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Guardian of the Crystal Gate (1956)

Amazing Stories and its companion magazine, Fantastic Adventures, were big, shaggy pulps
published by Ziff-Davis of Chicago. They featured fast-paced adventure stories aimed at adolescent
boys, agroup to which | belonged when | started reading them in 1948. | loved nearly everything | read,
had fantasies of writing for them some day, and had no ideathat the two books were staff-written by a
dozen or so regular contributors whose work was bought without prior editoria reading and who
worked mainly under pseudonyms that the editor, Ray Palmer, would stick on their materid at random.
(About fifteen different writers were responsible over the yearsfor the stories bylined " Alexander Blade,"
who was one of my specia favorites when | was about 14.)

Whilel was il an Alexander Blade fan Ziff-Davis moved its operationsto New Y ork. Editor
Pdmer preferred to stay behind in Chicago. The new editor was a big, burly, good-natured man named
Howard Browne, who had been one of PAmer's stable of regulars, producing undistinguished stories for
him in the mode of Robert E. Howard and Edgar Rice Burroughs under an assortment of names. Indeed,
Browne thought that science fiction and fantasy was pretty slly stuff. What he preferred was detective
gtories. His own favorite writer was Raymond Chandler and he had written anumber of creditable
mysteriesin the Chandler vein. Gossip had it that he had taken over Palmer'sjob mainly in the hope,
never redized, of talking Ziff-Davisinto letting him edit amystery magazine aswell.

By the time Browne had been on the job a couple of years my own tastes in reading had grown
more mature, and | was no longer very enamored of the work of Alexander Blade and his
pseudonymous colleagues. Truth to tell, | had cometo think of Amazing and Fantastic Adventures as
pretty awful magazines, and, with the high-minded fastidiousness common to young men in their
mid-teens, said so very bluntly ina1952 article that | wrote for an amateur magazine of s-f commentary
named Fantastic Worlds. They were, | said, "the two poorest professiona magazines of the field,”
magazines of "drab degeneracy™ that were devoted to "aformula of adventure and 'cops and robberson
themoon." | said alot of other thingstoo, some of them fairly foolish. Fantastic Worlds dlowed Browne
to reply to my diatribe, and he did so quite gracioudy, under the circumstances, defending himsdlf by
pointing out that "'magazines, like bean soup and bicycles, are put out to make money." He offered
reasoned and reasonable arguments for hiseditorid policies and in generd resisted matching my
intemperate tone. He did call my piece"unredlistic and irresponsibl€’ but added that "it is axiomatic that
only the very young and very old know everything," and obvioudy | belonged to one of thosetwo
categories.

We now jump three years. It isthe summer of 1955, and, thanksto Randall Garrett, | have
unexpectedly become part of Howard Browne's stable of writers mysdlf, turning in amonthly quota of
formulafiction. | would deliver astory on Tuesday or Wednesday, Howard would | et the accounting
department know, and the following Monday my payment would go out. He rarely bothered to read
them. Now and then he would check to seethat | was maintaining the minimal level of competence that
the magazines required, but he understood that | was, by and large, capable of consstently giving him the
right stuff. In fact, after | had been part of his staff for sx months or so, he paid me the considerable
compliment of asking meto write astory around a cover painting that Ed VVaigursky, one of hisbest
artigts, had just brought in.

The painting showed two attractive young ladiesin short tunicsfiercely wrestling atop ahuge
diamond. | produced a 10,000-word story called "Guardian of the Crystd Gate," which Howard
published in the August, 1956 issue of Fantastic, the successor to the old Fantastic Adventures. My
name was prominently featured on the front cover and an autobiographica sketch of me, dong with a
lovely drawing of me asthe beardless young man | till was, went on the second page of theissue.

During one of my vigitsto the Ziff-Davis office about thistime, Howard Browne greeted me with a



dy grin and pulled asmall white magazine from his desk drawer. "Doesthislook familiar?* he said, or
wordsto that effect. It wasthat 1952 issue of Fantastic Worlds, with my blistering attack on the
magazines he edited. He had known dl aong that the bright young man he had hired for his staff in 1955
was the author of that overheated polemic of three years before, and finally he could no longer resst
letting mein on that. He had, of course, calculated how old | must have been when | wrote that piece,
and had gallantly chosen not to hold my youthful indiscretion againgt me.

That August 1956 Fantastic was pretty much an al-Silverberg issue, by the way. | had broken my
persond record of the month before, because | was the author or co-author of four of the Six storiesit
contained. Besides "Guardian of the Crystd Gate," there was a collaborative novelet called "The Slow
and the Dead,” under the "Robert Randall" byline, and | appeared as"Ralph Burke' with a short entitled
"Revolt of the Synthetics." The fourth story, "O Captain My Captain,” was onethat | had written while
il an unknown fredlancer back in 1954; unableto sl it the normd way, | had eventualy fobbed it off
on Browne as part of my regular quota. The interesting thing here isthat Browne published it under the
byline of "lvar Jorgensen"—awriter who had been one of my early favoritesin the days before | knew
that the Ziff-Davis magazines were entirely written by staff insders using pseudonyms. " Jorgensen” had
originally been the pen name of Paul W. Fairman, Browne's associate editor, but now the name was
being spread around to the other contributors. So after having been an lvar Jorgensen fan in my
mid-teens, | had, four or five years|ater, been transformed into Jorgensen mysdlf! It would not belong
before| could lay clamto "Alexander Blade" aswell.

It started very smply, with the routine note on my desk, saying that the Chief had ajob for me.
Since theré's generdly some trouble for me to shoot ten or adozen timesayear, | wasn't surprised. The
surprises came later, when | found that this particular job was going to draw me ahundred trillion miles
across space, on afantastic quest on adistant planet. But that came later.

It began quietly. | walked in, sat down, and the Chief, in aquick motion, dropped adiamond in
front of me on his desk.

| stared blankly at the jewel. It was hedthy-sized, emerad-cut, blue-white. | looked up a him.

"Gy

"Takeacloselook at it, Les." He shoved it across the desk at me with his stubby fingers. | reached
out, picked up the diamond—it felt terribly cool to touch—and examined it.

Right in the heart of the gem was athin brown area of clouding, marring the otherwise flawless
diamond. | nodded. "It looks—Ilike aburnt-out fuse," | said, puzzled.

The Chief nodded solemnly. "Exactly.” He opened a desk drawer and reached in, and grasped
what looked like awhole handful of other diamonds, "Here," he said, "Enjoy yoursdlf." He sent them
gprawling out on the desk; they rolled across the shiny marbled desktop. Some went skittering to the
floor, others dropped into my lap, others spread out in agleaming array in front of me. There must have
been forty of them.

