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Jewels of the Toad

Betty Goodman was the sort of golden-blonde you’d expect to see pictured on a billboard smiling gaily at a bottle of coca-cola. But this was war—so Betty Goodman was looking intently (no smile) at a madly bubbling pot of chemicals and she wasn’t on a billboard. She was in a war chemical plant making something that wasn’t even mentioned outside the well-guarded walls.

In spite of what was in the pot, Betty considered herself just another woman in war work, and she didn’t blow any whistles to let people know she was “doing her bit.” Betty wasn’t like that. Even her mother didn’t know what was in that bubbling pot into which Betty peered through her plastic face-guard —if she had, she might have turned a little pale.

“How’s it coming, Bets?” a man’s voice asked from the other side of the laboratory.

“I’m ready to mix, Pete,” said Betty, her voice muffled behind her mask. “It looks about right. Temperature is okay, and color is just right.”

“Turn it on, then,” directed the man. “I’ll be right th…” The phone bell rang and he answered it. His voice came to Betty.

“Markey speaking… oh, Carter… yeah, got another bath just about ready. It’ll be down to you in an hour… whaddya mean, trouble? No… sure, we’ll be careful. Aren’t we always!”

As he talked, Betty was turning two valves to an exact degree, and watching a crimson liquid flow in measured amount from a huge retort into the bubbling pot. A cloud of vapor swirled up madly, mushroomed darkly against the ceiling, was swiftly drawn off by the ventilation system.

Markey hung up the receiver and walked toward Betty. He peered into the pot and grunted.

“Filthy looking soup,” he said. “Smells worse than ever, if that’s possible.”

“There is a funny odor to it,” admitted Betty a trifle uneasily. “I don’t think I ever smelled anyth…”

“If only the lab boys could dope out a way to get these crystals without going through this precipitation process,” Markey said. “And bigger! Do you realize what it would mean to the war effort if…?”

“Pete!” said Betty, suddenly gasping. “That stuff…”

“Stinks!” yelled Markey. “Beat it, Bets! She’s going to blow…!”

He yanked Betty away from the fuming pot with a swift motion, rushed her toward the blast-proof door, literally bowling her along before him as he hurled his big body forward. Behind them a sudden puff of brilliant white light came from the pot, the smoke rising from it stopped rising, became non-existent. Something hit Markey a soundless blow on the back of the skull. He tumbled forward, directly atop Betty’s body. They went to the floor together. The automatic door-catch released, and the explosion door slammed shut with a bang.

But there was no explosion. Just a brilliant, blinding, arc-white light and soundlessness. Then blackness.

~

“I must be dreaming,” said Markey, closing his eyes again. He was lying flat on his back, head turned to the side.

“But if I’m dreaming, I’m not doing it in a comfortable bed. This stone floor is hard as hell…”

Markey’s eyes snapped open again. Stone floor?

“A toad!” he said in awe. “As big… as a man!”

Before him, sitting on a couch about eighteen inches high, staring down at him with unblinking eyes, was a huge toad. The couch on which it sat was covered with what seemed to be rich black satin, embroidered with sparkling star-like designs in bright silver. Behind the monster toad was a black, lightless area, framed in an incredibly delicately-carved archway depicting odd sea-horse figures, tadpoles, mermaids and rising swarms of inky bubbles. Floating, or perhaps set into the blackness behind the toad, were clusters of brilliant, many-colored jewels or crystals. They were too huge to be jewels… .

“Jumping sassafras!” Markey burst out, sitting erect with an explosive motion.

The action brought more of his weird surroundings into view, and now he really gasped in surprise. He was in a huge hall with mosaic walls and black marble floor. The giant toad sat as an emperor on a throne in this vast hall. And before the throne knelt a girl…

“Bets!” Markey almost yelled.

But was this Betty Goodman?

She was dressed in an extremely scanty skirt which was little more than a cluster of ribbons held in place by a waist-band. Her long blonde hair hung down over her shoulders in a cascade of gold. Her feet were bare.

She was kneeling before the loathsome monster squatting on the couch-like throne, offering a silver tray bearing a golden goblet. It was filled with some sort of liquid which gave off a strangely offensive odor.

