself. “And now, O Dixon, you
have but to command me in all things.
What would you in IL’s world-city ?”

Dixon debated swiftly with himself.
After all, lovely though she seemed, she
was—and he must bear this in mind
constantly, lest something dangerous be-
fall—she was a sinuous, faceless thing,
a creeping horror with the tints of an
incredible spectrum. She was no more
than this, and he must find his way, by
her help, into the god IL’s temple and
let the light-being look through his eyes
so that he might find IL’s vulnerable
spot.

After that—well, he must do as he
was commanded. IL would be over-
thrown, his own sponsor would usurp
the godship, and that would be all. As
for these beings which peopled the
world, no doubt the change of gods
would be a startling thing, but there was
no help for it. He had but to perform
his own part and then go.

“O Dixon!” the sweet, light voice of
the girl broke in upon his thoughts. “O
Dixon, would you see how IL’s temple
is kept by his worshipers? Would you
see how devoutly his world adores
him?”

“Yes,” said Dixon thankfully, “You
may lead me to IL’s temple.”

She genuflected again, a poem of
grace in that steel gown along which the
light slid in long lines as she moved, and
the dark hair swung forward about her
face. Then she turned and crossed the
terrace toward a ramp which led down
into the city. They went down the slope
of it—what eye-tormenting angles of
spanning actually led downward he
could not even guess—and emerged
upon a broad street lined with pillared
buildings. There were throngs of steel-
robed people here who parted in devout
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rows as the priestess came down the
ramp.

She paused at the head of the street
and lifted her arms, and Dixon heard
her voice ringing clearly over the crowd.

“Great IL has answered our prayers
at last,” she cried. “He has sent us an
envoy from his own divinity. Here is
the messenger from our god!”

A MURMUR went over the crowd—
a murmur of awe and rejoicing. And
then they knelt in long, sinuous rows as
if a wind had blown across a field of
sword blades. And with incredible
swiftness the whisper ran back along
the street, from mouth to mouth. He
imagined it rippling out and out, down
and down, from terrace to terrace, until
it reached the ultimate limits of the
whole tiered world.

They stepped down among the kneel-
ing throngs, walking a lane of steel wor-
shipers, and by the time they had
reached the end of the street Dixon
could see flecks of light far away below
hurrying upward as the news spread.
Up through the pillared streets and the
green terraces they came swarming,
men and women in robes of linked
metal, with intent, awe-struck faces up-
turned. -

Dixon moved on with a long stride,
a divine messenger from a god march-
ing in triumph through a city without
ends or boundaries, for as far as he
could see the steel flecks that were peo-
ple flashed up through the buildings be-
low. And their multitudes were breath-
taking. The whole vast city swarmed
with living steel as wave after wave of
armored people rolled upward toward
the heights. His brain reeled with the
numbers of them.

Over the bowed heads of the throngs
as they advanced, Dixon glanced cu-
riously at the buildings which lined the
streets, casting about for some clue to
the sort of life those people led. He
found nothing. The marble pillars and
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walls rose as blankly as stage sets along
the streets. A mask had been set for
him over the realities of the place, but
it was not a living mask. There were
no shops, no markets, no residences.
Rows of noncommittal pillars faced him
blankly, betraying no secrets. Appar-
ently the light-being had been unable to
do more than mask the strangeness of
this world. It could not infuse into it
the spirit of a daily life so utterly alien
as man’s.

They went on through the dead-faced
streets, down another ramp, and always
the people dropped to their knees, per-
fectly the illusion of humanity. What,
he wondered, were they actually doing?
In what weird, incredible way were they
really expressing their devotion? It
was, of course, better not to know.

Dixon watched the girl before him
walking proudly and lightly through the
homage-stricken throngs, her dark head
high, the steel robe rippling over the
loveliness of her body as she moved.
Presently she paused for him, smiling
over her shoulder in a way that made
his heart quicken, and turned in under
the great arch of a doorway.