The Chief's eye met mine. "Each one of those diamonds,” he said, "represents one dead man.”

| coughed. I've had some funny cases since joining the Bureau, but this was the fanciest hook the
Chief had used yet. | started scooping up the diamonds that had fallen to the floor. They were of dl sizes,
al cuts—amillion dollars worth, maybe. More, maybe.

"Don't bother,” the Chief said. "I'll have the charwoman pick them up when | leave. They're not
worth anything, you know."

"Not worth anything?' | looked at the ones | had in my hand. Each was marred by the same strange
brown imperfection, that fuse blowout. | closed my hand, feding them grind together.

"Not a cent. For onething, they'redl flawed, asyou can easily see. For another, they'redl
synthetics. Paste, every one of them. Remarkably convincing paste, but paste dl the same.”

| leaned back in my chair, put my hands together, and said, "Okay. I'm hooked. Put the job on the
linefor me, will you?' | wasthinking, Thisisthe screwiest oneyet. And I've had some corkers.



"Here'sthe pitch, Les." He drew out along sheet of crisp onionskin paper, and handed it to me.
Nestly typed on it wasalist of names and addresses. | ran down thelist quickly without hitting any
familiar ones

"Wdl?Who arethey?'

"They're missing persons, Les. They've dl disgppeared in this city between—ah—" Hetook thelist
back—"27 November, 2261, and 11 February of thisyear. Thelist totals Sixty-sx names. And those are
just the ones we know about.”

"And the diamonds?'

"That's where this Bureau comesin,” he said. "They only send usthe screwy ones, asyou've no
doubt discovered by now. In each disappearance case listed on this sheet, one of those burnt-out
diamonds was found in the room the missing man waslast seenin. In every case.”

| frowned and scratched an ear reflectively. "Y ou say therés atie-in with the diamonds, Chief ?!

He nodded. "One burnt-out diamond in exchange for one man. It's arecurrent pattern of
correlaion. Those men are going some-where, and those diamonds have something to do with it. We
don't know what."

"And you want meto find out, en?" | asked.

"That'sonly part of it." He moistened hislips. "Suppose | tdll you where you fit into the picture, and
let you decide what you want to do yourself. | can't force you, you know."

"l haven't turned down a case since I've been with the Bureau,” | reminded him.

"Good." He stood up. "Let's see you keep that record intact, then. Because we've just found one of
these diamonds that isn't burnt out!"

The vault swung open, and the Chief led theway in. He was a short, blocky little man, hardly
impressve-looking at al. But he knew hisjob perfectly—and hisjob was to maneuver muscleheaded
underlings like mysdlf into positions where they were just about committed to risk life and limb for the
good old Bureau without knowing quite what they were going into.

| wasin that uncomfortable position now. It wasn't going to be easy explaining this gambit to Peg,
dther, | thought.

He crossed the shadowy floor to an inner safe, deftly dialed the combination, and |et the door come
creaking open. He drew out alittle lead box.

"Hereitis" hesad.

| reached for it, in my usua melon-headed manner, but he drew it back quickly out of my grasp.
"Easy," hesad. "Thisthing isdangerous." Sowly, terribly dowly; helifted the top of the box just a crack.

A pure, slvery beam of brightness shot out and lit up the whole room.

"It must be abeauty,” | said.

"It is. Diamonds like these have lured sixty-six men to what we assumeistheir degth, in the last
three months. This particular one hasn't had achanceto go into action yet."

| took the box from him. It was hard to resist the temptation of lifting the top and staring at that
wonderful diamond again, but | managed. | wanted to find out al the angles of the job before | got
involved.

"One of our cleaning-women found the stone yesterday, right after | left. She called me a home. At
first | thought it was one of the ones | was working with—one of the burnt-out ones. But from the way
shedescribed it, | knew it was something specid. | had her box it up thisway at once. No one's seenit
yet, except in little peekslike the one | just gave you."

He tapped the box. "I'll tell you my theory," he said, "and you can take it from there." Hisvoice
ricocheted around unpleasantly in the slent vault. "Thisdiamond isbait, in some way. The things have



been appearing, and men have been doing something with them; | don't know what. But the diamonds
aredirectly connected with thiswave of disappearance.”

| started to object, but he checked me.

"Okay, Les. | know it sounds crazy. How would you like to prove otherwise?'

"You'reasnesky one" | told him, grinning. Then the grin vanished as | stared at the little lead box.
"Il doit," | said. "But make sure that Peg gets the pension, will you?'

"Dont worry," he said, matching my grin. "Shell get every penny she deserves—after | get through
grabbing, of course." He started to lead the way out of the vault. | followed, and he closed the door
be-hind me.

"Y ou take that diamond aong with you," he said, indicating the box. "Play with it. Do anything you
like. But come back with a solution to this vanishing business. Here," he said. "Take afew of these
burnt-out onestoo."

"Yeah. Peg might likethem,” | said. " They'll look swdll with black."

| turned to go. As| reached the door, something occurred to me, and | paused.

"Say—I think I've found a hole in your theory. How come that charwoman didn't disappear when
she found the diamond?’

Hesmiled. "Take another look at thelist | gaveyou, Les. All the names on it are men's names.
Whatever thisis, it doesn't affect women at dl.”

"Hmm. Thought | had you there, for aminute.”

"Y ou ought to know better than that, Les."

Peg didn't like the ideaonelittle bit.

| called her right after | |eft the Bureau office, and told her the chief had anew project for me. |
didn't tell her what it was, but from the tone of my voice she must have guessed it was something risky.

| saw her facein the screen go tight, with the mouth pulled up in the little frown she's so fond of
making every time| get stuck into another of the Bureau'sweirdies.

"Les, what isit thistime?'

"Can't tdl you over the phone," | said, in mock accents of melodrama. "But it'sadoozie, that's for
aure.” | fingered the leaden box in my pocket nervoudly.

"I'll come over after work," shesaid. "Les, don't let that man get you doing impossible things again.”

"Don't worry, baby. Thisnew businesswon't takeany timeat al,” | lied. "And the Bureau paysits
help well. Seeyou later, doll."

"Right," | broke the connection and watched her anxious face dissolve into aswirl of rainbow colors
and trickle off the viewer, leaving the screen looking adirty grey. | stared at the dead screen for acouple
of minutes, and then got up.

| wasworried too. The Bureau—that'sits only name, just plain The Bureau—was formed awhile
back, specificaly to handle screwbdl thingslike this one. In aworld as overpopulated and complex as
oursis, you need aforce like the Bureau—silent, anonymous, out of the limelight. We take care of the
oddball things, the thingswe'd prefer the populace didn't get to hear shouit.