The kneeling girl gave no sign that she had heard Markey’s startled cry. She remained kneeling passively, her face blank, awaiting the attention of the toad, whose protruding eyes were still staring expressionlessly at Markey.

Markey staggered to his feet, became aware of tinkling music that seemed to come from the air all around him. Before his dazed eyes, as a spell of dizziness threatened to send him back to his prostrate position on the floor, the sparkling crystals floating behind the toad seemed to spin and change shape with seemingly no transition, like the rapid shifting of a kaleidoscope design.

Vision cleared, Markey looked around him. Then his mind went numb with the significance of what he saw.

Dancing about the ebon floor were a dozen long-tressed blonde girls, clad as was the subservient Betty Goodman, with the exception of filigreed breastplates and tinkling silver bracelets on wrists and ankles. And all of them were…

“Betty!” breathed Markey in stunned incomprehension. “All of them! Exactly alike. All Betty Goodman!”

~

Markey covered his eyes with his palms.

“I’m nuts!” he said hoarsely. “I’ve gone batty. I’m lying in a hospital bed right now, raving—out of my head!” He paused a second, then added: “I gotta be!”

Cautiously, fearfully, he removed his palms from his eyes and peered around. The scene was still the same. The giant toad, sitting motionless except for an oddly horrible fluttering of its white throat as it breathed; the kneeling, suppliant figure of Betty Goodman clad in practically nothing, awaiting her horrible master’s pleasure; the dancing duplicates of his pretty assistant, equally unclad, dancing endlessly to the music of that unseen tintinabulation.

Markey backed away.

“Go away!” he said hoarsely. “Go away! You’re a nightmare. This ain’t real. I’ve been hit on the head… that’s it! I remember now. The mixture exploded. We got trapped when the explosion-door slammed shut. Maybe…” He paused in horror. “Maybe we’re dead…!”

His eyes roved over the eerie black marble hall.

“Maybe I’m dead,” he repeated, “and gone to hell. That’s what I get for jumping to conclusions and thinking there isn’t anything after death, and doing… well, things!”

The sound of footsteps behind him made him whirl about. His jaw dropped as he saw the figure coming toward him.

“Me!” he gasped. “Me! Dressed like an Egyptian slave, or something!”

Advancing toward him, eyes straight ahead, face expressionless, was a duplicate of himself, scantily clad in a brief loin-cloth, a fantastic head-dress, and brass anklets above curiously woven leather sandals.

Markey stared, eyes popping out of his head, as the figure walked past him, advanced to the throne, knelt in obeisance, then turned and walked back to Markey. Suddenly Markey was aware of two more duplicates of himself, standing beside him. They grasped his arm now, and he jumped. But they held him tightly.

“Hey!” he exclaimed. “What’s the idea…?”

With amazing power, his two captors led him away from the throne, toward the end of the vast ebon hall, and out through a doorway. He was dragged down a dim corridor, and finally thrust into a small cell. A heavy metal door slammed shut behind him. Then from out of the darkness a slim form rushed, threw her arms about his neck, and sobbed in terror.

“Pete! Pete! Oh, Pete, what’s happened? Where are we?”

For several minutes the dazed chemist had his hands full quieting the hysterical girl. Finally she calmed and sobbed quietly against his shoulder.

“You’re… real?” he queried, swallowing hard. “You’re real, ain’t you Bets?”

She stopped sobbing, looked up at him, new terror in her eyes.

“Yes!” she said frantically. “Yes Pete, I must be. If I’m not… Pete, did you see them too! Those— those brazen duplicates of me?”

Peter Markey swallowed hard.

“Did I see them? They were all around me! And…” he gulped a little, “…I wouldn’t exactly call them brazen. They were—well, they were kinda nice! Anything that’s a duplicate of you…!”

Betty squirmed from Markey’s arms, her tears and fears suddenly forgotten, her face reddening.

“Pete Markey!” she said. “Is that why you stayed behind so long? Why you…!”