It was not a particularly imposing
structure; no more than a marble-col-
umned building with a huge dark por-
tal. But once inside Dixon stopped in
stunned astonishment at the vastness
spread out before him.

It must have occupied the whole in-
terior of all the terraces above—a
mighty dome about which the buildings
and streets overhead were the merest
shell. In the dimness he could not des-
cry the limits of it, but he saw that the
whole vast temple was built in the shape
of a great dome. For temple it must
be. He knew that instinctively. There
was the shadow of divinity in it, some-
how—a vast calm. And for an instant,
as he stared about the great place, he
forgot even the presence of the girl at
his side.

In the very center of the wide, dark
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floor lay a pool of pale radiance which
somehow gave the impression that it
seethed and boiled, though its surface
lay untroubled under the lofty dome of
the roof. And above the pool the ceil-
ing was shaped like a burning lens to
gather and concentrate the radiance
arising from it. This centered at the
apex of the roof in a dazzle of light at
which he could not look directly. He
realized that the center of this burning
brilliance must be just under the pillar
which crowned the topmost terrace—the
pillar upon which burned the flame
of IL.

Beyond the column of light rising
from the pool, Dixon saw dimly in the
gloom of the great temple the glimmer
of steel robes. There was an arch in
the far wall, so distant he could scarcely
make it out, and in this doorway a small
steel figure stood. As he watched, the
sonerous boom of a gong rang through
the dimness. The air trembled with
sound, and through the shaking twi-
light the figure stepped out resolutely,
crossing the floor with even, unhurried
strides.

He could not tell at that distance if
it was man or woman, but it approached
the radiant pool with, somehow, a sort
of restrained eagerness that he was at
a loss to understand. It reached the
brink, and did not pause. The haze of
light rising from the pool swallowed it
without a flicker. And the great dome
was empty again save for themselves.

DIXON turned, awe-struck, to the
girl, questions hovering on his mouth.
Just in time he remembered his role,
and rephrased the query: “And how
do you interpret this, priestess?”

She smiled up at him bewilderingly.
It irritated him that his heart made that
odd little leap whenever she smiled so,
and he missed the first of her answer in
watching the way her lips moved to
frame the words she spoke.

“_continually, at every beat of the
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signal,”’ she. was saying, “so that there
is never an interval through all time
- when one of us has not completed his
cycles and is ready to return into the
flame.” The gong sounded above her
light voice. “See? Here comes another.
And for countless ages it has been so,
for our numbers are great enough so
that the stream of voluntary sacrifices
need never falter. So we nourish IL’s
flame and keep it burning.”

Dixon said nothing. His eyes were
upon her, but the bright illusion was
swimming curiously in a mist that was
closing down over him, and he was be-
coming aware of a strange pulsing of
his own blood, as if—yes, as if familiar
waves of knowledge were beginning
their beat through his receptive brain.

For a timeless interval he stood rigid,
receiving that intelligence, feeling all
he had seen and heard draining out of
him into the vast reservoir of knowledge
which was the light-being, feeling the
voiceless commands of it flowing in.

Ripple after ripple of the incoming
tide rose in his brain. And gradually,

in measured beats, he learned that this -

pool was the source of the pale flame
burning upon the pillar, but that it was
not essentially a part of it. The god
IL drew his power from the dissolving
lives of those people who sacrificed
themselves—and this was the only way
to destroy them, for they could not die
otherwise—but IL was not present in
the pool. IL was the flame on the col-
umn, no more, feeding upon the reflec-
tion from below. And if the rising
light could be cut off temporarily IL’s
power would fail at its source. The
invader could make an entrance and
fight it out with him.

And now for an instant all the
thought-flow ceased; then in sharply
clear ripples of intense emphasis came
the syllables of a word. It was a word
without meaning to Dixon, a word
whose very sounds were unlike those

of any language that man speaks. But
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he knew that he must speak it, and that
the cadences of the sound would some-
how open the way for the light-being to
enter. With the impression of that
word upon him the ripples ceased. A
profound quiet reigned in his mind.

