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  Comet was a pulp magazine published from December 1940 to July 1941. It was edited by F. Orlin Tremaine, who had edited Astounding Stories, one of the leaders of the science fiction magazine field. Comet was printed in pulp format, 128 pages, and was priced at 20 cents. The publishing schedule was initially monthly, but switched to bimonthly after the first issue. There were no overseas reprint editions or anthologies of stories from the magazine.


  Although science fiction had been published before the 1920s, it did not begin to coalesce into a separately marketed genre until the appearance in 1926 of Amazing Stories, a pulp magazine published by Hugo Gernsback. By the end of the 1930s the field was booming. At the end of 1940 H-K Publications, a small New York publishing operation owned by Harold Hersey, decided to launch a new sf magazine, titled Comet. The first issue was dated December 1940. The editor was F. Orlin Tremaine, who was well-known to and respected by the growing readership of science fiction because of his successful stint as editor of Astounding Stories in the early 1930s.


  Tremaine paid a cent a word for stories, which was more than many of the other sf magazines that were crowding the field at the time; the respectable pay rate no doubt helped him, but it put the magazine under additional financial pressure. Two other magazines launched at about the same time, Cosmic Stories and Stirring Science Stories, edited by Donald A. Wollheim, both paid nothing at all to writers, on the basis that if the magazines were successful, money might be available in the future. This annoyed Tremaine, and Isaac Asimov, who gave Wollheim a story for Cosmic Stories, later recalled Tremaine telling him that “any author who donated stories to Wollheim, and thus contributed to the destruction of competing magazines who paid, should be blacklisted in the field”. Asimov was sufficiently upset that he later obtained token payment from Wollheim so that he could assert he had been paid for his story.


  H-K Publications was unable to sustain Comet while it gained circulation, largely due to the one-cent-per-word Treamine was paying authors, and canceled the magazine after the July 1941 issue.
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  Editor
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  December 1940


  Lord of the Silent Death


  Robert Moore Williams


  DEATH came out of a box and stalked through the streets of Chicago.


  Samuel Morton found the box in Asia Minor, in a niche in the tomb of a forgotten Sumerian king, and not being able to open it, brought it back to this country with him. Morton was an archeologist, on the staff of the Asia Museum, located in South Chicago.


  After months of effort, he succeeded, one hot August afternoon, in opening the box. But the death that lurked in it did not strike then. It waited.


  Morton was alone that night, in the basement of the museum, trying to decipher the hieorglyphics engraved on the lid of the box—hieroglyphics written in no known language—when the silence came. The first sound to disappear was the rattle of the street cars on the surface line a block distant.


  Morton was too engrossed in his work to notice that he could no longer hear the cars.


  Then the soft rustle of the blower fan pushing cool air into the hot basement went into silence.


  He still didn’t notice the cessation of sound, did not realize that incredible death was creeping closer to him every second.


  Even when the energetic tick of the alarm clock sitting on a mummy case was no longer audible, Morton did not sense that death was near. He was lost in his work.


  But when he could no longer hear the scratch of his pen on the paper, he realized that something was happening. He looked up.


  Morton was a solidly built, craggy giant. His face burned a deep brown by the sun of the Arabian desert, a shock of white hair that for days was undisturbed by brush or comb, he sat in his chair, every sense suddenly alert. His eyes raced over the room, seeking the cause of the uncanny silence.


  He saw nothing.


  But he recognized the presence of danger and reached for the telephone. It was the last move he ever made. As his fingers closed around the instrument, the silence hit him.


  It had the effect of a physical blow. The smack of a prizefighter’s fist would not have rocked him more. As he gasped one word into the telephone, his body seemed to be lifted clear out of the chair. His muscles, tensing involuntarily, hurled him upward, like a grotesque jack-in-the-box that has been suddenly released. He hit the chair as he fell, crashing it to the floor with him.


  His body writhed, a slow, tortuous twisting. Muscles swelled in his throat as he screamed in pain. But no sound came.


  The threshing of his heavy body on the concrete floor produced no sound. The scream was blotted into utter silence.


  Before the muscular writhing had ceased, his flesh began to change color. The tan of his face, stamped with lines of torture, became a reddish pink. Thousands of microscopic pinpoints of color spread in a creeping tide over his body.


  The silence held. Viciously, as though making certain no more life was left in his body, the silence held.


  When it lifted, went into nothingness, vanished, not more than a minute had passed.


  But in that minute Samuel Morton had died.


  The Lord of the Silent Death had emerged from the cell which had held him imprisoned for ages.


  “ROCKS” MALONE—the name “Rocks” came from his calling—lived two blocks from the Asian Museum. But that wasn’t his fault. He would have lived nearer if he could have found a room. In fact, for one deliriously happy month, he had slept on a cot in the basement of the museum. Then Sharp, the thin-faced business manager who had charge of the property and the finances, had caught him and given him the bounce.


  “Malone, get to hell out of here,” Sharp said. “Of all the damned fools we have around here, you are probably the worst. I should think you would get enough archeology just by spending fourteen hours a day here.”


  “Aw. hell, I’m not hurting anything. Why can’t I sleep here if I want to?” Rocks had answered.


  “Because it is against the regulations, and you Know it. Go on, now, before I report you to the Board.”


  Grumbling, Rocks had taken his cot and left. And Sharp had reported him to the board anyhow, but that august body, in view of his youth and the pathetic interest he had in archeology, had not reprimanded him. They were archeologists themselves and they knew how the science gets into the blood and bones of a man. Secretly, they had rather approved of Rocks trying to sleep in the basement, so he could be near his beloved relics of dead and gone civilizations. They were grooming him for a place with the next expedition. “As likely a lad as I have ever seen,” old Andreas McCumber had said about him. In his day McCumber had dug into half the buried cities in Asia Minor and it was his boast that he knew a man who had the makings of an archeologist when he saw one. “Of course he’s young yet. But a little seasoning will cure that.” Rocks was twenty-three, but to McCumber, who was past seventy, twenty-three was only late boyhood. “Besides,” McCumber had rumbled in his beard at the board meeting. “Penny will—ah—comb my whiskers—if she—ah—discovers that I have permitted him to sleep in the basement.”


  Penny was McCumber’s granddaughter.


  But Rocks had already located a room about two blocks from the museum and had moved in.


  That was why the police found him so quickly.


  It was an August night, as hot as hades, and Rocks was sleeping with both feet practically out the window, to take advantage of the late breeze. He awakened to the sound of his landlady’s protesting voice.


  “But I tell you, Officer, you can’t want Mr. Malone. He’s a fine boy and I will vouch for him personally. I’m sure he hasn’t done anything wrong.”


  “I’m not saying he’s done anything wrong, madam.” a bass rumble answered. “But the officer on the beat said he lived here.”


  A rap sounded on the door. Rocks took his feet out of the window and said, “Come in.”


  “A blue-coated figure thrust his head in. “You Malone?” he inquired.


  “Yes. What’s wrong?”


  “We want you over at the Museum.”


  Rocks was already grabbing for his clothes, jerking them on over his pajamas. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”


  The cop shook his head. He was still a little white around the gills. “We don’t know what’s happened. The sawbones wasn’t there when I left. But we want you to identify a man.”


  “Why can’t he identify himself?”


  The officer wiped perspiration from his face. “Because he’s dead.”


  “Dead!” The word leaped from Rocks’ lips. The first shiver of fear knifed through him. He was not yet wide awake and he hadn’t fully comprehended what the officer wanted. But that single word shocked him to instant wakefulness.


  In the basement of the museum they found three men talking earnestly in a corner. They weren’t in uniform but their bearing fairly shouted “Detective!” They looked scared. Rocks didn’t know it then, but these three men belonged to the homicide squad. They were accustomed to looking at violent death in all its forms. Stiffs didn’t scare them.


  But they were scared.


  They had the uneasy alertness of the man-hunter who senses danger.


  His escort turned Rocks over to them.


  “I’m Kennedy; homicide bureau,” said one of them. He had a heavy, impassive face and eyes that were drills of jet. “Sorry to bother you, Malone. You work here?”


  “I’m on the staff.”


  “Good. The doc is already here. We want you to identify a body, if you can. Come this way.”


  Kennedy led Rocks to the large basement room, the other two plain-clothesmen following behind.


  This was the room where the specimens brought back from the four corners of Asia were uncrated and cleaned and prepared for display on the floors above. Loot from the tomb of forgotten kings, bits of pottery from Ephesus, a winged bull carved out of the stone of Nineveh, mummy cases from Egypt—for Egypt was included by the museum—beads from the valley of the Tigris-Euphrates, big and little, the relics of lost and dead centuries were piled here. Even in the daylight the place was ghostly.


  Photographers were popping flashlight bulbs and taking pictures of the exact position of the body. As Rocks entered they took their last picture and stood aside and the doctor from the coroner’s office bent over the body and began his examination.


