Twenty-five years ago the late H. P. Lovecraft,
acting upon the urging of his correspondent
Julius Schwartz, agreed te participate in the
writing of a round-robin weird fantasy story for
the Third Anniversary Issue of Fanfasy Magazine,
the pre-eminent science fiction fan magazine of
its perlod. Collaborating with H. P. Lovecrafs
were such distinguished names as A. Merrit, C.
L. Moore, Robert E. Howard and Frank Belknap
Long. The portion written by Lovecraft, 2,400
words long, was virtually a complete short story
in ltself. This is its first appearance In a pro-
fessional science fiction magazine.

THE CHALLENGE
FROM BEYOND

By H. P. LOVECRAFT

S THE mist-blurred light
of the sapphire suns grew
more intense, the outlines of
the globe ahead wavered and
dissolved to a churning chaos.
Its pallor and its motion and
1ts music all blended them-
selves with the engulfing mist
—Dbleaching it to a pale steel-
color and setting it undulantly
in motion. And the sapphire
suns, too, melted impercepti-
bly into the graying infinity
of shapeless pulsation.
Meanwhile the sense of for-
ward, outward motion grew
intolerably, incredibly, cos-
mically swift. Every standard

of speed known to earth seem-
ed dwarfed, and Campbell
knew that any such flight in
physical reality would mean
instant death to a human be-
ing. Even as it was—in this
strange, hellish hypnosis or
nightmare—the quasi-visual
impression of meteor-like hur-
tling almost paralyzed his
mind. Though there were no
real points of reference in the
gray, pulsing void, he felf that
he was approaching and pass-
ing the speed of light itself.
Finally his consciousness did
go under—and merciful black-
ness swallowed everything.
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It was very suddenly, and
amidst the most impenetrable
darkness, that thoughts and
ideas again came to George
Campbell, Of how many mo-
ments—or years—or eterni-
ties—had elapsed since his
flight through the gray void,
he ccould form no estimate. He
knew only that he seemed to
be at rest and without pain.
Indeed, the absence of all
physical sensation was the
salient quality of his condi-
tion. It made even the black-
ness seem less solidly black—
suggesting as it did that he
was rather a disembodied in-
telligence in a state beyond
phvsical senses, than a corpo-
real being with senses depriv-
ed of their accustomed objects
of perception. He could think
sharply and quickly—almost
preternaturally so—yet could
form no idea whatsoever of
his situation.

Half by instinct, he realized
that he was not in his own
tent, True, he might have
awaked there from a night-
matre to a world equally black;
yet he knew this was not so.
There was no camp cot be-
neath him-—he had no hands
to feel the blankets and can-
vas surface and flashlight that
ought to be around him—there
was no sensation of cold in the
air-—no flap through which he

o?

could glimpse the pale night
outside . . . something was
wrong, dreadfully wrong,

He cast his mind backward
and thought of the fluorescent
cube which had hypnotized
him—of that, and all which
had followed. He had known
that his mind was going, yet
had been unable to draw back.
At the last moment there had
been a shocking, panic fear—
a subconscious fear beyond
even that caused by the sensa-
tion of daemonic flight. It had
come from some vague flash
or remote recollection—just
what, he could not at once tell.
Some cell-group in the back of
his head had seemed to find a
cloudily familiar quality in the
cube—and that familiarity
was fraught with dim terror.
Now he tried to remember
what the familiarity and the
terror were.

Little by little it came to
him. Once—long ago, In con-
nection with his geological
life-work—he had read of
something like that cube. It
had to do with those debatable
and disquieting clay frag-
ments called the Eltdown
Shards, dug up from pre-car-
boniferous strata in southern
England thirty years before.
Their shape and markings
were so queer that a few schol-
ars hinted at artificiality, and
made wild conjectures about
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“"He had known that his mind was going, yet
had been unable to draw back.”




them and their origin. They
came, clearly, from a time
when no human beings could
exist on the globe—but their
contours and figurings were
damnably puzzling. That was
how they got their name.

It was not, however, in the
writings of any sober scientist
that Campbell had seen that
reference to a crystal, disc-
holding globe. The source was
far less reputable, and infi-
nitely more vivid. About 1912
a deeply learned Sussex cler-
gyman of occultist leanings—
the Reverend Arthur Brooke
Winters-Hall—had professed
to identify the markings on
the Eltdown Shards with some
of the so-called “pre-human
heiroglyphs” that were per-
sistently cherished and esoter-
ically handed down in certain
mystical circles, and had pub-
lished at his own expense what
purported to be a “transla-
tion’” of the primal and baf-
fling “inscriptions”—a “trans-
lation” still quoted frequently
and seriously by occult writ-
ers. In this “translation’”’—a
surprisingly long brochure in
view of the limited number of
“shards’” existing—had occur-
red the narrative, supposedly
of pre-human authorship, con-
taining the now frightening
reference.