Out of that quiet the great domed
temple slowly took form about him
again. He heard the gong notes trem-
bling through the air and saw another
steel-robed figure pacing toward the
pool. He turned his head and looked
down into the high priestess’ face at his
shoulder. He had only to speak the
word now and accomplish IL’s over-
throw—and then leave. Leave her—
never see her again, except perhaps in
dreams.

Her eyes met his with a little kindling
under the blueness of them, and her
mouth trembled into a smile as she met
his gaze. She had the look of one eager
and taut and waiting, and there was per-
fect faith in her eyes. And in that in-
stant he knew he could not betray it.

“No,” he murmured aloud. “No, my
dear; I can’t—I simply can’t do it!”

Her brows drew tngether in exquisite
bewilderment. “Do what?” she asked
in a light whisper, to match his own
lowered tone. “Do what?” But some-
how the answer seemed not to interest
her, for she did not pause for a reply.
She had met his eyes and was staring
up in a sort of dazed surprise, her blue
gaze plunging into his with rigid in-
tensity. And slowly she began to speak,
in a tiny, breathless murmur:

“I think—I think I see—O Dixon,
the strangest things—in your eyes.
Dreadful things and shapes without
meaning—and something like a veil be-
tween us—Dixon—so nothing is clear
—and yet—and yet, Dixon, my own
face is looking back at me out of your
eyes.”

He caught his breath suddenly in a
painful gasp, and in one involuntary
motion he had her in his arms. She
clung to him blindly. He could feel
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the trembling that shivered through her
steel-sheathed body, and her heart’s
pounding shook them both.

“I am afraid, Dixon—I am afraid!”
she wailed softly. ‘“What is it that
frightens me so, Dixon?”

He did not answer. There was no
answer. But he hugged her close and
felt the sweet firmness of her body
against his and knew helplessly that he
loved the illusion that was herself and
would always love it.

DIXON was frightened, too; fright-
ened at the depth of the emotion that
shook him, for he was remembering the
clinging .of her soft mouth to his, and
- how beautifully her body curved under
the embrace of her metal robe, and that
the loveliness which filled his arms and
his heart was no more than an illusion
to mask something so grotesque that he
could never bear to look upon it, un-
masked. Lovely body, lovely face,
sweet, warm mouth upon his—was this
all? Could love rise from no more than
a scrap of beautifully shaped flesh?
Could any man love more than that with
such intensity as shook him now?

He loosed her from one arm and set
his finger under her chin, lifting her
face to his. Her eyes met his own, blue
and puzzled and afraid, and shining
with something very splendid which all
but blotted out her bewilderment and
her terror.

“I love you,” he murmured. “I don’t
care—I love you.”

“Love?” she echoed in her light whis-
per. “Love?”

And he saw in her eyes that the word
had no meaning for her.

The room reeled about him for an in-
stant. Somehow he had never thought
of that. Knowing as he did of the im-
mense gulf between them and the
strangeness of the emotions which
swayed these creatures of such alien
race, yet it had not occurred to him that
anywhere throughout the cosmos where
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living beings dwelt there could be a spe-
cies to which love had no meaning. Was
she then incapable of feeling it? Good
Heaven, was he doomed to love an
empty body, soulless, the mirage mask-
ing a sexless being who could not re-
turn any emotion he knew?

He looked down and saw the diffused
radiance behind her eyes, shining and
very tender, and the bewilderment upon
her face, and he thought, somehow, that
he was hovering on the very brink of
something vaster than anything he had
ever known before—an idea too splen-
did to be grasped. Yet when he looked
down into her eyes he thought he un-
derstood—almost—— -

Suddenly all about him the world
trembled. It was as if the whole vast
place were the reflection in a pool, and
a ripple had passed blurringly over the
surface. Then everything righted itself.
But he understood. He had been here
too long. The veil between him and
this alien world was wearing thin.

“No—I can’t go!” he groaned and
gripped the girl closer in his arms. He
must have spoken aloud, for he felt
her stir against him and heard her anx-
ious voice:

“Go? O Dixon, Dixon—take me
with you! Don’t leave me, Dixon!”