Likethisone. Likethisbusness of people fooshing off into thin air, leaving burnt-out diamonds
behind. The only people on Earth who could have even aremote chance of worming some sanity out of
that one were—us. More precisdy, me.

| stopped at acorner tavern and had alittle fortification before going home. The barkeep was an
inquisitive type, and | rambled on and on about some fictitious business problems of mine, inventing a
whole sad story about alumber warehouse and my shady partner. | didn't dare talk about my red
business, of course, but it felt good to be able to unload some kind of trouble, even phony trouble.



Then | caught a quick copter and headed for home. | got out at the depot and walked, fedling the
leaden box tapping ominoudy against my thigh every step of the way. Peg wastherewhen | camein.

"You madeit pretty quick,” | said, surprised. " Seemsto me you don't get out of work till four, and
it'sonly three-thirty now."

"Wegot let off early today, Les. Holiday." She looked up a me, with strain and worry evident on
her face, and ran thin, nervous fingers through her close-cut red hair. "1 cameright over."

| went to the cabinet and poured two stiff ones, one for each of us.

"Heresto the Chief," | said. "And to the Bureau."

She shook her head. "Don't make jokes, Les. Drink to anyone €l se, but not to the Bureau. Why
don't you drink to us?'

"What's wrong, Peg? The Bureau iswhat's going to keep us going, doll. The sdary | get from
them—"

"—will bejust adequate to get you the finest tombstone available, as soon as he givesyou a,job
you can't handle." She stared up a me. Her eyes were cold and sharp from anger, but | could also see
the beginnings of two tearsin them. | kissed them away, and felt her relax. | sat down and pulled out the
handful of burnt-out diamonds.

"Here," | said. ™Y ou can make earrings out of them."

"Led Wheredid these—"

| told her the whole story, starting at the beginning and finishing at theend. | dwaystell Peg exactly
what each mission of mineis about. Doing that violates security regulations, | know, but I'm sure of Peg.
Absolutely sure. When | tdll her something, it'sliketdling mysdif; it doesn't get any further. Whichiswhy
| was able to keep company with her, with the eventual ideaof marrying her. In the Bureau, you don't
think of getting married unlessyou can find awoman who could keep her mouth shut. Peg could.

"Y ou mean these diamonds are instrumenta in the disgppearances?' she asked wonderingly.

| nodded. "That'swhat we think, baby. And | have one other little exhibit for you." Sowly | drew
out the lead box and opened it, only acrack, and let asingle beam of radiance escape before damming it
shut again.

She gasped in awe. "That's beautiful! But how—"

"That'swhere my job begins,” | said. "That diamond is an unused specimen, one that hasn't
functioned yet."

"Just how do you fit into this?" she asked suspicioudy.

| stood up. "I'll find out soon enough. I'm going to go into the next room,” | said, "and see how this
diamond works. And then I'm going to go wherever it takes me, and worry about getting back after | get
there

Thewordsfel so easly from my mouth that it seemed asif that had actually been my plan dong.
Redly, it hadn't; | didn't have any ideawhere | was going to begin this case, but certainly that wasn't any
way to go about it.

But as| spokethe words, | saw that that waswhat | had to do. That was the way the Bureau
worked. Go straight to the heart of the matter, and worry about the consegquences to yoursdlf later.

"Les—" Peg began, and then knocked it off. She knew it wouldn't do her any good to complain,
and shedidnt try. | loved her for it. | knew shedidn't like my job, and | knew she'd give anything to have
me go into some sane, safe industry—like jetcar racing, or something, | suppose—but at least she kept
her mouth shut once | got going on a project.

"Youwait here," | told her. "Fix acouple of drinksfor us. I'm going to adjourn to the next room and
play around with this piece of glitter for awhile."

"Be careful," sheurged.

"l dwaysam," | said. | gave her akiss, and as| fdlt her soft, responsivelipsagainst mine |
wondered just wherein hell that diamond was going to lead me. | didn't want to get too far from Peg, |



thought suddenly.
Then | broke away, scooped up the lead box, and went into my tiny den, closing the door behind
me

| sat down at the desk and spread the burnt-out diamonds in alittle semi-circle around the box. The
room was cold, and | was shivering alittle—not only from the draft, either.

| turned on my desk light and sat there for awhile, staring at the glistening row of gems, staring at
the odd little brown cloud disfiguring each one,

Then, dowly, | reached for the box.

Sixty-six men—only men, for areason | didn't understand—had disappeared. The diamonds had
something to do withiit. | didn't know what. But | had an overriding fedling that | was dated to be
Number Sixty-seven.

It'sajob, | thought. It'smy job. And there was only one way to do it. My fingers quivered alittle,
just alittle, as | started to open the box.

Brightness began to stream from it as soon as the upper hdf had parted from the lower, and | felt a
bead of swest break out on my forehead and go trickling down back of my ear. With perhaps too much
caution, | lifted back thelid and lay bare the diamond nestling within, like a pearl insde an oyster.

| had never seen anything so lovely in my life. It was emerad-cut, neat and streamlined, with
uncanny brilliance lurking in its smooth facets. It was smal, but perfect, symmetrica and clear. It looked
likeatiny spark of cold, blue-whitefire.

Then | looked closer.

There was something in the heart of the diamond—not the familiar brown flaw of the others, but
something of adifferent color, something moving and flickering. Before my eyes, it changed and grew.

And | saw what it was. It was the form of a girl—awoman, rather, avoluptuous, writhing nude
form in the center of the gem. Her hair was alustrous blue-black, her eyes apiercing ebony. She was
gesturing to me, holding out her hands, incredibly beckoning from within the heart of the diamond.

| felt my legs go limp. She was growing larger, coming closer, holding out her arms, beckoning,
cdling—

She seemed to fill the room. The diamond grew to gigantic size, and my brain whirled and bobbed
indizzy circles. | sensed the overpowering, wordless cal.

Then | heard the door open and close behind me, and | heard Peg's anguished scream: "Led"

There was the sound of footsteps running toward me, but | didn't turn. | felt Peg'sarms around my
shoulder. She seemed to be holding me back.

| toreloose. The girl from the diamond was calling to me, and | felt inexorably drawn. "Les!" |
heard Peg cdll again, and then again, more faintly. Her voice seemed to fade away, and the diamond
grew, and grew, and seemed to take up the entire universe. And within it, now life Sze, wasthat girl,
cdlingtome.

| went to her.