As the story went, there
dwelt on a world—and eventu-
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ally on countless other worlds
—of outer space a mighty or-
der of worm-like beings whose
attainments and whose control
of nature surpassed anything
within the range of terrestrial
imagination. They had mas-
tered the art of interstellar
travel early in their career,
and had peopled every habita-
ble planet in thelr own galaxy
—killing off the races they
found.

Beyond the limits of their
own galaxy—which was not
ours—they could not navigate
in person; but in their quest
for knowledge of all space and
time they discovered a means
of spanning certain {trans-
galactic gulfs with their
minds, They devised peculiar
objects—strangely energized
cubes of a curious crystal con-
taining hypnotic talismen and

enclosed in space-resisting
spherical envelopes of an
unknown substance—which

could be forcibly expelled be-
vond the limits of their uni-
verse, and which would re-
spond to the attraction of cool
solid matter only.

These, of which a few would
necessarily land on various in-
habited worlds in outside
universe, formed the ether-
bridges needed for mental
communication. Atmospheric
friction burned away the pro-
tecting envelope, leaving the
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cube exposed and subject to
discovery by the intelligent
minds of the world where it
fell. By its very nature, the
cube would attract and rivet
attention. This, when coupled
with the action of light, was
sufficient to set its special
properties working.

The mind that noticed the
cube would be drawn into it
by the power of the disc, and
would be sent on a thread of
obscure energy to the place
whence the disc had come—
the remote world of the worm-
like space-explorers across
stupendous galactic abysses.
Received in one of the ma-
chines to which each cube was
attuned, the captured mind
would remain suspended with-
out body or senses until exam-
ined by one of the sominant
race. Then it would, by an ob-
scure process of iInterchange,
be pumped of all its contents.
The investigator’s mind would
now occupy the strange ma-
chine while the captive mind
occuplied the interrogator’s
worm-like body. Then, in an-
other interchange, the inter-
rogator’'s mind would leap
across boundless space to the
captive’s vacant and uncon-
scious body on the trans-ga-
lactic world—animating the
alien tenement as best it
might, and exploring the alien

THE CHALLENGE FROM BEYOND

world in the guise of one of
1ts denizens.

When done with explora-
tion, the adventurer would use
the cube and its disc in ac-
complishing his return—and
sometimes the captured mind
would be restored safely to its
ownh remote world. Not always,
however, were the dominant
race so kind. Sometimes, when
a potentially important race
capable of space travel was
found, the worm-like folk
would employ the cube to cap-
ture and annihilate minds by
the thousands, and would ex-
tirpate the race for diplomatic
reasons—using the exploring
minds as agents of destruction.,

In other cases sections of
the worm-folk would perma-
nently occupy a trans-galactic
planet—destroying the cap-
tured minds and wiping out
the remaining inhabitants pre-
paratory to settling down In
unfamiliar bodies. Never,
however, could the parent civ-
ilization be quite duplicated in
such a case; since the new
planet would not contain all
the materials necessary for
the worm-race’s arts. The
cubes, for example, could be
made only on the home planet.

Only a few of the number-
less cubes sent forth ever
found a landing and response
on an inhabited world—since
there was no such thing as
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aiming them at goals beyond
sight or knowledge. Only
three, ran the story, had ever
landed on peopled worlds in
our own particular universe.
One of these had struck a
planet near the galactic rim
two thousand billion years
ago, while another had lodged
three billion years ago on a
world near the center of the
galaxy. The third—and the
only one ever known to have
invaded the solar system—had
reached our own earth 150,-
000,000 years ago.

Realizing that the changed
individuals represented invad-
iIng minds, the race’s leaders
had them destroyed—even at
the cost of leaving the displac-
ed minds exiled in alien space.
They had had experience with
even stranger transitions.
Then, through a mental ex-
ploration of space and time,
they formed a rough . idea of
what the cube was, they care-
fully hid the thing from light
and sight, and guarded it as a
menace. They did not wish to
destroy a thing so rich in lat-
er experimental possibilities.
Now and then some rash, un-
scrupulous adventurer would
furtively gain access to it and
sample its perilous powers de-
spite the consequences—but
all such cases were discovered,
and safely and drastically
dealt with.
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Of this evil] meddling the
only bad result was that the
worm-like outside race learn-
ed from the new exiles what
had happened to the explorers
on earth, and conceived a vio-
lent hatred of the planet and
all its life-forms, They would
have depopulated it if they
could, and indeed sent addi-
tional cubes into space in the
wild hope of striking it by ac-
cident in unguarded places—
but that accident never came
to pass.

The cone-shaped terrestrial
beings kept the one existing
cube in a special shrine as a
relique and basis for experi-
ments, ’'till after aeons it was
lost amidst the chaos of war
and the destruction of the
great polar city where it was
guarded. When  fifty million
years ago, the beings sent
theilr minds ahead into the in-
finite future to avoid a name-
less peril of inner earth, the
whereabouts of the sinister
cube from space were un-
known,

This much, according to the
learned occultist, the Eltdown
Shards had said. What now
made the account so obscurely
frightful to Campbell was the
minute accuracy with which
the alien cube had Dbeen
described. Every detail tallied-
dimensions, consistency, heir-
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oglyphed central disc, hypnotic
effects. As he thought the mat-
ter over and over amidst the
darkness of his strange situa-
tion, he began to wonder
whether his whole experience
with the crystal cube—indeed,
its very existence—ivere not a
nightmare brought on by some
freakish subconscious memory
of this old bit of extravagant,
charlatanic reading. If so,
though, the nightmare must
still be in force; since his pres-
ent apparently bodiless state
had nothing of normality in it.