Some fantastic hope flowered sud-
denly within him.

“Why not?”’ he demanded. “Why
not? Tell me!” And he shook her a
little in his urgency.

“T don’t know,” she faltered. “I
only know that—that—O Dixon, that I
shall be so lonely when you have gone.
Take me—please take me!”

“Why?” he demanded inexorably.
For he thought now that he was hover-
ing very near the understanding of the
vast and splendid thing which had al-
most dawned upon him before the world
shook.

“Because I—because—I don’t under-
stand it, Dixon—I can’t tell you why—
I haven’t the words. But since you
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came I—is it that I have been waiting
for you always? For I never knew
until you came how lonely I had been.
- And I cannot let you go without me. O
Dixon, is this what you call love?”

There was pain in her voice and in
her veiled eyes. And the thought came
to him that love was like an infectious
germ, spreading pain wherever it rooted
itself. Had he brought it to her—in-
fected her, too, with the hopeless pas-
sion he knew? For it was wildly hope-
less. In a moment or so he must leave
this alien place forever, and no power
existent could maintain very long the
illusory veil through which they knew
love.

Could his own new love for her en-
dure the sight of her real self? And
what would happen to this strange flow-
ering of an emotion nameless and un-
known to her—her love for him? Could
it bear the look of his human shape,
unmasked? And yet, he asked himself
desperately, could a love as deep and
sincere as the love he bore her be so
transient a thing that he could not en-
dure the sight of her in another guise?
Could—

AGAIN that queer flickering flashed
over the world. Dixon felt the ground
underfoot tilt dangerously, and for a
moment insane colors stabbed at his
eyes and the whole room reeled and
staggered. Then it was still again. He

.had scarcely noticed. He swung her
around to face him, gripping her shoul-
ders and staring down compellingly into
her eyes.

“Listen!” he said rapidly, for he
knew his time was limited now, perhaps
to seconds. “Listen! Have you any
idea what you are asking?”

“Only to go with you,” she said. “To
be with you, wherever you are. And
if you are indeed IL’s messenger—per-
haps a part of his godhead—then shall
I enter the flame and give myself to IL?
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In that way can I join you and be one
with you?”

He shook his head. “I am not from
IL. I have been sent to destroy him.
I'm a man from a world so different
from yours that you could never bear
to look upon me in my real form. You
see me as an illusion, just as I see you.
And I must go back to my own world
now—alone.”

- Her eyes were dizzy with trying to
understand.

“You are—not from IL? Not as you
seem? Another world? Oh, but take
me with you! I must go—I must!”

“But, my dearest, I can’t. Don’t you
understand? You couldn’t live an in-
stant in my world—nor I much longer
in yours.”

“Then I will die,” she said calmly. “I
will enter the flame and wait for you in
death. I will wait forever.”

“My darling, not even that.” He said
it gently. “Not even in death can we
be together. For when you die you go
back to IL, and I go—I go—back to
another god, perhaps. I don’t know.
But not to IL.”

She stood, blank-eyed, in his grasp,
trying to force her mind into the in-
credible belief. When she spoke, the
words came slowly, as if her thoughts
were speaking aloud.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “But
I know—ryou speak the truth. If I die
by the flame—in the only way there is
for me to die—we are parted forever. I
can't! I won't! I will not let you go!
Listen to me——" and her voice
dropped to a soft whisper, “You say
you came to destroy IL? Why?”

“As the envoy of another god, who
would take his place.”

“I have given my whole life to the
worship of IL,” she murmured to her-
self, very gently. And then, in a
stronger voice: “But destroy him,
Dixon! There may be a chance that
way—there is none now. Oh, I may
be a traitor—worse than a traitor.
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There is no werd to describe one who
betrays his god into destructien, no
word terrible enough. But I would do
it—yes, gladly, now. Destroy him, and
let me seek another death somewhere—
somehow—let me die as you die. Per-
haps your god can release me into your
sort of death, and I can wait for you
there until you come. Oh, Dixon,
please!”