“Now wait a minute, Bets. If I was away long, it was because I was out long. I had hardly time to look around me, and no time at all to figure this crazy thing out before three mugs who look exactly like me rushed me into this dark hole. And your enthusiastic welcome didn’t help my thinking any! Why couldn’t you have been as cooperative as that back in the lab…”

Crack!

~

Markey’s cheek stung beneath the impact of her firm little hand. He reeled back.

“Ouch!” he said. “That’s what I wanted you to do, but did you have to put all that muscle behind it? Well, at Least I’m satisfied I’m not dreaming now. That was the real thing. And it means…”

“What does it mean?” asked Betty, fearful once more. “Oh, Pete, I’m scared!”

Markey shook his head bewilderedly.

“I’m hanged if I know. But let’s check notes, and see what we can come to. First, tell me what happened to you, from the time that damned soup began to stink.”

Betty wrinkled her brows in thought.

“Well, first it seemed the laboratory got awfully light—almost like an arc light had been turned on. Then there was an explosion—no, it wasn’t an explosion. More like an explosion would seem without any noise or force to it…” She paused helplessly. “Oh, I’m afraid I just can’t explain it”

“Silly as it sounds,” said Markey, “you’re doing okay. I got the same impression. Explosion without any force… Go on, Bets. What happened next?”

“Nothing. That is, until I came to. I think…” Betty was cautious “…I think I was unconscious, Anyway, I opened my eyes and I was lying on a black marble floor looking at the most horrible monster toad I could ever imagine. It was sitting on a sort of throne, and above its head, in a sort of empty black space, were a lot of pretty crystals sort of turning and twisting and flashing—except that you couldn’ t see exactly when they turned.

“I get what you mean,” Markey prodded her hesitancy. “Go on.”

“A sort of musical tinkling was coming from the crystals—”

“So that’s where!” Markey exclaimed.

“The music did come from the crystals, didn’t it?” asked Betty confusedly.

“Yes. I guess so. I didn’t figure it that way, myself, but now that I think back, I guess you are right about it.”

“Well, that horrible toad just sat for a long while, staring at me, then it seemed to swell up until I thought it would burst. Its eyes turned away, and then, right in front of me, I saw a cloud of white begin to swirl, and all at once, there was a girl who looked just like me! And she didn’t have a stitch of clothes on!”

Markey looked blank.

“No clothes? Are you sure? They had clothes on—well, some clothes on—when I saw them.”

Betty looked relieved, and she hastened on.

“Then more of them materialized and they began dancing around. And two of them grabbed me and dragged me here. I was here for at least a half hour before you were pushed in. By that time I was practically frightened to death.”

“And I don’t blame you,” admitted Markey. “I was plenty scared myself. But,” he rubbed his arms reflectively, “if those birds who dragged me here were phantoms, this place has got some mighty substantial phantoms, is all I can say!”

~

“What about you?” asked Betty. “What happened to you?”

Markey shrugged.

“Approximately the same thing. And now, it seems, we are prisoners. Why we are being kept, I don’t know—but I’ll wager that toad thing has something in mind. Say, this is a pretty big place too, isn’t it? At first, I thought it was a cell. Isn’t that a window off there at the other end?”

Betty turned.

“Yes. But it’s too high up for me. I can’t see out of it. And it must be night outside. The sky, if that’s what it is, seems only a little less black than the inside of this prison.”

Markey walked toward the other end of their prison, reached a wall, and stood looking up at a huge square opening which looked out on only slightly lesser darkness. Faintly he could see thick bars across the window.

“Say! Those bars are mighty far apart! Maybe they’re wide enough to squeeze through!”

“I’ll boost you up,” offered Betty.

Markey looked at her, remembered her muscular ability.

“Okay, give me a lift. I think I can reach the edge.”

Betty placed her clasped hands beneath his uplifted heel, and heaved upward. Markey’s fingers caught the edge of the stone window-sill and he pulled himself up. He caught a bar, hoisted himself to the ledge, sat there looking out into the night.

Far off, near a rough horizon line that indicated possible hills, or even mountains, a pale, watery, crescent moon hung. Markey stared, fascinated.

“I see the moon—a moon,” he said. “But I’ll swear it isn’t any moon I ever saw before. Much too big. And it’s the wrong color. This moon’s really green!”