  Then Rocks saw the body on the floor. He recoiled. “My God! That’s Samuel Morton.”


  His respect for Morton amounted almost to reverence. Morton was a world-wide figure in the field of archeology, and to Rocks Malone, he was little short of a god. Rocks had looked up to this man, had longed to be like him. On the next expedition, Rocks was to go along as Morton’s assistant.


  Now Morton was dead.


  “What—what happened?” Rocks whispered.


  The doctor stood up. His face was ashen.


  “That’s what I would like to know—what happened. This man has been dead less than an hour.”


  “At eleven-thirty Central phoned in there was a receiver off the hook here and said the operator thought somebody had tried to call the police,” Kennedy interrupted.


  “Heh?” the doctor queried. His professional aplomb had deserted him completely. “The important point is: what was the cause of death? To my knowledge there is no record in medical history of a death like this. Look.”


  “I’ve already looked,” Kennedy said, turning away. “Once is enough.”


  Rocks looked again at the solid, craggy face he had known so well.’ The skin had always been tanned, but now it was red. Puffed and discolored. And red—like a chunk of raw beefsteak, like the carcass of a skinned animal. The first impression he got was that the skin had been removed. But he bent over, fighting against the sickness in his stomach, and saw that the skin had not been removed. It had been punctured, in literally thousands of places. Morton’s face looked like thousands of pins had been stuck in it. When the pins had been removed, the blood oozed through.


  A later report by the medical examiner disclosed that there was not a spot on Morton’s body that was not full of microscopic holes—millions of them. Even the soles of his feet, protected by his shoes, showed the same horrible markings.


  But it was the coat that held Rocks’ eyes. Where the doctor had taken hold of it, the cloth had crumbled. Rocks tested it. The cloth fell away in his fingers, fell into a dark ash. The cloth looked all right, until it was touched. Then it crumbled into a dust as fine as powder.


  The hottest fire would not leave so fine an ash.


  “What do you think killed him, Doc?” Kennedy asked.


  The doctor brushed perspiration from his face. “Really, I could not hazard an opinion. There is nothing like this in medical records. It’s appalling. I trust—ah—that it is not some new kind of plague. No, it couldn’t be that. No disease would destroy his clothing. I can’t even begin to guess what happened, but the body must be removed for a complete examination.”


  Rocks was so sunk in grief that he scarcely noticed the men who lifted all that was mortal of the old archeologist on to a stretcher.


  Kennedy came to him and said sympathetically. “Don’t take it so hard, Malone. Morton, I guess, was a friend of yours.”


  Rocks told the detective what the archeologist had meant to him. Kennedy’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry, Malone. We’ll do everything we can to discover what happened, but frankly I don’t know which way to turn. I’ve been talking on the phone to some of the men who are in charge of the museum. McCumber was one, Sharp was another. They’re on their way over here.”


  The detective hesitated. “Malone, maybe you can help us.”


  “I’ll do anything I can.”


  “Good. When I talked to Mr. Sharp, he said, ‘I knew something like this was going to happen. I knew it!’ When I asked him what he meant he said something about a box that Morton had brought back with him from Asia.”


  “Box?” The touch of an eerie chill raced down Rocks’ spine. “Yes. There it is, sitting on the scale we use to weigh specimens.”


  The lid was open.


  “He—he must have opened it this afternoon,” Rocks said.


  He wondered what Morton had found in that box. Treasure—or something else? It was empty now, the lid back, the cunning combination lock visible.


  But what had been in the box they did not know, until Sharp got there and told his story.


  CHAPTER II


  SHARP, the business manager, was a prim-faced nervous individual. He had an eye tick. It was working overtime now. He spoke rapidly, the words running over each other.


  “Yes, yes, I’ll tell you exactly what happened. It was horrible, terrible.” He mopped his face. Mr. Morton had just succeeded in opening this box when I entered.”


  “How long had the box been here?” Kennedy interrupted.


  “I—ah—about three months have elapsed since Mr. Morton returned from his last expedition. He brought it back with him.”


  “Three months to open it?” Kennedy said doubtfully. “Why didn’t he use a torch on it?”


  “I think I can answer that,” McCumber said. The old archeologist had arrived a few minutes after the business manager. He had received the news of the death of his associate calmly but it was obvious that he was deeply affected. He and Morton had been fellow workers for more than forty years. Now Morton was dead, and McCumber’s sorrow was too deep for expression. It didn’t show on his face. But when he entered the basement, he leaned rather heavily on his granddaughter’s arm. Penny, who always drove his car for him, had driven him down. Now she stood, pale and silent, beside his chair.


  “There were several reasons why we didn’t use a cutting torch,” McCumber said. “Foremost was the fact that, whatever the contents of the box were, we did not wish to damage them. Secondly, we felt that in time we would discover the secret of opening it. And in the third place, force would have ruined the delicate hieroglyphics inscribed on it. We especially did not want to do that.”


  The detective turned again to Sharp. “Will you tell us what was in the box, sir?”


  The business manager moistened his lips. A hush fell over the group. The officer in uniform twisted uneasily. The two detectives tried to show nothing, but their forced expressions showed the fear that gnawed at them. Kennedy’s black eyes were lances of apprehension.


  Rocks Malone moved across the room and stood beside Penny, a gesture purely protective. His mind was in a turmoil as he waited for Sharp to speak. Was there a connection between that box and Morton’s death? What kind of a connection? His eyes strayed toward it. Under the lights he could see the hieroglyphics delicately carved on it.


  What was the message that the unknown writer had tried to convey with those wavy lines? Had he cut a warning sign, a—Hands Off—Danger—symbol to warn against opening it? Had—But Sharp was speaking.


  “I had come down to the basement to discuss with Mr. Morton certain items in the budget for his next expedition. He had just opened the box. He said, ‘Oh, I say, Sharp, come here, will you? I want you to tell me what you see in this box.’


  “To be frank, I was curious about the contents myself. I, and I imagine everyone connected with the museum, had been of the opinion that perhaps the box contained treasure, possibly jewels, which in the present state of our finances, would be of great help to us.”


  Sharp hesitated, seeking words. From the night came the rattle of a street car and the clang of the motorman’s bell. The blower fan rustled as it pushed air into the basement. On the mummy care the alarm clock—set to remind Morton when it was time to quit work and go home—ticked noisily.


  “What was in it?” Kennedy husked.


  Sharp took a deep breath. “At first, I saw nothing, and the immediate impression I gained was that it was empty. Then, as I bent over to peer into the box, I caught a glimpse of its contents.”


  Everyone in the room leaned forward as Sharp hesitated. He said,


  “I don’t know what that thing in the box was. I can’t ever hazard a guess. But a beam of light leaped at me from the box, and the light originated at a spot that was several inches above the bottom. In other words, it came from nothingness.


  “As I straightened up, the light vanished. Morton said, ‘Did you see that damned thing?’ I asked him what it was. He didn’t know but he seemed puzzled and perturbed and he asked me to look again.


  “Then I began to see more clearly. There was something in the box, something that was almost invisible.”


  “Invisible?” Kennedy breathed huskily.


  “Yes. Almost invisible. From certain positions we could see the contents of the receptacle—a smoky, misty mass. That’s the only way I can describe it. A smoky mass. It was unreal, and just trying to look at it strained the eyes.”


  “What happened then?” Kennedy said.


  “Morton thrust his hand into the box. And his hand disappeared!”


  “What!”


  “His fingers, up to the knuckles, simply disappeared. No, they weren’t cut off. The effect was similar to thrusting the hand into a basin of murky water. Morton instantly jerked his hand out, and it was uninjured, except that the fingers were stained a faint red. The point is—there was something in the box that was almost invisible, and an object thrust into it was rendered invisible, too.


  “Morton was tremendously puzzled. I can’t recall his exact words, but he seemed to be of the opinion that the contents of the box were extra-dimensional.”


  “Extra-dimensional?” Kennedy interrogated.


  “Something like that,” Sharp admitted. “Oh I know it sounds utterly fantastic. I was of the opinion that Morton did not know what he was talking about, but later events showed me that I was wrong.”


  “What happened next?” the detective queried.


  “This happened,” Sharp answered. The man was trembling. The handkerchief with which he tried to mop his face fluttered in an unsteady hand.


  “Either something came out of that box, or something came through that box and escaped into the basement!”


  Sharp’s eyes went over the room, jerking from object to object like a man who suspects the presence of an incredible enemy and is warily watching for that enemy to strike.


  The action sent cold chills up Rocks Malone’s back. Something had come out of that box. It might still be here in the museum. Sharp thought it might be. He was looking for it.


  “Through the box?” McCumber spoke. “I don’t understand. How could anything come through it?”