The idea was a staggering one, but
for a wild moment Dixon knew hope
again. Might it not be that—that——

Quite suddenly he understood. He
looked down on the loveliness of her
with unseeing eyes. In these past few
moments of insanity, learning that she
loved him, too, enough that she begged
death of him, if in that way they might
be united, in these few moments he
came to realize that the flesh meant
nothing. It was not her body he loved.

And a great relief flooded him, to be
sure of that—sure that it was not
merely infatuation, or desire for the
loveliness which did not exist save as
a mirage before his eyes. No, it was
love, truly and completely, despite the
shape she wore, despite the nameless
sex that was hers. Love for herself—
the essential self, however deeply buried
beneath whatever terrible guise. And
though her very substance was alien to
him, and though no creature in all her
ancestry had ever known love before—
she loved him. Nothing else mattered.

And then without warning the great
dome before him wavered and contorted
into impossible angles, like the reflec-
tions in a flawed mirror. And Dixon
felt the firm curved body in his arms
melting fluidly into a different form and
texture. It squirmed

He stood at the entrance to a mighty
room that staggered with frantic color,
reeled with eye-stunning angles and
incredible planes. And in his arms—he
looked down. He clasped a creature at
which he could not bear to look directly,
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a thing whose wild-looped limbs and
sinuous body rippled and crawled with
the moving tints of madness. It was
slippery and horrible to the touch, and
from the midst of a shifting, featureless
face a great lucid eye stared up at him
with desperate horror, as if it was look-
ing upon something so frightful that the
very sight was enough to unseat its rea-
son.

DIXON closed his eyes after that
one revolting glimpse, but he had seen
in the eye upturned to him enough of
dawning comprehension to be sure that
it was she whom he held. And he
thought that despite the utter strange-
ness of that one staring eye there was
somewhere in the clarity of it, and the
steadfastness, a glimmer of the inner-
most spark which was the being he
loved. That spark which had looked
from the blue gaze he had seen in its
human shape. With that inner spark of
life she was the same.

He tightened his grip upon her—or it
—though his flesh crept at the contact
and he knew that the feel was as revolt-
ing to—it—as to himself, and looked
out over that shallow, color-stained head
upon the vast room before him. His
eyes throbbed savagely from those fierce
colors never meant for human eyes to
see. And though the creature in his
arms hung acquiescent, he knew the ef-
fort it must cost to preserve that calm.

A lump rose in his throat as he real-
ized the significance of that—such utter
faith in him, though he wore a shape
terrible enough to bring the fear of
madness into that great, lucid eye when
it rested upon him. But he knew he
could not stand there long and retain
his own sanity. . Already the colors.
were raving almost audibly through his
brain, and the ground heaved underfoot,
and he was sure that neither of them
could endure much more of this. So
he gripped the dreadful thing which
housed the being he loved, and almost
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of itself he felt that incredibly alien
word rip itself from his lips.

It was not a word to be set down in
any written characters. Its sound to
his ears was vague and indeterminate,
like a whisper heard over too great dis-
tances to have any form. But the mo-
ment it left his lips he felt a vast, im-
ponderable shifting in the substance of
the temple. And like a shutter’s clos-
ing, the room went black. Dixon gave
one involuntary sob of relief as the
maniacal colors ceased their assault
upon his brain, and he felt the dreadful
thing in his arms go rigid in the utter
blackness. For a moment everything
was still as death.

And then through the dark around
them a tiny shiver ran, the least little
stir of motion, the thinnest thread of
sound. It pierced Dixon’s very ear-
drums and shuddered thrillingly along
his nerves. And with incredible swift-
ness that tiny stirring and that infini-
tesimal sound grew and swelled and bal-
looned into a maelstrom of rushing
tumult, louder and louder, shriller and
shriller. Around them in the blackness
swooped and stormed the sounds of a
mightier conflict than any living man
could ever have heard before—a battle
of gods, invisible in the blackness of
utter void.