There was greyness, and void.

| found mysdif done. Somewhere,

| wasflat on my face, breathing in astrange, warm, dien air, lying stretched out with my nose buried
in athick carpet of blue-green moss. | ssumbled to my feet and looked around, <till hearing the echoes of
Peg'sfading cries resounding in my head.



Strange twittering noises sounded from above. Still too stunned to do much besidesreact to direct
simuli, | glanced up and saw avicious-looking black-feaethered bird with gleaming red talons legp from
onetreeto another.

Once recovered my menta equilibrium, my first feding was one of bitter, irrational anger—anger
at the Chief for having let mefdl into thisjob, anger at Peg for not forcing me to turn down the
assignment, anger at mysdlf for letting that diamond suck meinto itsfield.

| was Number Sixty-seven, al right. Lee Hayden, Vanished Man. | could imagine Peg's
terror-stricken face as she saw me disappear before her eyes and then picked up—

A burnt-out diamond.

Wherever those sixty-six guys had gone, | had followed. | looked around again. | had landed on
some dienworld, evidently, and | took the redlization alot more calmly than | should have. | was pretty
blase, as amatter of fact.

It could have been the Congo, of course, or the Amazon basin—but that wasn't too probable. For
onething, most of the placeslike that on Earth are pretty well civilized-looking by now. For another, no
place, not even the Amazon, had birdslike the ones that were flitting through the trees here. No place.

After the anger had washed through me, | cdmed down alittle. | leaned against one of the gigantic
trees and groped for aclue, something to pick on asa starting point for the investigation | was about to
conduct, the investigation that would clear things up. | was here on business.

| wasinthe middle of avast jungle. The air was warm and moist, and clinging vines dangled down
from the grest trees. There didn't seem to be any other animdl life, except for the myriad infernd birds.

Overhead, behind the curtain of vines, | could see the sun streaming down. It wasn't the familiar
ydlow light of Sal, ether; the sun here was small, blue-white, and hot. | was swesating—me, in my
business auit.

| stripped the jacket off and dangled it on the limb of atree nearby, as alandmark, and Started to
walk. Meantime, pounding away in my head, wasthe vision of that impossible girl inside that impossibly
lovely diamond. She wasthe bait that had trapped me.

| saw how the process worked. These diamonds appeared, and the lucky recipient would stare at
them, as| did, hypnotized by the unearthly beauty of the stone into thinking there was a beckoning girl
ingde

Then, through some magic, the trap snapped, and the unsuspecting victim—me—got drawn in and
carried across space to an uninhabited jungle planet—here.

Why? That waswhat | was going to find out—I hoped.

| started to walk, moving dowly through the thick haze of the eaming jungle. | kept hearing the
twitter of the birds, asasort of chirping mockery from above, and now and then alittle anima jumped
out from behind the trees and scurried across my path, but otherwise there wasn't asign of another living
being. | wondered if each victim of thisthing got sent to aplanet of hisown; | hoped not. | was starting to
fed terribly alone here.

The jungle seemed endless, and that blue-white sun was getting hotter and hotter with each passing
minute. | began to think that | was moving in circles. Onetreelooked just like the next.

| walked for perhaps an hour, with the swesat pouring down my arms and shoulders and my legs
getting wobbly from the strain and the heat, and floating in front of me all the time wasthe vison of Peg's
face as she must have looked the moment | vanished.

| tried to picture the scene. Probably thefirst thing sheld do, when she got her balance back, would
beto call the Bureau, get the Chief on the wire, and curse him black and blue. She wasn't aweak
woman. Sheld let him know in no uncertain terms what she thought of him for giving methisjob, for
sending me out to do and die for the Bureau.



But what would she do then? Where would she go? Would she forget me and find someone else?
The thought chilled me. | kept dogging on through that inferna mudhole of a planet, and therewas
nothing in sght but trees and more of them. After awhile longer, | peeled off my shirt and wrapped it
around the bole of alanky sapling. Another landmark, | thought.

| was starting to get dreadfully depressed by the londliness, by the dead, paradoxica emptiness of
thisfantastically fertile world. There didn't seem to be any way out, any hopeat al, and | was beginning
togiveintomy fearsinaway | usudly didn't do.

But just then abrown something came bounding out of the tangled nest of vines above me and
struck me hard, knocking me to the ground. | hit the springy moss with aterrific impact, recoiled, and
rolled over, feding my lip starting to swell where I'd split it.

| found mysalf facing what looked like an ape, about the size of asmdl, wiry man. The beast had
two pairs of arms, two glowing, malicious eyes, and asnice apair of saber teeth asyou could find
outside the Museum of Natura Higtory. | scrambled afoot or two back, and lashed out with my feet.

| wasn't done here any more, for sure.

The animal fought back furioudy, wrapping itsfour arms around me, bringing its two razor-sharp
teeth much too close to my throat to make me happy.

But | had just been waiting for something like this. I needed something concrete on which | could
take out al my fear and rage and resentment, and | met the animal's attack firmly and came back on the
creature's own grounds, fighting with arms and legs and knees and anything €l se handy. Overheed, |
heard the chattering of the birds grow to atumultuous frenzy.

| pounded away, smashed afist into those two gleaming yellow sabers and felt them crack beneeth
my driving knuckles, felt the teeth give and bresk benesth theimpact. A hot lancet of pain shot down my
hand, but the anima gave a searing cry and jumped back.

| was on himimmediately. All its attention was being given to the two broken teeth; its upper pair of
hands was busy trying to stanch the flow of bright blood from its mouth, and the other two were waving
infeeblecircles. | came down hard with my feet, once, twice, athird time, and then the arms stopped
waving.

| walked away, looking cautioudy around to seeiif the animd had any rdativesin the neighborhood.
Suddenly, the empty, lonely jungle seemed overcrowded; behind every spreading lesf, there might be
another of these saber-toothed horrors. Breathing hard, feeling the blood dripping from my cut knuckles,
| started to edge on through the jungle.

My face was set in agrim mask. It looked like life on this planet was going to be a permanent
struggle for survivd, judging from my first taste of its wildlife—with no way out. | thought of Peg, back on
Earth, and wondered what she was doing, what she was thinking of .

| kept going, determined now to keep moving at al costs, determined to beat thisworld and find my
way back to Earth. Thefight had set my hormonesrolling, apparently; the outpour of adrenadin was just
what | needed to galvanize me out of thefit of depression | had been sinking into. Now | wasfully alive,
wide awake, and wanting out desperately.

Then | glanced up. There seemed to be afire up ahead; white, brilliant light was streaming through
the jungle, illuminating the dark recesses around me. | drew in my bregth. If it really wasfire, that meant
people—savages, perhaps? | advanced cautioudy, dying a dozen timeswhenever | scrunched dawn on a
twig.