“See anything else?” asked Betty anxiously.

“Nothing, except I think it isn’t more than fifteen feet, at the most, to the ground. And Man Mountain Dean could get through these bars! If this is a jail, I wonder for whom?”

“Maybe for toads,” said Betty with a half-laugh.

Markey grunted.

“That’s not so funny,” he said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you were right. Well, we can’t risk jumping down there until it gets light enough to see where we are going to land…”

Markey jumped down from his perch on the window-sill and landed beside the girl. He took off his lab smock, which he still wore, rolled it into a wad, and put it down on the floor.

“Might as well take it easy, Bets,” he said. “Good a time as any to get some sleep. Maybe we’ll need it later on.”

Betty sat down on the stone floor, lay back on the folded smock. Markey sat down beside her, his back against the wall, and pillowed his head on his knees,

“Funny how tired I am,” he mumbled. “Like something had been taken out of me…” His voice drifted away, and in a moment he was snoring softly. And beside him, Betty Goodman also slept, as peacefully as though she were home in her own bed.

~

When Markey awoke, it was at the urgent shaking of his shoulder by Betty Goodman.

“Wake up, Pete!” she said. “It’s daylight!”

Markey stared around at the vast bleakness of the empty stone room, now fully revealed in the light of day. At the other end was the great metal door that had admitted him the previous night; above his head was the great window through which curiously brilliant sunlight was now streaming.

He jumped to his feet, stared up at the vivid blue patch of sky crossed by the broad, widely-spaced metal bars.

“Boost me again,” he said. “Let’s find out what’s really out there.”

Once more Betty lifted him up and he swung himself up to the ledge. For a long instant he looked in amazement at the scene that lay before him, unable to do more than gasp.

“What is it?” asked Betty impatiently. “What do you see?”

“A city,” said Markey finally. “A city.” The very inflection of his voice portrayed his astonishment. “But what a city! It’s in ruins!”

“Ruins?”

“Yes. It’s so old it’s falling apart. And gigantic. Girl, you never saw anything like this city in all your life. Nor in your dreams! No human beings ever inhabited this city.”

“Lift me up,” demanded Betty. “I want to see, too.”

Markey reached down, caught her upstretched fingers, pulled her up until she could catch one of the bars, then shifted his grip to her arm. In an instant she was perched beside him, gripping a heavy bar in each hand, and staring out on the bizarre scene that stretched for miles before them.

What Markey had thought to be distant hills or mountains in the dark of the previous night were now revealed to be huge masses of ruins; the ruins of buildings which must once have been more tremendous than their remains.

“It’s… it’s fantastic!” breathed Betty in awe. Her voice took on a note of panic again. “Pete! Where on earth are we! This… this place is awful! It’s… dead!”

Markey’s indrawn breath, sharp and swift, stopped her voice. She looked at him fearfully, then followed his gaze around the horizon. Then she saw it too. Hanging palely in the sky was the moon.

“I thought you said that wasn’t our moon,” said Betty. “It’s as plain as the nose… on its face,” she finished. “Yes,” said Markey, his voice strained. “That’s our moon, all right, but, Betty, that isn’t the moon I saw last night! That one was twice the size of this one, and it was on the opposite horizon. It was setting. This one’s coming up.”

~

For many moments they stared at the weird scene before them, bathed in the light of an amazingly brilliant sun, then Markey glanced down. A heap of rubble beneath their window was scarcely ten feet down.

“Let’s get out of here,”’ said Markey. “There doesn’t seem to be a soul abroad —and to judge from the dust in those streets, no one ever walks them—human beings or—or toads.”

He wriggled through the bars, hung for a moment, then dropped. He landed unharmed on the rubble, raised a cloud of choking dust which the wind whipped around the corner of the building.

“Come on, drop down,” said Markey. “I’ll catch you.”

Betty slipped through the bars, let herself down until she hung by her hands then let go. Markey caught her, set her on her feet. Together they made their way down the slanting slope of rubble and finally stood in the wide street between two massive, semi-ruined buildings that stretched for at least three hundred yards in both directions.