That stunning uproar mounted and
intensified until he thought his head
would burst with the infinite sound of
it, and forces beyond comprehension
stormed through the air. The floor
seemed to dissolve under him, and space
whirled in the dark so that he was con-
scious of néither up nor down. The air
raved and shrieked. Blind and deaf-
ened and stunned by the magnitude of
the conflict, Dixon hugged his dread-
ful burden and waited.

How long it went on, he never knew.
He was trying to think as the turmoil
raged around his head, trying to guess
what would come next; if the light-
being in its victory could unite them in
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any way, in life or in death. He could
think of that quite calmly now, death
and union. For life without her, he
knew unquestioningly, would be a sort
of living death, alone and waiting. Liv-
ing was where she was, and if she were
dead, then life lay only in death for him.
His head reeled with the wild wonder-
ings and with the noise of battle raving
about them both.

For eternities, it seemed to him, the
whole universe was a maelstrom, in-
sanity shrieked in his ears, and all the
powers of darkness swooped and
screamed through the void about him.
But after an endless while, very gradu-
ally he began to realize that the tumult
was abating. The roaring in his ears
faded slowly; the wild forces storming
through the dark diminished. By in-
finite degree the uproar died away.
Presently again the stillness of death
descended through the blackness upon
the two who waited.

THERE was a long interval of sil-
ence, nerve-wracking, ear-tormenting.
And then, at long last, out of that dark-
ness and silence spoke a voice, vast and
bodiless and serene. And it was not
the voice of the light-being. , It spoke
audibly in Dixon’s brain, not in words,
but in some nameless speech which used
instead of syllables some series of
thought-forms that were intelligible to
him.

“My chosen priestess,” said the voice
passionlessly, “so you would have had
me destroyed ?”

Dixon felt the convulsive start of the
creature in his arms and realized dimly
that the same wordless speech, then, was
intelligible to them both. He realized
that only vaguely, with one corner of
his mind, for he was stunned and over-
whelmed with the realization that it
must be the god IL speaking—that his
own sponsor had been overcome.

“And you, Dixon,” the voice went on
evenly, “sent by my enemy to open the
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way. You are a very alien creature,
Dixon. Only by the power 1 wrested
from that being which assaulted me can
I perceive you at all, and your mind is
a chaos to me. What spell have you
cast over my chosen priestess, so that
she no longer obeys me?”

“Have you never heard of love?” de-
manded Dixon aloud.

The query faded into the thick dark-
ness without an echo, and a profound
stillness followed in its wake. He stood
in the blind dark and utter silence,
clutching his love, waiting. Out of that
quiet the god-voice came at last:

“Love”—in a musing murmur.
“Love—no! there is no such thing in all
my universe. What is it?”

Dixon stood helpless, mutely trying
to frame an answer. For who can de-
fine love? He groped for the thought-
forms, and very stumblingly he tried to
explain, knowing as he did so that it
was as much for the benefit of her he
held in his arms as for the god, because
although she loved, she could not know
the meaning of love, or what it meant to
him. When he had ceased, the silence
fell again heavily.

At last IL said: “So—the reigning
principle of your own system and
dimension. I understand that much.
But there is no such thing here. Why
should it concern you? Love is a thing
between the two sexes of your own
race. This priestess of mine is of an-
other sex than those you understand.
There can be no such thing as this love
between you.”

“Yet I saw her first in the form of a
voman,” said Dixon. “And I love her.”

“You love the image.”

“At first it may be that I did. But
now—no ; there’s much more of it than
that. We may be alien to the very
atoms. Our minds may be alien, and
all our thoughts, and even our souls.
But, after all, alien though we are, that
‘alienage is of superficial things.
Stripped down to the barest elemental
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beginning, we have one kinship—we
share life. We are individually alive,
animate, free-willed. Somewhere at the
very core of our beings is the one vital
spark of life, which in the last analysis
is self, and with that one spark we love
each other.”