After about fifty yards, the path swivelled abruptly a aright-angle bend, and | found mysdlf
suddenly out of the jungle. | emerged from the thickly-packed trees and saw what was causing al the
light. | whistled dowly.

It wasn't afire. It was adiamond, planted smack in the middle of awide tredess clearing—the



biggest diamond anyone ever dreamed of, looming ten feet off the ground, lying therelike agigantic
chunk of frozen flame. It was cut with amillion facets from which the bright sunlight glinted fiercdy. Al
around it, the trees had been levelled to the ground. The great gem stood dl aone, in solitary majesty.

Not quite done, though. For as| stood there, at the edge of the jungle, staring in openmouthed
astonishment, | saw afigure come up over the top of the diamond, poise for amoment on the narrow
facet a the very peak, and then legp lightly to the ground.

It was the girl—the girl whose beckoning arms had enticed meinto this nightmare in thefirst place.
She was coming toward me.

The girl in the diamond had been nude, but | guessthat was only part of the bait. Thisgirl was clad,
though what she was wearing took care of the lega minimum and not much more. Otherwise, it wasthe
samegirl, radiant with an incredible sort of magnetism. In person, she had the same kind of effect that the
imagein the diamond had had.

| stood there, dazzled.

"I've been waiting for you," she said. Her voice was |low and throbbing, with just the merest echo of
something alien and strange about it. "It has been so long since| called, and you did not come.”

| just stared at her. Up till thismoment | had thought Peg was about as sexy asagirl could be, as
far as| was concerned. But | waswrong. Thisitem made Peg look almost like an old washboard by
comparison.

Shewasdl curves, but with arippling strength undernegath that was ajoy to see. Her hair was deep
blue-black, with glossy undertones, and her eyeswere deep and compelling.

"My nameis Sharane," she said softly. "I have been waiting for you."

The sunlight kept bouncing down off that colossal diamond, and Sharane stood there, brilliant inits
reflected light. Her skin seemed to glow, it was so radiant. She took another step toward me, arms
outstretched.

| moved back astep. So much glamor in one body frightened me. The last time | had listened to this
girl'scdl, it had drawn me across space and brought me to this planet. Devil only knew what might
happen thistime.

Besides, there was Peg. So | backed off.

"What do you want?' | demanded. "Why have | been brought here? Whereisthis place?'

"What doesit matter?' Sharane asked lightly, and from the tone of her voicel started to wonder
mysdf. "Come here," she urged.

| started to laugh, I'm afraid. It was al so preposterous, this whole business of diamonds that make
people shoot off to someworld in space, and this lynx-eyed temptress coming toward me—I dissolved
in near-hygerica laughter.

But | waslaughing out of the other side of my face amoment later, when Sharane stepped closeto
me and | felt her warmth near me. She looked up at me, with the same expression on her face that the
image in the diamond had had. | was defensdess.

Peg, | thought. Peg, help me!

She put her arms around me, and | started to pull back and then stopped. | couldn't. She came
close, enfolded hersdlf around me.

Somehow at that moment the distant Peg seemed pretty pale and tawdry next to Sharane. | forgot
her. | forgot Peg, | forgot the Chief, the Bureau, Earth—I forgot everything, except Sharane and the
blindingly brilliant diamond in front of me.

Shedrew my head down, and our lips met. The contact was warm, tingling—

And| fdt mysdf grow rigid, asif | were rooted to the ground.



Sharane pulled her lips away, and took a step back, She looked at me, strangely, haf triumphantly
and haf sadly. | saw her sigh, saw her breastsrise and fall.

| strained to move, and couldn't. | was frozen!

"l am sorry,” she said. Her musical voice seemed to be modulated into aminor key, asif shewere
redly sorry. "Thisistheway things must be."

And then shelifted me up, dung my gtiffened form over her shoulder aseasily asif | were an empty
sack, and started walking away!

| struggled impotently against the strange pardysis that had overcome me, and cursed bitterly. A
second time, Sharane had trapped me! Once, when she caled from the depths of the crystal; now, when
she betrayed me with akiss.

| rolled my eyesin anguish, but that was as close as| could come to motion. Sharane carried me
lightly, easily, around to the other side of the gigantic diamond. "Y ou will have friends here," she said
oftly.

| looked around, and blinked in surprise. For haf adozen other Earthmen lay, smilarly frozen,
behind the great diamond.

Sharane very carefully laid me down in their midgt, and left me.

She had put me between two other frozen prisoners. Further away, | saw four more. All Sx were
gripped by the same strange force that held me.

"Greetings, friend,” | heard the man on my |eft say. "The nameis Cad dwell—Frederic Caldwall.
What'syours?' It was dmost asif we were mesting in acafeteria, he was so casud.

"LesHayden," | sad.

"My nameis Strauss," said the one on my right. "Ed Strauss. Glad to meet you, Hayden. Join our
merry band.”

Strauss—Cal dwell—those were two of the names on that list of Sixty-six vanishers. And I'm
Sixty-Seven. Welcometo thefold, | thought.

"How long have you been here?' | asked.

"Ten days" said Strauss.

"A week," Cadwdl said. "But you'd never know it. When you're frozen like this, you don't need
food or anything. Y ou're out of circulation, period. You just lie here, waiting for the next sucker to be
deposited in the vault.”

"Yeah," said Strauss. "There were about forty guys herewhen | came, but one day aship came
down and some huge things packed most of them up. That made things pretty quiet for awhile. Welve
just been lying here, those of usthat areleft. Every once in awhile Sharane catches someone new.”

"Did both of you get shagged the same way?"

"| found adiamond on my desk one day," said Caldwell. "Came out of nowhere. | started staring at
it—and | guessyou know the rest of the story."

"It's Sharane's kissthat doesit,” Strausssaid. "1 think it sets up some kind of force field that freezes
us. And we stay here, and wait for the alien ship to come pick us up and take us away."

"Tothe daughterhouse,” said Caldwell dully.

| pushed and struggled, but it wasto no avail. | was efficiently straitjacketed. Above me, the big
diamond stared coldly out, its radiant brilliance seeming to mock us.

Caldwell and Strauss had been trapped the same way | had—by the beckoning diamond. |
wondered how many more Sharane would catch, would draw across space to this strange planet. And |
wondered why? Who was this strange woman, what power did she have, why was she doing what she



did? What motivated her?

| didn't know. And it didn't look like | was ever going to find out.

All I knew was | was caught, and there didn't seem to be any way out. But | wasn't going to give
up. | could till keep on hoping.