Huge doors and windows, obviously far bigger than human beings would require, yawned blackly in them. The building from which they had come was by far the largest of the two, and one wing of it was fairly well intact.

“I’ll bet that’s the building we came to in. The one with the big hall with the black marble floor,” Markey said.

Betty shuddered.

“Then let’s get away from here.” She turned in the opposite direction.

Markey stopped her.

“Where’ll we go?” he asked.

Betty looked helpless.

“Anywhere. Just so that awful toad can’t put us in jail again, and this time in a place we can’t get out of.”

Markey shook his head.

“No good. We’d promptly get lost in this jungle of ruins, and then we’d be in a fine pickle. Whatever the answer to this puzzle is, it’s in this building, I’ll bet a plugged nickel.”

“I’m still afraid of the toad,” insisted Betty.

Markey looked around.

“Notice how quiet it is?” he pointed out. “Nothing ever stirs out here, I’ll bet on it. There’s no sign of the dust in these streets ever being disturbed except by the wind. And I’ll swear it hasn’t rained here in hundreds of years. The air’s so dry I’m beginning to wish I had a drink already…

The instant he spoke the words, he regretted them.

“I’m thirsty,” said Betty promptly. Then a strange look came into her eyes. “Really thirsty,” she added hoarsely, licking her lips.

“We’ll find water in one of the buildings somewhere,” said Markey. “A city this size must have had plenty of water, and the system is bound to be intact somewhere, maybe down in some basement. We’ll find it…”

“Not in that builaing,” said Betty firmly. “I don’t want to see that toad again!”

Markey shook his head.

“Know something about toads?”

“Yes. They’re warty.”

“No, I don’t mean that. I mean about their habits.”

“This one looked like his were all bad,” Betty hazarded.

“They hate sunlight,” said Markey. “In fact, they sleep during the heat of the day. They come out only at night. Why should this toad, big as he is, be any different?”

Betty looked doubtful.

“Come on,” said Markey. “Let’s walk around to the front of this building. Maybe we can see more from there.”

~

Half reluctantly, Betty followed as he led the way through the dusty street. In a few moments they reached the front of the building and here Betty stopped dead in her tracks.

“Oh!”

“What’s the matter?” asked Markey, startled by her stifled scream.

“Over there,” gasped Betty. “Somebody…”

Markey whirled, and his eyes widened as he saw a white form lying in the sand just before the main entrance to the huge building of the toad.

“It’s… it’s… he struggled hoarsely with the words”… one of your duplicates!”

Betty clutched his arm.

“Is she… dead?”

Markey began walking swiftly forward.

“If she isn’t, she soon will be lying in this sun without any clothes on!”

He reached the nude body and knelt beside it. Betty came up fearfully, stared down at the replica of herself.

“Oh,” said Betty with a surge of pity. “She’s sunburned… horribly!”

“She’s still alive,” said Markey, wonderment in his tone. “Breathing naturally, just as though she were asleep. By golly, I think she is asleep!”

“We’ve got to get her out of this sun… no matter what she is,” decided Betty. “Here, carry her into the doorway; it’s shady there.”

Markey lifted the girl in his arms, and as he looked down into the relaxed, but terribly sunburned face, a chill of supernatural terror surged through him. This just couldn’t be—and yet it was. By all rights, this sleeping girl should be in terrible agony. A burn like this might easily prove fatal.

Betty was stripping off her lab smock now, spreading it out on a heap of soft sand. Markey laid the sleeping girl on it. Then he straightened up, looked helplessly around.

“What she needs is hospital care,” he began. Then he stopped speaking abruptly. Betty’s eyes followed his wide ones, and hers grew amazed too. Lying in peaceful slumber farther inside the doorway lay another nude feminine form.

“Another one!” she gasped.

“Jumping sassafras!” exclaimed Markey. “They’re sleeping all over the place. Look, there’s one of me!”’

It was true. A half-dozen limp forms lay about, in various attitudes of repose. And no effort of Markey’s could awaken them.

Prodded by curiosity, the two wondering humans made their way into the building, came to the vast hall with its carven walls and its black marble floor. The throne on which the giant toad had been crouched was empty. And lying at its base were several more of the nude and almost-nude duplicates of Markey and Betty.