The deepest silence fell again when
he had ended—a silence of the inner-
most brain.

Out of it at last IL said: “And you,
my priestess? What do you say? Do
you love him?”

Dixon felt the shape in his arms
shudder uncontrollably. She—he could
not think of her as “it”—stood in the
very presence of her god, heard him ad-
dress her in the black blindness of his
presence, and the awe and terror of it
was almost enough to shake her brain.
But after a moment she answered in a
small, faltering murmur, the very ghost
of a reply, and in some curious mode of
speech which was neither vocal nor en-
tirely thought-transfer:

“I—I do not know that word, O
mighty IL. I know only that there is
no living for me outside his presence. I
would have betrayed your godhead to
free me, so that I might die in his way
of death, and meet him again beyond—
if there can be any beyond for us. I
would do all this again without any hesi-
tation if the choice was given me. If
this is what you call love—yes; I love
him.”

“He is,” said IL, “a creature of an-
other race and world and dimension.
You have seen his real form, and you
know.”

“T do not understand that,” said the
priestess in a surer voice. “I know
nothing except that I cannot—will not
live without him. It is not his body I
—Ilove, nor do I know what it is which
commands me so. I know only that I
do love him.”

“And I you,” said Dixon. It was a
very strange sensation to be addressing
her thus, from brain to brain. ‘“The
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sight of you was dreadful to me, and
I know how I must have looked to you.
But the shock of that sight has taught
me something. I know, now. . The
shape you wear and the shape you
seemed to wear before I saw you in
reality are both illusions, both no more
than garments which clothe that—that
living, vital entity which is yourself—
the real you. And your bod,. does not
matter to me now, for I know that it is
no more than a mirage.”
“Yes,” she murmured.
derstand. You are right.
do not matter now.
deeper than that.”

“And what,” broke in the voice of
IL, “is your solution of this problem?”

“Yes, I un-
The bodies
It goes so much

IT WAS DIXON who broke the si-
lence that fell in mute answer to the
query: “There can be no such thing
as union for us anywhere in life. In
death, perhaps—but I do not know. Do
you?”

“No,” said IL surprisingly.

“You—you do not? You—a god?”

“No. I have taken these beings who
worship me back into the flame. The
energy which was theirs in life supports
me—but something escapes. I do not
know what. Something too intangible
even for me to guess at. No—I am a
god, and I do not know what comes
after death.”

Dixon pondered that for a long while,
There was an implication in it some-
where which gave him hope, but his
brain was so dazed he could not grasp
it. At last the light broke, and he said
joyfully: “Then—why, then you can-
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not keep us apart! We can die, and be
free.”

“Yes. I have no hold over you.
Even if T would wreak vengeance upon

you for your part in my betrayal, I

could not. For death will release you
into—I do not know what. But it will
be release.”

Dixon swallowed hard. Half doubts
and hesitations crowded his mind, but
he heard his own voice saying steadily:
“Will you do that for us—release us?”

In the silence as he waited for an an-
swer he was trying to realize that he
stood on the threshold of death—try-
ing to understand—his mind probing
ahead eagerly for the answer which
might lie beyond. And in the timeless
moment he waited he was very sure—
for whatever lay ahead could not be ex-
tinction and surely not separation. This
was the beginning—surely it could not
end so soon, unfulfilled, all the questions
unanswered.

No; this love which linked them, two
beings so alien, could not flicker out
with their lives. It was too great—too
splendid, far too strong. He was no
longer uncertain, no longer afraid, and
hope began to torment him exquisitely.
What lay beyond? What vast exist-
ences? What starry adventures, to-
gether? Almost impatiently he poised
on the brink of death,

Through this IL’s voice spoke with a
vast, passionless calm. “Die, then,”
said IL.

For an instant the darkness lay un-
broken about them. Then a little flicker
ran indescribably through it. The air
shook for a breathless moment.

And IL was alone.

OUTCASTS OF THE UNIVERSE—an outstanding
story by Guy Wernham—in the November issue.
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