Welay therefor hours, talking occasonaly, more often remaining silent, staring up at the cloudless
sky. | could see how the dayswould roll by, in empty, mindlesswaiting, until the mysterious ship returned
for itsnext load of Earthmen.

By dint of much eyebal-rolling, | was able to make out what my two companionslooked like.
Strauss was ba ding, sandy-haired, middle aged, Caldwell much younger, dynamic-looking.

Therewasn't much we could say, and after awhile conversation ceased entirely. We were so
placed that | could see the giant diamond clearly, and | started to passthe time by staring at its peak,
wondering how many carats the thing could weigh. Millions, no doubt.

Then | began searching the sky, waiting for the ship to come, the ship that would carry us off to our
unknown next destination. After awhilelonger | grew tired, and closed my eyes. | dept, uneasily, and no
doubt | would have been tossing and turning if only | could moveat all.

| was awakened by the sound of Caldwell's deep, sharp voice exclaming, "Look! Here comesa
new onel"

Then Strauss commented, "And it'sagirl!"

| struggled to get my eyes open and keep them that way, and swiveled them around, searching for
the newcomer. And then | saw her.

Shewasjust emerging from the edge of thejungle. | saw her plainly, clad in sweater and
tight-clinging khaki trousers; she had evidently had arough time of it in the jungle, because her sweater
was torn and shredded and her hair waswildly disheveled. But she kept moving onward, her eyeswide
in amazement at the sight of the diamond.

She was Peg.

| watched her dmost dazedly as she made her way acrossthe clearing. | knew she couldn't seeme
yet, but | could see her. It was Peg, all right. How, why she had come, | could only conjecture, But she
was here, madly, unbelievably, and | was glad to see her.

"Where'd she come from?' Caldwell asked.

"| thought only men came through,” said Strauss. "Maybe she's an accomplice of Sharane.”

"No," | sad. "I know her."

| tried to call to her, to attract her attention in someway. | didn't know where Sharane was.

"Peg!" | cdled. My voice was ahoarse croak, barely more than awhisper. | tried again. " Peg!
Peg!”

The third time she heard me. | saw her mouth drop open as she turned dowly and saw us spread
out on the ground, and then she started running joyfully toward us.

"Lesl Oh, Led" she caled, from ahundred yards away. Her voice came across clearly, and at the
moment it seemed like the most wonderful sound | had ever heard.

| watched her as she ran, drinking in the sight of her—the smooth gtride, the long, powerful legs, the
bobbing red hair that fluttered up and down as she ran. And a hot burst of shame flooded my face as|
remembered the kiss—Sharane's kiss.

Peg would forgive me, though. | knew she would.

She kept running, running toward us—and then, she stopped and recoiled back, asif she had struck
aglasswal.

| saw her move back afew paces and rub her nose asif she had bruised it. Then she stepped



forward again, and, in perplexity, extended ahand in front of her. It stopped short at the same barrier.

She began to edge around in awary semicircle, fegling in front of her, and everywhere it wasthe
same. Aninvisble barrier, blocking us off from her. She wouldn't be able to reach us. Whoever had
snared usredly knew hisbusiness.

Tears of frustration came to her eyes, but she wiped them away and continued to search for some
break in the barrier, while | shouted words of encouragement to her. It was a miracle that Peg was here
at al, Peg whom | thought I'd never see again, and | wanted desperately to be holding her tight.

She completed the circle around us, without finding any way in. | saw her kick the barrier vicioudy,
saw her foot stop in mid-air astheinvisblefield rebuffed the blow.

And then | saw Sharane come up behind her.

"Watchit!" | yelled, but there was no need of the warning. Peg turned, and the two women faced
each other uneasly.

| felt torn gpart when | saw the two of them together. Peg was awonderful girl, wonderful to look
at, wonderful to be with—but Sharane! Sharane was something different, something unearthly, something
irresistible. No wonder she had trapped sixty-seven men so far. Sixty-seven, plus Peg—if Peg had been
trapped.

The two women moved closer to each other, and then, incredibly, | heard Sharane say, in the same
throaty, erotic voice she had used on me and on everyone €l se who had come through the crystal
gateway, "I've been waiting for you."

Peg's sarcagtic answer rang out sharp and clear. "I'll bet you have," she snapped.

"It has been so long since | caled, and you did not come,” Sharane said caressingly.

My eyes popped. Was Sharane trying to make love to Peg? What kind of thing was Sharane,
anyway?

"Let methrough that barrier,” Peg demanded.

Sharane made no answer, but merely moved closer. "My nameis Sharane,” she said. "'l have been
waiting for you."

Word for word, the same routine she'd given me! Only how did she expect it to work on Peg?

It didn't. Sharane moved even closer, reached out her arms, started to embrace Peg—

And Peg knocked her sprawling with an open-fisted blow.

Sharane went regling back on the ground, but picked hersalf up with no apparent bruises, and
returned to her strange task. She moved back to Peg, turning on al her sren charms.

It wasincredible, unbelievable. But Peg wasn't to be tempted as easily as amere man would be. As
Sharane approached, Peg whipped out at her with another blow, and followed with a nest fist to the
dark-haired woman's stomach.

Sharane backed up, and apparently caught on that she wasn't getting the usua reaction from Peg.
She charged in amad flurry, failed to get much of ahandhold on Peg's short-cut hair, and launched out in
an attack of wild violence.

Peg parried most of the punches, but astray fingernail got through the defense and raked down her
cheek, leaving along, bloody line, and one of Sharan€e's frantic blows landed in her mid-section, throwing
her back gasping for breath.

| heard my own voice shouting encouragement, roaring asif | were at a prizefight. And, from
around me, | heard the other men cheering Peg on too.

| had never seen two women fight before. It was quite asight.

Sharane kept the upper hand for afew moments, forcing Peg back, and on the areas of flesh
exposed where Peg's swesater had been tornin the jungle, | saw livid bruises starting to appear.

Then Peg regained theinitiative, and with an outburst of kicks, punches, and daps she drove
Sharane back. Peg used every tactic in the book, and some that weren't—such as reaching out, seizing
Sharane'slovey blue-black hair, and yanking.



Suddenly | saw Sharane break away out of a clinch and dash back, toward us, through the barrier.
Peg followed on her hedls, just astep behind.

Sharane must have dissolved the barrier shed set up in order to let hersdlf get through, but the
maneuver turned out aflop, because Peg came right through with her. Sharane turned, glared angrily at
her when she saw the Strategy had been negated, and set out in arun—straight for the giant diamond!