“Where’s the toad?” whispered Betty.

“If I don’t miss my guess,” hazarded Markey, “it’s asleep, just like all these duplicates of you and me. In fact, I’m getting some sort of theory which may or may not fit the occasion—explain why these duplicates are sleeping, and why they can’t be awakened.”

“What’s that?”

“Remember you told me they just sort of materialized out of a cloud of vapor?”

“Yes?”

“Well, I think that toad did that. It looked us over, perhaps with more than just its eyes, and then proceeded to form living duplicates, similar in every detail, with some strange power of atomic reproduction that is beyond our understanding. I guess the closest you could come to it with anything we know, would be the protoplasm of spiritualistic mediums.”

“But why are they sleeping?” asked Betty.

“I’ve got a theory about that, too. In fact, I have a hunch that they don’t really exist, in a sense, except in the mind of the toad. So, being just a part, or an extension, of itself, they sleep when it sleeps—which means that right now it is somewhere in the building, and helpless as a toad!”

~

Markey made his way toward the empty throne. The dark area behind it was empty now, no bright-colored crystals gyrating in the air. Markey stepped over the couch, found himself in a dark chamber. Betty followed, clutching his arm with fingers that trembled.

“Let’s not go any further,” she begged. “I… maybe you’re wrong about it being asleep.”

Something tinkled beneath Markey’s feet, and he stooped and picked up one of the crystals. There were more, in a huge pile in the darkness, and Markey selected several, carried them out into the light. There he looked at them closely, and his eyes began to grow wider in comprehension. Finally he uttered a low exclamation of jubilance.

“Bets!”

“What is it?” “These crystals. Look at them! What do they remind you of?”

“Why, nothing,” said Betty hesitantly. “Well, yes, they do. They look something like the crystals of that stuff we make in the lab, greatly enlarged. Like they appeared under the microscope.”

“Something like?” asked Markey. “They are like! Listen, Betty, these crystals are just what I’ve been dreaming of! Remember how I wished the chemistry department would discover a way of precipitating these crystals in larger size, so we wouldn’t have to make so many of them, and mould them into the proper form?”

“Yes, but…”

“These are the crystals we need! Huge, perfect… why we can use them in a million ways! Aircraft instruments, radar, telescopic sights, range-finders, radio, television, Lord knows what else! It would save millions of dollars, and millions upon millions of man hours—Betty, it would shorten the war by a year!”

“Except for one thing,” reminded Betty. “There’s no war here. Not even the world we knew. We’re marooned, in some awful place with two moons, and nothing but ruins. What good will these crystals here do the war effort?”

“Nothing, here,” said Markey doggedly. “But something brought us here, and that same something can send us, and the crystals, back. And I intend to find it out.”

“What about the toad?”

“I’ll kill it, if I can find it.”

Betty stared around the great hall fearfully.

“I hope we don’t find it,” she said.

Markey stuffed the crystals into his pocket.

“I hope we do,” he corrected her. “And we’re going to start looking right now! Come on.”

~

Markey walked to the throne, yanked the satin-like covering off it and saw that it was constructed of ornately carved wood. He wrenched at one end of it, and after much effort, loosened a long piece. A couple of vigorous kicks broke it loose. Markey hefted it in both hands, then grunted in satisfaction.

“Those eyes will make perfect targets for this club! Now, let’s go. I’ve a hunch we’ll find it sleeping somewhere in that dark room where the crystals are piled.”

“Just a minute,” said Betty. “If I’ve got to go toad-hunting, I’m not going to do it with my bare hands. I hate warts.”

She began tugging at a smaller wooden portion of the low throne.

Markey grinned, kicked it loose for her, and she picked it up, swinging it about her head. Markey ducked.

“Take it easy,” he said. “I’m no toad!”

He led the way into the dimness of the inner room, peering cautiously ahead. As they advanced, he saw now that the store of crystals here was tremendous. And now and then one of them moved slightly, and a tinkling noise came from it. Once he saw one of them change from a cube to a sixteen-sided figure with a note like a plucked harp-string.