  “I don’t understand either,” the business manager answered. “I’m only telling you what Morton thought. He said the box might be a gateway between this world and a higher dimensional world. If the box is such a gateway, then something came through it. If it is not a gateway, then something came out of the box and escaped into the basement.”


  His eyes ran from face to face of his hearers.


  “How do you know something came out?” McCumber persisted. He seemed to have taken over the questioning from Kennedy.


  “Because I saw it,” Sharp answered.


  In the silence of the basement Rocks could hear several men breathing heavily.


  “It lifted up, out of the box,” Sharp continued. “It was a mass of grayish smoke, of shifting planes and impossible angles. It rose straight up and seemed to pause in the air. While it hung in the air—and I cannot begin to suggest an explanation for this—I suddenly seemed to lose my hearing. I couldn’t hear a sound. There was utter, complete silence. It was the oddest sensation I have ever experienced.”


  Again the handkerchief wiped sweat from his face.


  “Then—like a finger snap—the thing vanished. It disappeared into thin air. And when it vanished, I recovered from my deafness.”


  Rocks felt Penny’s fingers searching for his hand. Her hand slid into his. She was trembling.


  The detectives were pale, their faces bloodless. How much they had really understood of Sharp’s description was open to doubt. Only a mathematical physicist could have grasped all the possibilities he had opened, and the cops weren’t physicists. But they were alert. One had half-drawn his run. They were warily looking around the room.


  “What did you do then?” McCumber persisted.


  “We naturally spent some time searching the basement. When we found nothing, I began to suspect we were the victims of an illusion, that nothing had really come out of the box, that our imaginations were playing us tricks. Consequently, since it was already late in the afternoon, I departed. I thought nothing more of the matter until the police called me and told me that a man was dead here. Then I instantly realized that something had come out of the box, something utterly foreign to the science of our present day, something of which we have no knowledge, but which may be here now, watching us, waiting to pounce on its next victim—”


  He subsided, and Kennedy, looking closely at him, shoved him a chair. “Here, sir. You had better sit down.”


  Sharp almost collapsed. “Thanks,” he muttered.


  “One further question,” McCumber said. “Where was the box sitting when Morton opened it?”


  “Why—” Sharp looked startled. “On that heavy table.” He pointed to a table across the room.


  “But it’s on the scales now,” McCumber said, nodding his head toward it.


  “Yes, it is,” Sharp answered. “Mr. Morton must have moved it after I left.”


  McCumber turned to the detectives. “Gentlemen, if I may suggest it, I think it would be wise to search the museum.”


  The detectives looked like they didn’t enjoy the task, but they went about it efficiently, guns drawn. The others remained in the basement. Sharp kept up a running fire of nervous conversation, to which McCumber paid little attention. The old archeologist seemed to be lost in thought.


  Kennedy returned. The detective was very pale. “We didn’t find anything,” he said. “We still don’t know whether it’s here or not. But we can’t take a chance of that thing getting loose. We’ll stay here, as a guard.” He looked sharply at McCumber and the business manager. “If I may suggest it, this has been quite a strain on you. Perhaps it would be best if you went home and rested. However if someone who is familiar with the museum will stay—”


  “I’ll stay,” said Rocks.


  “No,” Penny protested. “If that thing should attack you—”


  Over her protests, Rocks stayed. However he walked out to the car with them. Sharp came out of the museum with them, but he had his own car, and drove off immediately.


  McCumber settled himself in the seat, and Penny, still protesting, slid under the wheel.


  “What do you think, sir?” Rocks queried. “Do you have any suggestions about looking for that—thing?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t, lad,” the old man answered. “Nothing like it has ever been seen before.” He reached into his pocket for his pipe. His questing fingers brought from the pocket not only the pipe but a spherical piece of glass that looked like a child’s marble. He held it under the dash lamp. “A marble? Wonder where I picked that up?” Then he dropped it back into his pocket as he explored for his tobacco. “This much I can say, lad. Whatever it was that came out of that box, the museum, in a sense, is responsible. We brought the damned thing to this country. We’ve got to capture or destroy it before it does any more damage. If such a thing should escape into the city, the results might be terrible. I’ll be down early in the morning, lad. I hate to go off like this, but the old body won’t take punishment like it once would. You be careful.”


  “I will, sir.”


  “You darned well better be,” said Penny, as she slipped the car into gear.


  ROCKS returned to the museum. With Kennedy and the other detectives he again made a complete search of the building. The museum was filled with nooks and crannies where anything might hide. They found nothing.


  They were again in the basement when the telephone on the main floor started ringing.


  Who would be calling at this time of the night, Rocks wondered as he raced upward to answer it. Very few people knew the number.


  He jerked the phone from its hook, and the voice in his ears almost took his breath away. It was Penny. She was screaming.


  “Rocks, please come quickly. That terrible thing is here. It’s got grandfather. Hurry, please—”


  He waited to hear no more.


  “Come on,” he yelled to the detectives. “That damned thing is loose again.”


  Sirens screamed in the night as the squad car raced to the home of Andreas McCumber. Rocks rode in the seat beside Kennedy, and urged the detective to drive faster.


  “I’m doing seventy now,” Kennedy grated.


  “Then do eighty,” Rocks answered. Blood was running down his chin where he had bitten his lips. In his mind was the single thought: has something happened to Penny?


  CHAPTER III


  PENNY’S parents were dead. She lived with her grandfather, in a huge old brick house on a side street.


  They found her lying at the foot of the front steps. Rocks’ heart leaped into his mouth when he saw the white form lying there, crumpled and twisted, in the rays from the light burning over the front door. Until that moment he had not fully known how much she meant to him.


  “Penny,” he whispered.


  Had the same horrible death struck at her? Had she tried to flee only to find death racing after her, death coming faster than she could run?


  He was trembling as he knelt beside her.


  Then—she stirred in his arms. Her dress did not fall into dust at his touch, as Morton’s clothing had. And her skin was white, not a hideous blotched red. Death had passed her by.


  “Oh, Rocks,” she whispered. “It was awful—”


  Kennedy and his two men paused only long enough to make certain Penny was not injured. Then they went on into the house, and Rocks, even in the pressure of that moment, found time to admire their. courage.


  Good boys, those cops were. They knew they might find something inside that house against which their guns would prove useless. But they drew the guns, and went in.


  “Are you all right?” Rocks whispered.


  “I—I think so. After I called you, I ran outside to call for help and I slipped and fell down the steps.”


  He picked her up and carried her inside, laid her on a divan. He did not ask about her grandfather. He could hear the detectives on the floor above. They had stopped racing through the house, jerking open doors. They were all gathered in one room and they weren’t saying much.


  Then Kennedy came down the stairs, with one of his men. “Malone,” he called softly.


  “Here,” Rocks answered. Kennedy came in. His eyes were black agates in a mask of dough. He slipped his gun back into its holster and said to the man who followed him, “You stay here with the girl. Malone, will you come upstairs with me?”


  Rocks nodded. The detective led the way upstairs.


  McCumber lay on the floor. The skin of his face was a blotch of red. His clothing had fallen away into dust. He had been working at his desk. When death struck him he had fallen to the floor.


  Kennedy took a sheet from the bed and placed it over the still form.


  Penny, very pale but very resolute, came into the room.


  “Are you strong enough to tell us what happened?” Kennedy asked gently.


  “I came in to kiss him goodnight,” she answered. “He was lying there on the floor. I started to run to the telephone—then I heard something.” She shuddered. “It was—I didn’t hear anything. You can’t hear silence, I suppose. But I did hear it. My feet didn’t make any sound on the floor. I know I screamed, but I couldn’t ever hear the sound of my own voice. I ran to call the museum, then I ran outside to call for help.”


  “Did you see anything in the room?”


  “No. The desk light was burning and most of the room was in shadows, but if anything was here, I didn’t see it. But—” she paused.


  “What is it, miss?” Kennedy inquired gently.


  “It isn’t anything I’m sure of,” she answered. “But I think that thing followed us home from the museum. I had the feeling that we were being followed.”


  “Did you see anything following you?”


  She shook her head. “It was just an impression, a feeling.”


  “You had better go lie down,” said Rocks. “We’ll take care of everything.” He looked at Kennedy. “Can she have a man to be on guard outside her door?”


  “She sure can. I’ll call headquarters and get a special detail here at once.” Gently Rocks led her to her room. Better than anyone else, he knew how impossible it was to put into words anything that would make her feel better. Only time could do that. And now that the terrible death had struck twice, he knew that Penny might be in danger. No one could tell where it would strike again. Or why.


  It was a death that came in silence. It came out of nowhere, struck, and passed back into nowhere, leaving no clews behind it. It had come out of a metal box found in the tomb of a king forgotten for six thousand years. It was older than the king. It was older than history. It came out of the black past of the planet with horrible, monstrous death. Sharp had seen it—a creature of planes and angles, flashing lights, a creature that disappeared at will, and reappeared elsewhere. It had been here in this home, and had struck down a man. It might be here still, watching, waiting.