"Go get her, Peg!" | shouted, dmost breathless mysdlf from the strain of watching the women fight
while| mysdlf was unable to moveamuscle,

Sharane was climbing the diamond, pulling herself up by grasping the sharp corners of the facets,
hauling herself up over that great shining eye. And Peg wasright behind her.

| watched as Peg started the ascent, dipping and diding, cutting her hands on the keen edges.
Sharane was at the top, balanced precariously on the uppermost facet. The sun was beating down hard,
shooting blinding flashes of light dashing off the diamond into our eyes.

As Peg approached the top, Sharane stooped and pushed her off. She went diding back down,
catching hold half way to the ground. | saw that she had ripped the leg of her dacks open, but she didn't
appear to be cut hersdlf. She dangled for amoment and then with dogged determination she climbed her
way back to the top. My heart pounded asfrantically asif | weretaking part in the struggle myself.

Sharane kicked out vicioudly. | saw Peg start to lose her grip, begin to fal back—and then seize
Sharane'sflailing foot, and, holding on with an unbreskable grip, begin to haul hersdf to thetop of the
diamond!

Shereached it at last, and the two of them stood here, rocking shakily back and forth in the narrow
area, while the blazing sun burnt down fiercely on them, sending rivers of perspiration coursing down their
bare flesh. They werelocked in adouble grip, shivering from exhaustion, neither one ableto gain
advantage over the other.

Then | saw Peg's musclesflex, and she began to bend Sharane back, back, until the other woman
was almost doubled over. Suddenly Sharane'sleg gave way, and she toppled; through some miracle, she
landed on her back, still atop the diamond, and Peg pounced down on her. Peg clamped her hands on
Sharane'slovely throat, and started to squeeze.

Sharané's arms began to thrash wildly—and then, then, as we watched dumfounded, Sharane
began to change! As Peg kept up the relentless pressure, Sharane's shape began to dter; arms became
tentacles, skin thickened and became something else, changed color from radiant white to loathsome
purple. Where there had been alovely seductress amoment before lay aghastly thing.

Peg jumped back, startled at the transformation; Sharane, or the thing that had been Sharane,
lashed out with atentacle, and Peg, till clinging to the other, toppled back and off the diamond,
pinwhedling to the ground.

The Sharane-thing logt its balance and dropped off the other side. | saw Peg lying unconscious on
the ground, watched in impotent horror asthe alien being Sarted to rise—

And suddenly | discovered | wasfree! My arm moved, my leg! Apparently the dien had needed dl
its power to fight Peg, and had been unable to spare the concentration needed to maintain our
imprisonmernt.

| was up and running in an instant, feeling strength ebb back into my gtiff, cramped muscles. | leaped
on the mongter before it could rise, felt its strange, dry, dien odor, and then my hands were around its
scaly throat. | looked down, searched for some trace of the loveliness that had once tempted me, and
could find none. | saw aweird, terrifying face with glinting many-faceted eyes and atwisted, agonized
mouth. | kept up the pressure.

| heard the creature's breath gasping out, and then | felt hands on my shoulders—Peg's, on one
shoulder, and aman's hand, on the other.

| looked up and saw Strauss pudgy face. "Dont kill thething," he said. "Get up, and let's find out
what's been going on."

"No," | said. But they pulled me off.



| stood up, and watched the aien writhing on the ground, struggling to recover its breath. A surge of
hatred ran through me as| saw the strange thing down there.

"What areyou?' | demanded. "Where are we?"

"Giveme sometime,” it said, barely ableto speak—but | could il detect initsvoice the same
underlying hypnotic tone that Sharane's voice had had. It was the only point the thing had in common with
thegirl. "Let merecover. | mean no further harm.”

"l don't trustit,” | said uneasly.

"Why not wait?" asked Strauss. "It can't make any trouble for us now—aobvioudly there hasto be
somekind of emotiona surrender or it can't take control of us. That must be how the girl was able to
defeat it."

| nodded. "That sounds reasonable.” | stared coldly down at the battered, suffering aien. "All right.
Let'sletit catchitsbreath, and well find out what's what."

| was glad, now, that they had pulled me off. Carried away the way | was, | would undoubtedly
have throttled the creature—and the Chief would undoubtedly have throttled me for it when | got
back—if | got back. For one thing, with the cresture dive there was a chance we might find out what this
was all about. For another, with the cresture dead we might have no way of getting back to Earth.

So | stood back, letting the anger seep out of me, and turned to Peg.

She had come off on top in the fight, but she was pretty well battered. One of her lovely blue eyes
had an even lovdier shiner, and she was thoroughly scratched and bruised. Her swester was just about
ripped clean off her, and she was holding the tatters together salf-conscioudy.

"How did you get here?" | asked.

She amiled, and through dl the blood and bruisesit till looked wonderful.

"I went to the Chief, after you—disappeared.”

"l wishyou hadn't,” | said. "l didn't want him to know | was letting you in on anything.”

"He doesn't know. All | did was ask him to tell me what kind of job you had been sent out on. After
| told him what had happened to you, he explained.”

"And then?'

"Then | requested that the next unused diamond that was found be turned over to me. Hedidn't
want to, but findly he agreed to it."

| looked at the dowly twisting creature lying on the ground, and back to Peg. "So?!

"So another diamond materidized that night, and the Chief caled me. | came and picked it up, and
when | wasadonel looked at it. There wasthat girl init, cdling to me." She made aface. "It was
disgudting.”

"And then you were drawn in?" | asked, remembering the way Sharane had trapped me.

"Of course not, Slly. | didn't respond to that posturing girl at all, and so | couldn't be caught. But |
voluntarily camethrough. | willed mysdlf to bedrawnin, and | was. | landed up in that jungle, and
wandered out here when | saw the light of the diamond.”

| nodded. "And then Sharane came after you with her song and dance. Since Sharane was actualy
an aien with no redl idea of the difference between the human sexes, she—it—thought her act would
work on you too. But it didn't.”

| walked over to where the dien was, and Peg and the six freed captives followed me.
Sharane—the Sharane-thing—was Sitting up.

"Hurry," it said. "We must talk before the Llanar ship arrives, or thereis great danger.”

"Who arethe Llanar?" | asked, surprised.

"My captors,”" said the dien. Itsweird face was twisted into an expression of cosmic sadness.

"What do you mean, your captors?

"The Llanar,” Sharane said, "are agreat race from out there." She gestured at the sky. "They
conquered my people, and they wish to endave yours through us. They have placed me here, against my



will, and shown me how to disguise mysdf asahuman. All who were drawn by the diamond were
powerless againgt me—except—"

She pointed to Peg.

| smiled. "Theonly thing as hard as adiamond is another diamond. The only thing that could resst
Sharane's womanly wiles would be another woman. Those diamonds were set up to trap men—and
when awoman came through, Sharane here didn't know what to do with her. She had never experienced
ahuman womean."