“What makes them do that?” he muttered. “Those crystals are, or should be, as stable as rock.”

“Maybe the toad can make them change,” suggested Betty. “Maybe it isn’t asleep at all—only waiting for us to get near, so it can make a lot of doubles of us and then make them jump on us.”

“That would be bad,” admitted Markey grimly. “Especially if they all have clubs like this one!”

“What’s that?” asked Betty, halting suddenly. “Over there?”

Markey peered at a dim white form just ahead.

“Looks like the girl I first thought was you!” he exclaimed. “The one with the goblet of that stinking liquid.”

“Stinking liquid?” questioned Betty in a tone of curiosity. “You didn’t mention that to me before,”

Markey stopped his forward motion, Staring down at the still-kneeling, but obviously sleeping girl, the goblet still held in outstretched hands.

“Stinking…!” he began to exclaim.

He stooped suddenly and took the golden goblet from the silver tray.

“Betts!”

“What?”

“This stuff! It’s almost like the stuff in our lab. The batch that began to stink, and then exploded with that noiseless blast!”

“Set it down!” said Betty in horrified tones. “It’ll blow up and no telling where it’ll send us this time!”

Markey stood thinking deeply, looking down at the goblet.

“Maybe that’s what we want,” he said. “Maybe it would send us back to our own world!”

“Pete!” screamed Betty. “Look out!”

~

Startled, Markey stood for a second, and as he did so, the sleeping girl at his feet rose to her knees, took the goblet from him, set it carefully back on the silver tray and then crouched down again. Markey shifted his club to the ready and peered about in the darkness. “That wasn’t any voluntary act of her own,” he said tensely. “That toad is somewhere here, it knows we are here, and it’s awake!” Betty stared around too, her face gleaming palely in the gloom. If she was frightened now, no sound escaped her tight lips.

For a long moment they stood silently, listening. Then Markey turned slowly.

“Listen!” he said tensely.

“I don’t hear anything,” said Betty.

“Quiet!”

Out of the darkness a faint slithering sound came, as though something leathery and wet was sliding along a stone floor. Then, distinctly, came the slap of a flat surface against stone.

Hop—hop. Hop—hop. Hop.

“It’s coming!” whispered Betty, even her whisper holding a note of hoarse panic.

Markey gripped her arm reassuringly; then advanced slowly in the direction of the sound. Betty stayed behind him. When Markey stopped, she bumped into him. Then she peered around his shoulder.

Blazing in the dark were two giant, unwinking eyes, about shoulder-level.

Markey and Betty stared at them, fascinated. Slowly Markey felt a peculiar lassitude creeping over him. His club began to drop in his hands, descending slowly to a resting position on the floor. His fingers began to relax, almost allowing it to drop away altogether.

Behind him the clatter of Betty’s club on the stone jerked his mind away from the miasma of relaxation that was numbing it. Betty brushed past him, walking as though hypnotized, straight toward the toad.

With a savage yell, Markey leaped past her, clutching his heavy club aloft. With all his strength brought it down on one of the eyes. It winked out in the darkness, and something wet splattered over Markey. Behind him Betty screamed piercingly.

With a leap, the toad was on him, and Markey was borne to the floor beneath its massive weight. But the toad had leaped involuntarily in its agony, and Markey was free of its main weight. It leaped convulsively once again, and Markey scrambled to his feet.

~

Betty was facing the toad, her club swinging down. It thudded harmlessly against the flank of the monster, dropped from her numbed fingers. Betty turned and ran a short distance away, stood with her palms to her cheeks in terror as she waited for the onslaught of the toad.

But it didn’t come. Instead the monster faced her, its one eye glaring wildly. All around faint, misty columns of whitish substance were forming, and Markey saw dozens of duplicates of Betty beginning to take form. He rushed forward, desperate, in an attempt to reach that remaining eye and smash it. But he was too late. A soft feminine body crashed into his, wrapped strong arms around him. Another female form rushed at him, and a bare arm wrenched his club from his grasp.