  Penny cried as she lay on her bed and wiped the tears away, and tried to think. How had it entered the house? The doors had been locked. Of course it could have secured entrance through an open window, but how had it passed so unerringly through the rooms, seeking out her grandfather? Why had it killed him? Did he threaten its existence?


  Penny tried to think, and tried not to.


  Rocks talked to Kennedy. The burly detective said, “If this was an ordinary murder, I would know how to handle it. The first thing we always look for is the motive. When we find that, we’ve got the killer. But there’s no motive here—there’s not anything. Frankly, Malone, I’m up a tree. We’ve got to find that thing, and destroy it, quickly. Supposing it should start wandering loose through the streets of Chicago—” The detective shuddered. “Malone, if you have any ideas, let’s have them. I admit I don’t know what to do.”


  Rocks had been thinking too. “This thing came out of that box back in the museum. If the secret of controlling it is anywhere, it’s written on the lid of that box.” He gritted his teeth. “I don’t think we have a chance in a million of cracking that language, but right now it’s the only thing I see to try.”


  “We’ll go back to the museum,” said Kennedy. “I can’t help with the language, but I want another look around that place.”


  The authorities responsible in cases of sudden death had already arrived at the McCumber home. Kennedy left a special detail to guard Penny. He and Rocks went back to the museum.


  Rocks went to work. He began to try to crack the hieroglyphics written on the lid of the box. That his task was all but impossible, he well knew.


  He could read Sanskrit, Babylonian cunieform, and Egyptian picture writing with fair readiness. He could translate ancient Hebrew and ancient Greek. An archeologist had to know these languages.


  He thought the writing on the box might be in one of these languages.


  He began with Morton’s notes.


  Then the telephone rang again. Kennedy went to answer it. He came back very excited.


  “That was the girl—Penny,” he said. “She may have something. She described a piece of round glass and said her grandfather had found it in his pocket tonight as he left the museum. She wanted to know if we had found it. I didn’t. Did you?”


  “No,” Rocks answered. “But I can’t see how it is important.”


  “Nor can I,” Kennedy answered. “But it might be. I’ll call and see if it has been found. She also mentioned another thing, and this, I think, is really important.”


  “What was it?”


  “She said her grandfather was writing at his desk when he was killed. The piece of paper on which he was writing was under a blotter and we missed it. She found it. The old man had written a single question on it.”


  Rocks had risen from his chair. Here, he realized, might be a clue that would lead them to the capture of the incredible creature that was loose within the city. “What was the question?”


  “ ‘Why did Morton weigh the box a second time?’ ” Kennedy said.


  “Why did he—” Rocks sat down again. His eyes went across the room to the box. It was sitting on the scales where Morton had placed it.


  “It’s routine here,” Rocks said slowly, “to weigh all specimens as soon as they are brought in. Many statuettes, etc., were constructed as hiding places for gems. We weigh them, compute their specific gravity, and thus determine if they contain a hollow place that might be worth investigating.”


  His eyes lit up. “Morton weighed that box before it was opened. He opened it, and something came out of it. But, from Sharp’s description, they were in doubt as to whether something had really come out of the box. There was one way to prove something had come out of it—weigh it again and check its present weight with its weight when it was brought in.”


  Rocks leaped across the room to the scales, checked the weight of the box. It weighed 121 pounds. Quickly he found Morton’s notes and located the weight of the box when it was first brought to the museum.


  “Before it was opened it weighed an even 130 pounds,” he said. “Now it only weighs 121. That proves that something came out of it.”


  Kennedy whistled. “Nine pounds of sudden death. Well, we don’t need any proof to know that something came out of that box. We’ve got two dead men to prove it. Look,” the detective finished, “I’m going back to McCumber’s residence and see if I can locate that piece of glass. You keep trying to crack that language.”


  He went out of the room on the run. The motor of the squad car howled to sudden life outside as the detective left.


  Rocks expected Kennedy to return. But he didn’t come back that night. He called instead. “I’m at the undertaker’s. They didn’t find any piece of red glass. I’ve been over McCumber’s house with a magnifying glass. It isn’t there. Either the thing that killed him destroyed it, or somebody picked it up. You getting anywhere with that language?”


  “No,” Rocks groaned.


  “Well, keep trying. My hunch is that everything depends on whether or not you solve those hieroglyphics. I’ve got some checking to do on this end. I’ll call you if anything turns up.” The detective hung up.


  Rocks went back to the basement. His job was to crack the language. And what a job that was!


  The night ended. Dawn came. The morning was passing. Rocks worked on.


  The museum was closed that day. The police were not willing to take a chance on some visitor stumbling into a death that came in silence. Nor was the museum itself. Sharp called in and gave explicit orders on that point.


  Rocks drank strong coffee, and worked, and failed. The language was not similar to cunieform. It was not like any language he knew. Every time he realized that fact, he shivered. It had either been invented by a people so long lost in the past that history had no record of them, or it didn’t belong on earth at all.


  Yet someone, somewhere, had constructed that box, and had used it to safeguard something. Perhaps they had used it as a prison, to cage a creature they could not control, an entity unknown to the science of the present. Perhaps later peoples had created legends about it—Pandora’s Box. Perhaps this was really Pandora’s Box that Morton had brought back from Asia Minor.


  The creature had waited in that box for uncounted centuries. Now a new race had opened the door of his prison.


  Now the Lord of the Silent Death was free again.


  Rocks Malone kept wondering when and where he would strike.


  During the whole day there was not even a whisper of the incredible silence in which men’s lives were blotted out.


  But when the second night came—


  CHAPTER IV


  AT nine o’clock that night Rocks was ready to drop from exhaustion. He was not only so tired that the hieroglyphics blurred before his eyes, but he had failed. That hurt worse than anything else. Everything depended on his cracking the lost language, and he had failed.


  At nine o’clock it happened.


  There were three officers on duty at the museum. They had been sent there as a guard detail and they had brought in a radio so they could listen to the police calls. They had the radio in a room on the first floor, so it would not disturb Rocks.


  At nine o’clock one of them came stumbling downstairs. His face was ashen. “Hell’s broken loose,” he said tersely. “It’s coming in over the radio. Come on upstairs if you want to listen. You might as well forget that language now.”


  Over and over again the announcer was droning. “Calling all cars—Calling all cars—Drop everything and be on the alert. Tragedy in burlesque showhouse. Over three hundred people dead. Cause of death not known. Manager went in to investigate sudden silence. Found audience and cast of show dead. Bodies livid color, as if they had been burned. Clothing falls to ashes when touched. Sergeant Kennedy of the homicide division suggests there is a definite connection between the death of these people and the death of the two Asian Museum archeologists last night. Be on the alert. Take over main intersections and prevent panic. Story already broken in general radio news flash. Cordon being thrown around the theater area. All special details canceled, all squad cars call your stations for definite orders—Be on the alert—Calling all cars—”


  Death was walking through Chicago, a horrible, incredible form of death.


  Rocks Malone stood without moving, listening to the operator repeat his message. He could scarcely conceive the meaning of the words. “Over three hundred people dead—” Dim pictures flashed to his mind. Out of nowhere, out of nothingness, silence had come. Three hundred people had died. Before they knew what struck them, death had washed over them. Millions of microscopic needles had plunged through their bodies, points of agonizing pain. Then death—


  Jerkily, the telephone rang. One of the officers grabbed it. He listened, said “Okay,” huskily, and turned to his fellows.


  “Station calling. We’re to report back there immediately for emergency duty. They’re calling us off here. Come on.”


  The radio was still droning as they went out.


  The telephone rang again. It was Penny this time.


  “I’m coming down there,” she said, “I’m scared. I’m coming down there with you.”


  “Stay away from here!” Rocks shouted. But she had already hung up. Desperately, he tried to call her back. There was no answer. She had already left. She was driving toward the museum, driving through a night in which death lurked.


  Rocks groaned. He went back to the basement. There was nothing he could do. Nothing! The coffee pot was bubbling on its burner. He poured himself a cup of the scalding brew. It burned his throat but it cleared his head.


  He went back to work. The language was out. He couldn’t crack it. He didn’t even have time to try to crack it any more. But there were Morton’s notes. He hadn’t studied them thoroughly. He had read only those portions of the notes that dealt with the language. He began to go over them again, starting with the section that dealt with the discovery of the box.


  Jan. 10, 1940—Morton had written—Discovered today what is unquestionably the tomb of a Sumerian king. Located in a hillside. Cut out of solid rock. Landslide centuries ago had covered entrance. But even more important, in my opinion, than the tomb is the discovery of the strange metal box that we found in a niche at the back. We are unable to determine the metal of which the box is constructed. It is covered with mould but shows no sign of rust or corrosion, which is exceedingly unusual, for this tomb dates back into the past for at least six thousand years.