Of the time consumed by
this puzzled memory and re-
flection, Campbell could form
no estimate. Everything about
his state was so unreal that
ordinary dimensions and
measurements became mean-
iIngless. It seemed an eternity,
but perhaps it was not really
long before the sudden inter-
ruption came, What happened
was as strange and inexplica-
ble as the blackness it suc-
ceeded, There was a sensation
—of the mind rather than of
the body—and all at once
Campbell felt his thoughts

swept or sucked beyond his:

control in tumultuous and
chaotic fashion.

Memories arose Irrespon-
sibly and irrelevantly. All that
he knew—all his personal
background, traditions, expe-
riences, scholarship, dreams,
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1deas, and inspirations—well-
ed up abruptly and simultane-
ously, with a dizzying speed
and abundance which soon
made him unable to keep track

of any separate concept. The
parade of all his mental con-
tents became an avalanche, a
cascade, a vortex. It was as
horrible and vertiginous as his
hypnotic flight through space
when the crystal cube pulled
him. Finally it sapped his con-
sciousness and brought on

‘fresh oblivion.

Another measureless blank
—and then a slow trickle of
sensation. This time it was
physical, not mental. Sapphire
light, and a low rumble of dis-
tant sound. There were tactile
impressions—he could realize
that he was lying at {full
length on something, though
there was a baffling strange-
ness about the feel of his pos-
ture, He could not reconcile
the pressure of the supporting
surface with his own outlines
—or with the outlines of the
human form at all. He tried to
move his arms, but found no
definite response to the at-
tempt. But, there were lttle,
ineffectual nervous twitch-
es all over the area which
seemed to mark his body.

He tried to open his eyes
more widely, but found him-
self unable to control theilr

mechanism. The sapphire light
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came in a diffused, nebulous
manner, and could nowhere be
voluntarily focused into defi-
niteness. Gradually, though,
visual images began to trickle
1n curiously and indecisively.
The limits and qualities of
vision were not those which he
was used to, but he could
roughly correlate the sensa-
tion with what he had known
as sight. As this sensation
gained some degree of stabil-
1ty, Campbell realized that he
must still be in throes of
nightmare,

He seemed to be in a room
of considerable extent—of
medium height, but with a
large proportionate area. On
every side—and he could ap-
parently see all four sides at
once—were high, narrowish
slits which seemed to serve as
combined doors and windows.
There were singular low
tables or pedestals, but no fur-
niture of normal nature and
proportions. Through the slits
streamed floods of sapphire
light, and beyond them could
be mistily seen the sides and
roofs of fantastic buildings
like clustered cubes. On the
walls—in the vertical panels
between the  slits—were
strange markings of an oddly
disquieting character. It was
some time before Campbell
understood why they disturb-
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ed him so—then he saw that
they were, in repeated in-
stances, precisely like some of
the heiroglyphs on the crystal
cube’s dise.

The actual nightmare ele-
ment, though, was something
more than this. It began with
the living thing which pres-
ently entered through one of
the slits, advancing deliberate-
ly toward him and bearing a
metal box of bizarre propor-
tions and glassy, mirror-like
surfaces. For this thing was
nothing human—nothing of
earth—nothing even of man’s
myths and dreams. It was a
gigantic, pale-gray worm or
centipede, as large around as
a man and twice as long, with
a disc-like, apparently eyeless,
cilia fringed head bearing a
purple central orifice. It glided
on its rear pairs of legs, with
its fore part raised vertically
—the legs, or at least two
pairs of them, serving as
arms. Along its spinal ridge
was a curious purple comb,
and fan-shaped tail of some
gray membrane ended 1ts gro-
tesque bulk. There was a ring
of flexible red spikes around
its neck, and from the twist-
ings of these came clicking,
twanging sounds in measured,
deliberate rhythms.

Here, indeed, was outré
nightmare at its height, ca-
pricious. fantasy at its apex.

FANTASTIC



But even this vision of de-
hrium was not what caused
George Campbell to lapse a
third time into unconscious-
ness. It took one more thing—
one final, unbearable touch—
to do that. As the nameless
worm advanced with its glis-
tening box, the reclining man
caught in the mirror-like sur-

face a glimpse of what should
have been his own body. Yet—
horribly verifying his dis-
ordered and unfamiliar sen-
sations—1t was not his own
body at all that he saw re-
flected in the burnished metal.
It was, instead, the loathsome,
pale-grey bulk of one of the
great centipedes. THE END
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