"I have now," the dien said weskly. "I hopeto never again.”

"How doesthistrap work?' Caldwell asked.

"The great diamond hereisthefocus" Sharane said. "The smaler ones serve astransmitting poles,
at the other end of the channel. We send them to Earth, and when men find them they aredrawn in. |
then tempt them to surrender themselves—and as soon asthey do, | freezethem." The dien brokeinto
the alien equivaent of asob. "Then the LIanar come, and take them away. They make them daves, on
their homeworlds"

Thedien sat up, and rubbed itself. "But you have won your freedom from me," it said. Y ou may
return to your planet.”

"Andyou?'

"I must St here," thedien sad. "I must continueto prey on Earth, or the Llanar will kill me."

"WEelIl closethat damnable gateway, don't worry," muttered Cadwell, but | ignored him.

Suddenly al my hatred for Sharane had vanished. | saw the strange thing before us as a person, not
athing—a suffering, sendtive person. An dien, true, but very human under the to-me-grotesque exterior.
Injust those few minutes | learned alesson: you don't have to have arms and legs and two blue eyesto
be ahuman being.

| saw the whole picture now. Sharan€'s people were under the domination of till another dien race
from deep in the galaxy—the dread Llanar. And the LIanar were forcing Sharane to operate thislondy
trap on the edge of the universe, waiting like a spider to net the unfortunates who happened to find one of
the treacherous diamonds she scattered.

"Y ou can send us back to Earth?' | asked.

"Yes" Sharane sad. "But—"

Then shelooked upward, and | saw the sky darken. Coming down, straight above us, wasa
gleaming golden-hulled spaceship!

Suddenly Sharane cameto life. "The Llanar!" she cried. "Run into the jungle—hide, or they'll carry
you off! I'll stay out here and get rid of them.”

Her form melted and coal esced weirdly, and once again | saw before me the woman-shape. She
pointed toward the jungle, and | didn't waste any time arguing. | seized Peg's hand and we brokeinto a
frantic trot, heading for the woods.

We got there breathless, and al six of the freed men came racing in right behind us. We squatted
there, slently, watching the LIanar ship descend.

It came down in dow, graceful spirals, hovered overhead, finally settled to the ground—and the
Llanar came out.

| won't try to describe them. They were huge, thick-bodied, and | still shudder when | think of what
they looked like. They were hideous, hateful, fearsome creetures. | imagined what awhole world of them
would belike.

Three of them emerged from the ship, came out, walked up to Sharane. They stood around her,
dwarfing her lovely body among them.



They talked for along while; | heard the low, booming rumble of their voices come crackling over
the ground to us. After an extensve discussion, they turned and |eft. Sharane stood aone.

| watched, quivering with revulsion, asthey marched dowly back to their ship, got in, and amoment
later afiery jet-blast carried them doft. We remained in the forest for amoment or two longer, waiting
until the Llanar ship was completdly out of Sght. Then we dashed out.

Sharane was waiting for us a the base of the great diamond.

"They wanted to know where the new batch of captiveswas," she said. Her breasts were heaving in
obviousterror, and it was hard for me to remember, as| looked at her, that minutes before she had been
ahideous aien being writhing on the ground. "I told them none had come through since their last pickup.”

"What did they say?'

"They were very angry that no new daves were on hand. But | promised to have some soon, and
they left.”

| looked at Pegin gratitude. "If it weren't for you, I'd be on my way in that ship,” | said. "And all
these other peopletoo.”

"It'slucky | camethrough when | did, darling.”

"It certainly is, Miss" said one of the men. "We owe our livesto you."

| turned to Sharane. "Can you send us back?"

"Itisample." Shereached up, pulled eight diamonds—small ones—from nowhere, and handed one
to each of us. "Concentrate," she said.

One by one, the men blinked out and vanished, until only Cadwell and Peg and mysdlf wereleft.
Cddwdl looked at me.

"You know," hesaid, "if you destroy that big diamond, | think it'll close this hellish gateway forever.
No one e se on Earth will be trapped the way we were."

"l know," | said. "But | don't intend to do it."

His eyes blazed angrily. "Why not? Do you want the Llanar to carry off everyone? For dl you
know, you'd be adave on some stinking planet now if your girl hadn't shown up.”

"I know," | said again. | turned to Sharane. "But I'm not going to close the gateway."

"They would kill meif youdid," Sharane said.

"That's not the reason.”

"What is, dear?" Peg asked.

"I'm leaving the gateway open so we can come back through. Someday welll return, when we're
ready—more of us, Sharane. And our people and your people together will end the Llanar tyranny.” |
thought of those gigantic creatures again, and shivered.

"Do you mean that?' Sharane asked.

"I meanit," | said firmly. "Assoon as| get back to my world, to the Bureau, I'll start getting things
rolling for the counterattack."

| smiled. Thisjob was over; | had solved the mystery of where the sixty-six had gone. But anew
job was beginning.

"l will bewaiting for you,” Sharane said. "But in the meantime—I must stay here, preying on al who
come through. The Llanar will only kill me and replace me with another | don't." There was a note of
genuineregret inthe dien'svoice.

"Go through,” | said bluntly to Cadwell. He frowned in concentration and vanished, leaving just Peg
and mysdf facing Sharane. The greet diamond formed a backdrop for the scene.

"I am glad you defeated me," Sharanetold Peg. "It may mean the beginning of along friendship
between our peoples.”

"Many friendships begin after adeadly battle," | said. | turned to Peg. "Let'sgo through,” | said.
"All right. Goodbye, Sharane.”
"Farewdll." Thedien turned and walked away, dowly, toward thejungle.



We watched her go, standing there, watching thet lovely false woman-form glide smoothly away. |
was thinking, you never can tdll. The normal thing would be to hate, to destroy the horrid dien thing that
lurksinwait for unsuspecting Earthmen—>but we couldn't hate Sharane. She was atool, serving powerful
measters. Shewas not evil in herself.

The Llanar were powerful, al right—but not so powerful that they couldn't be beaten. | took alast
look at the gleaming diamond, and a Sharane's retreeating form—the lonely, pitiful guardian of the crystal
gate.

Then shewas a the very edge of the jungle, and waving to us. We waved back. Grasping our
diamonds firmly and holding hands, Peg and | concentrated on returning to Earth.

The giant diamond dowly faded into the greyness that swept over us, as did Sharane. We were on
our way back to Earth at last.

But | knew I'd be seeing her again, someday. Wed be coming back through the gateway. Well
come back, dl right.

And when we do, the LIanar will tremble.
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