  “Jan. 12, 1940. Box very heavy—must weigh more than a hundred pounds. Frankly, aside from its archeological interest, I am curious to know the contents of this box. There is a possibility of gold or gems. Guess I’m human after all, to be thinking about wealth. Am writing full details to the museum.


  “Jan. 15, 1940. Unable to open box. Must have cunning combination lock. Also unable to decipher inscription on it. Don’t know this form of writing. No record of it anywhere. This is exceedingly unusual. A completely forgotten language rediscovered.”


  Rocks Malone went through the notes, reading swiftly, searching, hoping for a clew. Outside in the night death was stalking. And there was a possibility that the clue to the death lay here, in the notes of the dead archeologist.


  Penny came in. He went to meet her. She flew to his arms. “It’s awful outside,” she whispered. “Thousands of people must have heard the news broadcast. Half of them are trying to get to the theater where all those people were killed. The others are trying to get away. Oh, Rocks, have you discovered anything.”


  He shook his head. She looked again at his unshaven, haggard face, and said nothing.


  He went back to the notes Morton had left. With Penny helping, he went through them, down to the last page. “It’s no use,” he groaned. “Morton didn’t know anything about the thing that was in that damned box.”


  Then he turned the last page. Morton had written that page only yesterday, the day he died.


  “Sept. 21, 1940. Succeeded in opening the box today. As I suspected it was closed by a combination lock. Deucedly clever thing, that lock. Not like any lock in use today. Patent rights on it might provide the museum with some of the cash it so badly needs.


  “To my great astonishment, and regret, when I opened the box, I found it empty.”


  Rocks Malone started at the words Morton had written. Penny had been reading over her shoulder. He heard her catch her breath.


  EMPTY! The single word seemed to leap out at him. How on earth could Morton make a mistake like that!


  There was another line of writing. “Weighed box. Find that it weighs nine pounds less than it did when I brought it here.”


  In the fleeting flash of a second, Rocks saw the whole picture. Or almost all of it. There were parts that needed clearing up. But he knew at last the real significance of the fact that Morton had weighed the box a second time.


  “There’s somebody coming!” Penny whispered.


  A step had sounded on the stairs outside the room. The door opened. Sharp entered.


  He had a traveling bag with him.


  Rocks shoved the last page of Morton’s notes out of sight, got to his feet. “Hello,” he said. “Have you heard the radio?”


  “I’ll say I have,” the business manager answered. “That’s why I’ve got this bag along. I’m getting away from here while I have a chance. It’s terrible—what happened to all those people at the theater. For all I know, it might happen to me next. Have you,” he paused, “have you found anything that might—might lead to the capture of that horrible beast? That’s why I stopped here, before I left town.”


  “No,” Rocks answered. He walked across the basement toward the business manager. He was ten feet away, he was five feet away. He stopped. “One thing we have discovered. Morton’s notes. He said in his notes that when he opened the box he found it empty. What do you suppose he meant by that?”


  Sharp looked perplexed. “Why, I have no idea. Perhaps he decided that what we saw was an illusion after all.”


  “I think not,” Rocks contradicted. “He would certainly have mentioned any creature such as you described if he had found such a thing in the box. No, I think he meant exactly what he said. When he opened the box, it was empty. That surprised him greatly. It also made him suspicious. So he weighed it, to determine if somebody had already opened it and removed its contents. What did you find in that box, Sharp!”


  His words were hard and flat. There was no mistaking their challenge.


  Behind him he heard Penny whisper. “Oh, Rocks—”


  He knew he had made a mistake. He should have waited, let the law handle the situation, let men trained for the task do the job. But Morton had been his friend. And so had McCumber. And Morton and McCumber were dead. And Rocks Malone was not a man to wait for someone else to do what he considered his job.


  Sharp stood without moving, his close-set eyes drilling into the young archeologist facing him. A second ticked into nothingness, and another, and another. He was estimating the situation, considering the odds and the chances.


  “I’m waiting,” Rocks said grimly. “This is what I found in it.”


  “All right, snoopy,” Sharp snarled.


  He jerked his bag open. His hand dived into it. It came out of the bag with the strangest looking instrument Rocks had ever seen. Constructed of pale silvery metal, fitted with a series of faceted lenses, it glinted evilly under the lights.


  Because of the very nature of the instrument, Sharp handled it clumsily. But there was no mistaking its purpose. He brought it up. Penny screamed.


  Rocks stepped forward. His left hand flicked out. All the weight of his body was behind that blow. He drove it straight at Sharp’s chin. It would have made Joe Louis bat his expressionless eyes. It would have knocked Sharp’s head almost off his shoulders—if it had landed.


  That was the trouble. It didn’t land. Sharp saw it coming. He ducked down and to one side, fumbling with the instrument he had taken from his bag.


  The fist skidded across the top of his head. It sent him staggering backward.


  “The next time,” Rocks gritted. “I won’t miss. I’ll knock your damned head off, you dirty murderer.” He charged.


  Sharp brought the instrument up. Pale, scarcely visible flame lanced from it, like a heat wave moving through air. It spurted forward, soundlessly. As it leaped it seemed to absorb, to blot out all sound. There was a sudden heavy silence in the museum basement, the sort of silence that is so real it registers on the ear drums.


  Rocks saw the instrument coming up. He kicked himself to one side, in a dancing step. The fringe of lambent flame barely touched him. But that touch sent needles of agony through his body, sucked the life out of him, turned his muscles into lumps of lead, threw him off balance, so that his charge, instead of striking Sharp, barely grazed him. His arms closed around the business manager’s body. To keep himself from falling, Rocks clinched.


  They wrestled. Sharp could not use the instrument. Rocks was so groggy he could barely hold on. Sharp dug into him with his elbows, kicked viciously at his shins.


  If he could only hold on, Rocks thought. The agony was lessening. The groggy shadows were going from his mind. If he could only hold on for another minute.


  He was holding on. He was winning. Soft living had made a weakling of Sharp. He would be no match for the rugged, youthful muscles of Rocks Malone, in a fair fight.


  Then Sharp struck upward. His fist hit Rocks in the chin. Malone sagged downward. Shaking his head, he grabbed at Sharp again. And missed. And fell to the floor. Before he could move, Sharp had leaped around a table. He had brought the instrument up.


  “All right,” he husked. “You asked for it, with your snooping. You’re going to get it. You and this girl.”


  Rocks staggered to his feet. He leaned against the edge of the table, panting, fighting for breath and strength. Sharp was across the table from him. He was aiming the instrument.


  This time there would be no escaping it. It would point at him and those almost invisible tongues of light would flash out, the deadly silence would smash all sound into nothingness, and millions of microscopic needles would tear through his flesh.


  Sharp fumbled for the firing button.


  Penny, crouched on the other side of the room, grabbed the handiest object she could find, and threw it. It was the alarm clock. It struck Sharp full in the face, and the alarm, jarred by the impact, went off.


  Probably the clang of the alarm bell started Sharp as much as the impact of the clock. Certainly it did not hit him hard enough to harm him. But it did startle him, scare him. He reeled backward.


  Rocks cleared the table with a single leap. He went up into the air like a kangeroo and leaped, feet foremost, at Sharp. His feet struck the business manager full in the stomach. Sharp doubled up like a jacknife, and went to the floor. Rocks fell on top of him. He struck viciously with his fists. Sharp cried in pain and Rocks struck harder. The man was down, but he wasn’t out. Rocks drew back his fist for the final blow.


  It never landed. Down over his shoulder the barrel of a gun flashed. Where it had come from, Rocks did not know. It struck the business manager across the skull.


  His head popped like the breaking of a rotten egg. He went limp.


  Rocks looked up. Kennedy stood there. He was holding the pistol with which he had struck Sharp, in his hand. He looked to see if he would need to use it again. He saw he wouldn’t.


  He whirled the gun around on its trigger guard.


  “Damn me for a fool,” he said. “I could kick myself from here to the Loop and back again. I missed a trick and it cost three hundred people their lives.”


  “What trick?” Rocks gasped.


  “I should have known this gazabo was lying,” Kennedy snarled. “I should have known his long cock and bull story about some incredible creature coming out of that box was too fantastic for belief. I should have known he was lying, nut damnit, the sight of Morton’s body so addled my wits that I was willing to believe the story Sharp told. Oh, he was smooth enough about it. He knew how the weapon he found killed. He knew what it did to Morton’s body, and he had to have a fantastic story to account for the war. Morton looked. He solved the secret of that box soon after it was brought here. He had a reason for it too. He had been playing the market and he was down on his uppers. If there was a treasure in that box, he wanted first crack at it. He didn’t find any treasure in it. Instead he found some kind of a damned weapon in it that came from God alone knows where. When he found Morton had opened the box and was about to catch up with him by weighing the box, he took the obvious out—by killing Morton, using the weapon he had found in the box. He killed McCumber because the old man knew there was something fishy about the box being on the scales. So he killed McCumber—to shut him up.”