More of them were coming now. Markey lashed out desperately at the girl who held him. A right to the chin staggered her, and she collapsed on the floor. But her face was expressionless, showed no pain. She began to clamber back to her feet.

In an instant Markey was the center of a melee of soft bodies, hurling themselves at him. He applied every energy he had to beating them off. He picked up one girl, threw her headlong at three more rushing him. All went to the floor in a heap. Another came at him and he shot a tremendous left jab at her face. She went down and stayed down. Another leaped on Markey’s back, and soft arms began to strangle him.

Desperately Markey tore at the devilishly soft, but devilishly strong arms, and in spite of himself, felt a surge of horror as an arm bone snapped beneath his desperate grip. The girl uttered no sound, however, as Markey hurled her away from him.

Free for an instant, he saw Betty, distinguished from the rest of the battling duplicates by reason of her clothing, wrestling desperately with two assailants. One of them she hurled over her head with a neat motion, and the second she sat heavily on the floor by pushing her palm straight into the girl’s face.

But now dozens more white shapes were forming. Markey started for the toad, but saw he would never make it. The white forms shaping now were duplicates of himself, and all had clubs. This was the end!

Markey’s sagging pocket, with the giant crystals in it, offered its message of his only weapon. He tore the largest one from his pocket, took careful aim, and threw it as though he were pitching a strike across home plate. It went straight and true, hit the remaining eye of the toad. It winked out, and in its place was a ghastly oozing mess.

A rushing white form bore down on Markey, club uplifted. There was no chance to duck. But as Markey cringed beneath the expected blow, the white form grew misty, vanished into nothingneas,

But all about, a brilliant white light was growing, and the same soundless explosion was beating against Markey’s body. Just as in the laboratory, he pitched to the floor into unconsciousness.

~

Almost instantly, it seemed, he recovered, found himself sitting on the floor of the laboratory. Behind him the explosion-proof door was shaking beneath mighty blows from the outside, and the lock was giving. Out there, someone was swinging a heavy sledge.

Beside him, Betty knelt on her knees, staring in fascination and horror at something directly before them both. Markey looked too.

“Jumping sassafras!” he breathed. “The girl with the goblet!”

Kneeling on the floor in that same suppliant position was the nude duplicate of Betty Goodman, the silver platter extended, and on it, the golden goblet with the evil-smelling liquid. But even as they watched, the white figure began to grow tenuous, and the goblet teetered.

Markey leaped to his feet, raced forward, caught the goblet just as the duplicate girl vanished. The silver tray clattered to the floor, and Markey almost spilled the goblet as he halted his headlong rush.

Behind him the _ explosion-door crashed inward, and several men rushed through.

“Pete!” yelled one of them. “For crying out loud, are you all right? What in hell has been going on in here? This door slammed shut a half-hour ago, and we’ve been battering it in.”

Pete Markey held out the goblet.

“Take good care of this, Carter,” he said. “It’s… something new Bets and I cooked up. We figured it might be dangerous, so we tried it with the door closed. We think, that if you analyze it, you’ll find we can precipitate crystals like…” Markey dug in his pocket and thrust several of them out at the astonished chemist “…these. Save millions of man-hours and can be used in hundreds of ways. I think maybe you’ll find you can get the main ingredient to precipitate them from common… toads.”

“Toads!” gasped Carter. “My God!” He snatched a crystal, examined it and his eyes flashed. “Holy smoke!” he howled. “This is it! Pete, you’ve got something here!” He looked up, stared at Markey and Betty.

“Say, you two!” he exclaimed. “Where in hell did you get so sunburned? Boy, you’ll both peel like birch bark! Better get down to first-aid.”

Bearing the golden goblet of liquid, Carter turned and began walking out. As he did so, he became aware of the nature of the goblet, and his steps faltered to a halt. He turned back.

“Holy smoke!” he exclaimed. “Where…?”

He stopped, stood for a moment, then shrugged, turned.

“Ask you later…” he mumbled. “No use wasting my breath with that going on…”

He held the goblet far out ahead of him, held his nose between forefinger and thumb and walked out.




About

This story was originally published in the October 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures. Extensive research did not discover proof of renewal, so the story is believed to be in the public domain.
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