  “But those people in the theater?” Rocks whispered.


  Kennedy exploded. “He needed money, needed it bad. I dug this all up in my investigation today. He was trying to sell the weapon he had discovered to the agents of a foreign power. They wanted a demonstration before they would pay off. So he gave them a demonstration. He showed them how efficient a weapon he had for sale—by killing all the people in a theater.”


  The detective was furiously angry. “And I let myself get taken in by a story of a monster.”


  Rocks had already picked up the instrument Sharp had found in that box. He was studying it, looking it over. The principle on which it operated, he couldn’t begin to guess, but he saw one thing that startled him enormously. He showed it to the detective.


  “Great Jehosophat!” Kennedy gasped. “A place for six fingers. Whoever built that damned thing had six fingers.”


  The Lord of the Silent Death was not an extra-dimensional monster. It was a weapon that killed in utter silence.


  THE INSTRUMENT that came out of the box from the tomb of the forgotten Sumerian King is now in Washington, in the secret vaults of the War Department. The experts are studying it, trying to fathom how it works. They have begun to get hints of the principle involved. Only hints, but something to go on. They have discovered that it kills in two ways. The first, and obvious way, is by pointing it directly at its victim. At the theatre he had sprayed the power, full on, across the audience, then across the ensemble on the stage, then as he went out the back had caught all others.


  The second way is worse. In Sharp’s bag was found a sack of small round objects that look like marbles. All the owner of the weapon needs to do to kill an enemy is to drop one of those bits of glass in the enemy’s pocket. Then he can go off several miles and start the weapon. The force it generates is concentrated in the bit of glass, and the silence is instantly generated, the bit of glass being destroyed in the process.


  That was the method Sharp used to kill McCumber. As they left the museum, Sharp dropped one of the bits of glass in the pocket of the old archeologist’s coat. McCumber had found it, but had attached no significance to it.


  The experts hope that the War Department of this country will never need such a weapon. But if it does, it will have it.


  But the thing that plagues the experts, that frets the archeologists, that has caused Rocks Malone to tear his hair, is the fact that the weapon was designed to be used by a creature who had six fingers. Not five fingers. Six. And the archeologists are having drizzling fits trying to decide whether there was once a race of six-fingered creatures here on earth, a race that reached tremendous scientific heights, and vanished.


  Or was earth once visited by creatures out of space, who left a weapon behind them?


  Nobody knows. Possibly nobody will ever know.


  But Rocks Malone is preparing to leave for Asia Minor, to dig in the ruins of lost and gone civilizations, searching for another clue to the identity of the lost race.


  Penny is going with him.


  The Ultimate Image


  P. Schuyler Miller


  The Magnificent Defense Unit of Dampier.


  “MIKE!”


  It was Bill Porter’s voice. I put one hand on the balustrade and vaulted into the garden. From behind a mass of shrubbery came sounds of a struggle, and Bill’s voice rose again.


  “Mike, you ape! Step on it!”


  I plowed through where someone had gone before. Bill, his shirtfront awry, his coat-tails torn and muddy, was grappling with a snarling, kicking little man about half his size. As I burst out of the shrubbery, Bill kicked his legs from under him and they went down in the newly spaded earth, Bill on top. Bill Porter weighs a good two hundred pounds. The struggle ended then and there.


  Bill sat up, one fist clenched in the little man’s shirt front. He glared at me out of a rapidly closing eye.


  “Where in blue blazes have you been?” he demanded. “D’you think I like wrestling with wildcats?”


  I looked him over. “Didn’t make out so well, did you? Lucky he wasn’t any bigger, or I would have had to help you. Why pick on a little guy like that? What’s he done that you don’t like?”


  He pointed. Light from the reception hall fell through the bushes in irregular patches. In one of them, half buried in the scuffed-up dirt, I caught the glint of polished metal.


  “Pick it up,” Bill said.


  It was a gun, bigger than the largest six-shooter ever toted by a Hollywood buckaroo. It had a massive stock and the thickest barrel I had ever seen. The whole look of the thing was crazy, like something out of another world.


  Bill had been scrambling around in the dirt. I saw that blood was oozing from a gash in his neck. Before I could speak he held up a piece of gleaming metal.


  “Take a look at that,” he said grimly. “That’s what he wanted to pump into the Ambassador. Only I got it instead—in the neck. Now will you give me a hand with this he-cat before he comes to and starts trying to skin me alive?”


  I took the thing. It was a steel bolt or arrow of the kind once used in cross-bows, sharpened to a needle point with six razor-edged vanes running back to the hilt. I slipped it into the chubby muzzle of the gun. It was a perfect fit.


  “That,” Bill told me, “is a solenoidgun—one that works. You’ve seen a metal core pop out of an electric coil when the juice is snapped on. It’s a common laboratory stunt. Well, it’s grown up and had pups, and this is one of the nastiest of them. No noise at all—and does that dart travel! It would go through a man like cheese even if he’s as thick as His Magnificence yonder.”


  Through the open doors of. the reception hall I could see the broad Teutonic back of Herr Wilhelm Friedrich Nebel, Ambassador from the newly stabilized Middle-European Confederacy. Half the stuffed shirts in Washington were crowded around him, trying to make themselves heard over the blare of the band and I recognized three of the President’s own private bodyguards. I knew that there were Secret Service men posted all over the grounds to forestall this very thing, yet in spite of them this little man with the outlandish gun had crept within fifty feet of his goal. Had he picked them off, one by one, with his silent darts?


  The man was stirring. Bill had him now in a grip that would take more than wildcat tactics to break. I parted the bushes so that a shaft of light fell on his face. Surely I knew that forked beard, those piercing black eyes, the shock of bristling hair. Suddenly I remembered. “Bill! It’s Dampier!”


  Pierre Dampier, France’s greatest physicist, the confrere of Einstein and Heisenberg and Poincare, who had dropped out of sight so mysteriously five years before. Dampier here, in Washington, sniping at the Middle-European Ambassador with an electric gun!


  The little man was staring at me with those beady eyes. For a moment I thought he would deny it. Then his face changed. The fury, the madness went out of it and were replaced by a great weariness that made him seem years older. He slumped in Bill’s grasp, then stiffened proudly.


  “Yes, gentlemen,” he admitted. “Pierre Dampier, at your service.”


  This was no ordinary assassination. Big as the news was, Dampier made it bigger. And news was what Bill and I were here for.


  “Bill,” I said, “this is our story. No one else even suspects it. Are you going to turn him over to the police or do we get the whole yarn, ourselves, first?”


  He nodded. “You’re right,” he agreed. “We’ll never get it if we let him go now. Washington has a way of hushing those things up.” He turned to the little Frenchman. “Monsieur Dampier we are newspaper men, we too. There’s a reason for what you tried to do tonight, a good reason, or you wouldn’t have attempted it. Will you tell us that reason, and let us explain to the world why the great Pierre Dampier has chosen to play the role of a common murderer?”


  Dampier stiffened. The forked beard was thrust stiffly forward and the thin shoulders squared in spite of Bill’s numbing grip. “I am no murderer!” he hissed. “Wilhelm Nebel is the enemy of my country and of yours—of the world!. I stood in his way, and I was crushed. I rose again, and he has found me and tried to grind me under his accursed heel! He will kill me, if I do not kill him first. I implore you. Monsieur, let me go! Let me finish what I have begun. The world will be better for it, and”—a whimsical smile twisted his thin lips—“it will be a greater coup for you, will it not?”


  Bill was studying him. “We can’t do that,” he replied, “even if we wanted to. Herr Nebel is our country’s guest. But this I will do. Give me your word that you will make no further attempt on Herr Nebel’s life for twenty-four hours, tell us why you have done this thing, and I’ll let you go. I’ll give you one hour’s start, and then I’ll tell the police the whole story. Is it a bargain?”


  Dampier bowed his head. “You have my word, Monsieur. I will tell you everything. But when you have heard what I will say, perhaps you will not wish to call your police. Shall we go to my laboratory? We can talk more freely there.”


  Bill’s grip tightened. “Wait! This garden was guarded. Have you killed those men? Because if you have all bets are off!


  The little Frenchman smiled. “But no, Monsieur. I have no quarrel with your countrymen. There are other missiles for this little toy of mine—hollow needles filled with a certain rare drug like the ‘mercy bullets’ of your American sportsmen. They will sleep soundly for some hours yet, and have what you call the big hangover when they awaken but that is all. Shall we go now? It is late, and I have much to tell you.”


  The whole idea looked screwy to me. Even now I’m not sure that it wasn’t. But when Bill Porter makes up his mind, it would take Gabriel’s trumpet to change it. He was quite capable of plumping one of Dampier’s little needles into me and going off with the Frenchman alone.


  “I’ll get the car,” I said. “Let’s get out of here before someone stumbles over a corpse and yells for the cops.”


  We were somewhere in the middle of Maryland before Bill let me slow down. He must have had a talk with Dampier while I was getting the car, for the little French man never peeped until we swung into a narrow dirt road somewhere north of Frederick. He called the next turn, and the next, until I began to suspect that he was running us around in circles. At last we pulled up before a deserted farmhouse, set back from the road behind a dilapidated picket fence. Bill nudged me. Silhouetted against the stars were the towers of a high-tension line. Dampier was either stealing or buying power in a big way.


  Now a French gentleman’s word is supposed to be about as good as Finland’s credit, but we were taking no chances. I remembered that wicked little dart with its razor-edged barbs, and I felt pretty sure that Bill hadn’t forgotten it either. We lined up, one on each side of him, and marched across the weed-grown lawn to the rickety side porch. There was a Yale lock on the door, and as Dampier swung it open I saw that it was backed with steel armor-plate. Outside the house might look like the poorer section of Bilded Road, but inside it was built like a fortress. Six-inch concrete walls, steel doors, indirect lighting and ventilation—it looked as though Monsieur Pierre Dampier had been expecting to stand a pretty heavy siege.


  A winding stair went down through the floor into a basement room that ran under the entire house. Dampier led the way, Bill followed, and I came last. Probably our science editor could have made something of what Dampier had in that buried room. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t even have known where to begin photographing it, if the Leica hadn’t been back on the terrace at the Embassy where I’d dropped it to vault over the rail into Bill’s little shambles, and the Graflex somewhere in the back of the car.


  To begin with, he was drawing more current than any ten men I’d ever seen, and I’ve covered some of the atom-busting at M.I.T. and the lightning shop at Pittsfield. It all went into two huge buss-bars, that ran across that a kind of cage of interlacing copper loops, standing in the center of the room. They were hung from jointed supports that rose above an insulated block or platform of bakelite, with most of the bulkier apparatus inside out of sight, but I had a hunch that whatever was going to happen would take place in, at, and around those spidery coils.


  One corner of the room was a kind of office with a desk and books, and a couple of ancient chairs. Dampier waved Bill and me into them and began to pace up and down in front of us like an expectant father. The wild glint had come back into his eyes, but I’ve seen enough of scientists to know that that isn’t necessarily fatal. Most scientists are half nuts anyway. Bill and I never agreed on that point.


  You see, before Bill became a demon reporter, he was the white hope of American science. That’s how I met him, trying to cover something I couldn’t understand and didn’t much want to. He fixed my story up for me, and chiseled in on the season’s juciest murder scandal in return. I came down with a bad case of busted cranium, as a result of following his hunches a little too far, and he wrote my scoop for me. After that it stuck. I claimed then they should have made him science editor, but. old Medford is our owner’s nephew or something, and besides he’s pretty good. Anyway, Bill wouldn’t take a desk job. It seems he’d always wanted to feel the pulse of Life—


  Dampier’s English was good. He’d been educated in England and the United States. But when he got excited he fairly surpassed himself and became heart-breakingly colloquial. Where most foreigners would have broken down into their mothertongue, he relapsed into gutter slang or worse. I’ve left that out. It doesn’t read as well as it sounds, and besides, nice old ladies like to read these magazines. If only they knew the truth—the real inside truth about some of the yarns that have been told in these pages! I’ve seen the originals—things that a newspaper wouldn’t print for fear of being laughed out of a year’s circulation—and with proofs! They happen, believe me. Only I’d never been in one before.


  Dampier began with true professional dignity. “Gentlemen,” he said, “you have treated me honorably. I shall do the same to you. I shall tell you all! When I am finished, judge then if I have done right to assassinate this monster of the devil!


  Monsieur Crandall recognized in me that Pierre Dampier who vanished from the world of science five years ago. It was Welhelm Nebel who made me to flee like the wild goose. Nebel—the chief of munitions, the millionaire, the so great diplomat, whose hands reach out to every country, regardless of boundaries or the hatred of races. Even in France I was not safe! The finger of Nebel was in the pie of our government. He twisted it—poof! Spies of the police investigate me. They ask questions. They give me the degrees. But I tell them nothing. They can find nothing. It is all here—here in the grey material!” He tapped his bristling skull. “And when they have gone, I take my books, my papers, what money I can get, and take it on the lam to these United States!”


  He stopped for breath and glared at us triumphantly. “I scram,” he repeated. “I vanish from the sight of men. Here I am Leon the retired hair-dresser, the man with the big radio. Pierre Dampier is forgotten. But not by the accursed Nebel!


  “Here in America is a free country where only the dogs, the automobiles, the husbands must have licenses. There are no foolish papers to carry about, no questions to answer to the police. I can hide like a rate in the mousecheese, and be safe. But not from this son-of-an-unpardonableness Nebel! His men are everywhere. He sees everything. Only here I can protect myself. Here I can kill before I am killed!


  “But I see in your eye that I am beating about the gas-works, Monsieur. What is it that the old man Dampier has wrested from Nature, that is of so great value to the famous Nebel? What is the secret for which he has lammed himself here to hide like a flea in the chemise of your charming Maryland? Why is he willing to sail down the great river, to fry on the heated seat, so long as Nebel shall die? I will tell you, gentlemen!”


  He drew himself up to every inch of his five feet two. He thrust out a pipe-stem arm and pointed an accusing finger at the mechanism that squatted in the middle of the floor.


  “There, gentlemen, is the weapon that will make France supreme! The instrument of defense that makes offense impossible! The weapon that will end war!”


  We looked at him, and at it, and at each other. It didn’t look like the sort of thing you’d lug out on a battlefield to chase the enemy away. It had even less resemblance to the kind of fortress that I’d heard France was building along the Middle-European border. I began to wonder if, after all, that glint in Dampier’s eyes was the holy light of pure science.


  “What is it?” Bill asked.


  The little Frenchman’s chest pushed out until his vest-buttons creaked. Then he zipped forward, his rat’s eyes darting from side to side, and hissed in our ears:


  “It is, total reflection!”


  That left me cold, but it didn’t Bill. I could see that he had a glimmering of an understanding of what went on, but he was puzzled as to the why, what and how. “How d’you mean?” he asked. “We have total internal reflection in prisms. That’s no weapon—or defense either, unless you’re figuring on Nebel’s crowd developing a death-ray or something like that for the next war.”


  Dampier chuckled. It was about as self-satisfied a chuckle as I’ve heard. “Death-rays—maybe. I do not care. Bullets, shells, bombs, I tell you nothing, nothing can break through the barrier of total reflection! And it is a weapon as well, to turn the enemy’s own strength against him.”


  Bill was sitting up straight in his chair. “Tell me about it,” he said softly.


  Dampier wriggled and seemed to settle down like a statue on his two spread legs. Only from the waist up was he alive, talking volubly with both hands and that wagging beard.


  “It is simple,” he explained. “From the beginning of time, what has been the first defense of mankind? It is the wall, the barrier which the enemy cannot climb, cannot break, cannot penetrate with their weapons. A wall of thorns against the beasts of the darkness. A boulder rolled in the mouth of a cave. Walls of sharpened stakes, of earth and stone, of human flesh and blood! Walls of fire laid down by giant guns. Walls of poisonous vapors through which no living thing can pass. Always a wall, stronger and stronger, but never perfect. I, Pierre Dampier, have made the perfect wall!


  “Look, Monsieur—you have spoken of the reflecting prism. All light that falls on it at the proper angle is diverted, turned back. Walls of steel and concrete, such as I have here about me, will repel the bullets of powerful rifles, the shells of small guns, like the little balls of ping-pong. All these things will protect me from the weapons of my enemies—but they are not perfect. They are not total reflection!


  “Look you, again. Always there is some ray that will be of the improper angle, the too great or too small wavelength. Always there is some shell that will batter its way through my walls and kill me. But if I can find a mirror that will turn back all rays, a wall from which all projectiles will rebound, a shield against all the many forces of Nature and of man—then, Monsieur, I have the perfect defense and the perfect weapon!


  “See this little mirror in my hand. I flash in your eyes a beam of light—so. You are blinded, no? And if this is not light, but a ray of death that you have hurled against my mirror, it kills you—is it not so? If it is a bullet that you shoot at me, it recoils and strikes you down. If it is a bomb, it is thrown back into your trenches, to kill your men. If it is a great force of pressure or attraction, it is diverted, reversed, and it strikes at you while I am safe behind my perfect wall.”


  Bill was on his feet with that mulish look he has when he’s sure he’s right. “It’s impossible!” he snapped. “No metal can reflect all wavelengths. No substance can resist a force greater than those which created it and hold it together. As for magnetism, gravitation, they’re space-warp forces. Things can’t stop them. Sorry we’re not in the market for Sunday features today, and I rather doubt that Herr Nebel is. You’ve got brains—I’ll grant you that. You have some energy source in the handle of that little gun of yours that would turn industry up on its tail overnight. I haven’t the slightest doubt in the world that you may have blasted the atom wide open and made it sit up and beg. But there’s no substance, known or unknown, that will do what you claim, and there never will be. If you have no objections, Monsieur, we will be on our way, and in exactly one hour I will call the police. Au revoir, Monsieur.”


  Dampier was hopping from one foot to the other like a hen on ice. “No, no, no, Monsieur!” he cried. “You have not heard all! You must lend another ear! There is no substance that will reflect all things; that is true. Only a fool would believe it. But what of a wall that has no substance—that has no existence in what we call reality but that is as fixed and unshakable as the roots of the universe—a wall, a discontinuity of Space itself?”


  Bill stopped halfway up the stairs. “Say that again,” he demanded.


  The little Frenchman’s hands went winging out in hopeless resignation. “There are no words! One does not explain the theories of Dirac and Schroedinger in words. There are symbols—the logic of symbols—that can be translated at last into reality that men can see, but there are no words for the things that are born and live only here, in the head, in the think-box. It is here, in these symbols, on these sheets of paper. It is there, in that apparatus which you see. “But it is not in words.”


  Bill wasn’t being stopped now. He lives words. “You mean,” he said, “that you’ve hit on a condition of Space—maybe a discontinuity of some kind—that has the property of absolute total reflection? It will reflect all radiations one hundred per cent. Any material body will bounce off without making the slightest impression. Every force exerted on it is turned back on itself—even spaceforces like gravitation and magnetism. And you can create that condition at will. Is that what you mean?”


  Dampier’s black eyes fairly spit sparks. “That is it, Monsieur,” he cried. “You have said it with a full mouth! My wall, my zone as I have called it, will reflect completely all things, although it is itself a no-thing, without existence in our universe. It lives in the symbols of mathematics, and I have just this day completed the apparatus which will give these symbols reality—which will create the zone as I desire it, in any shape or size. I will show you, and you will believe. And then we shall see about Herr Wilhelm Nebel and his makers of wars!”


  Bill frowned. “Dampier, give me those equations. I’ve got to puzzle this thing out for myself, follow your argument through on paper. Is there any place where I can be quiet?”


  “But of course, Monsieur. There, in the room for thermal work, everything will be perfectly quiet. Here are the papers, and while you read, I shall show Monsieur Crandall the working of the works.”


  But Bill didn’t hear that last. The heavy door of the constant temperature room had closed behind him and insulated him from the world.


  I couldn’t do much but stand and watch Dampier as he bustled about, tuning up his crazy-looking machine. He talked a blue streak as he Worked, but most of it went right over my head. I’m no Bill Porter. I did begin to see why Nebel, if he was behind the world’s armaments racket as Dampier claimed, might be pretty anxious to get hold of such a thing before the little Frenchman began peddling it to his best customers. In the right hands it might make war very unfashionable.


  Imagine an invaded nation squatting down behind a perfectly reflecting wall. They can’t see out, but nothing can get in. Enemy shells bounce off into the enemy lines. Death rays flash back into the faces of those who sent them. Radio is garbled by all kinds of curious echoes and reflections, making communication impossible. Electrical and magnetic apparatus would be subject to strange disturbances. And gravitation—how would it affect that? Would every outside object be attracted to the mirror, or would it be repelled by a kind of negative gravity, lifting it into space, to the moon, the planets, to the very stars? I wish now that I’d known at least a fraction of what Bill did, and had been able to read what he read in these few sheets of neatly written paper. I can only guess, from what Dampier said and from what I saw. What his zone really was—what it could do—I do not know.


  I tried to pay attention to what he was doing. The real vitals of his apparatus were in the big insulated block. The thousands of amperes he was drawing from the high tension lines were merely the kicker that kept the real engine turning. Atomic energy, Bill had guessed. Probably he was right.


  The loops and coils above the platform determined the shape that the zone would take. According to how they were set, Dampier explained, he could get any geometrically continuous form—a disc, a paraboloid, anything that geometry can describe. What he was going to make was a sphere.


  I’m not at all sure that I’m getting the order of things right. I gathered that the zone must be built up and strengthened little by little; first impermeable to the simplest forms of energy, like light and heat, and then to the more and more complex ones, until at some critical point the whole thing became absolute. The machine that created it had to be outside, otherwise the zone itself would keep any power from getting through. On the other hand, it might be powered by one of those super-batteries that Dampier had in the grip of his solenoid-gun. With a set-up like that, you could dig a hole and pull it in after you, so to speak. What I wondered was how you get out?


  I asked Dampier that one. “There would be no way,” he told me. “Once the zone is complete, it is unchangeable—absolute. You would be inside, to us here, but I think that to yourself it would seem that it is we who are inside—that you are in a world all of your own, with its own laws, its own science. They can be worked out, these laws. They are in the equations that Monsieur Porter is reading; but they are very strange and complex. In war, a closed zone would be used only as a trap for the enemy.”


  “Wait a minute,” I objected. “You mean to say that once you’ve made this thing you can’t unmake it?”


  “That is right,” he nodded. “Once the zone is complete it is a bubble—a nothingness—entirely apart from our Space and Time. The forces build up very rapidly, exponentially, but until the very instant of completion, even if it is one little billionth of a second before that moment, the zone will collapse if the power which builds it is shut off. Never in practice would one go so far. Long before it is complete, such a zone will repel all things that can be directed against it, while the balance of power still remains in the hands of him who has created it. To make it—that is nothing. To destroy it is impossible. But to hold it so in the delicate balance between destruction and completion; that is the triumph of Pierre Dampier! I have calculated it all from the equations. See—here at these red lines each needle must stop. If they go beyond—zut! In the space of a thinking the zone is complete! Beyond control!”


  He straightened up, his wirey mop of hair bobbing at my shoulder. “Now, please, if you will watch and remember. The loops are set, so, for the sphere—little, like the apple of the eye. Now I press the first switch, and the second and then the others, three, and four, and five. Now I turn the dials, so, a little at a time. A minute now, while the zone builds, and then you will call Monsieur Porter and show him that this is not all sunshine and honeysuckers that he reads.”


  The big machine began to hum a deep-throated drone that deepened and strengthened until I could feel it shaking the floor under my feet with each colossal pulse of energy. I wondered about the sympathetic vibrations you read about in the Sunday supplements. Might it not shake the walls down around our ears? But Dampier didn’t seem worried. And then I forgot it, for a shadow was beginning to form in the space between the coils.


  That’s all it was at first—a shadow, the size of a big red polished apple. I could hardly be sure it was there, but there was something queer about the way light acted that showed me where it was. Things behind it disappeared, smothered out by something that wasn’t really darkness; and then suddenly it began to shine.


  You’ve seen bubbles of air under water, shining like quicksilver. Well, it was like that. It was flawless, without texture, intangible and shimmering. It was not the thing itself we saw, but the things reflected in it—a little, twisted, shining world swimming in the heart of that ball of distorted space. Peering closer, I saw that the coils which shaped it were glowing with an eerie, frosty white light. I stared, fascinated, and by what? By a half-invisible bubble, like an indoor baseball, conjured up by some legerdemain to make fools of us! It was nonsense! I jerked my eyes away—and saw them.


  Three men with guns stood on the little stair, watching us. They were gentlemen, polished, clever gentlemen adroit at the art of death. Their guns were of the kind which Middle-Europe gives to its officers, and their faces were Middle-European faces. They were in formal dress, and one of them held his gloves in his left hand.


  Dampier had seen them before I, reflected in the shining sphere. He turned, his back against the controlpanel, his white teeth gnawing like a rat’s at his black beard. The madness was back in his glittering eyes; madness of a trapped beast.


  “So!” he whispered. “Now we shall meet.”


  They came down the stairs, one after the other. How they had cut their way into that Gibraltar of a house I will never know. They may have been working for days and weeks to break through Dampier’s defenses. But they were there.


  Resistance was futile. Even Dampier realized that. The three guns urged us back against the wall. Deft fingers searched us but found nothing. The three men stepped back to the foot of the little stair, their guns raised, like a firing squad waiting for the signal. And then, above them, I saw the smiling face of Wilhelm Friedrich Nebel, Ambassador from Middle-Europe.


  I hadn’t believed Dampier’s story until then. It was fantastic, this spy business, with a man like Nebel in the villain’s role. Things like that don’t happen any more. Yet Wilhelm Nebel stood there with a smile on his heavy lips and no smile at all in his pale little eyes. He came down the stairs, treading silently like a cat. He was like a cat in his black and white evening attire, white-bossomed and sleek. He had in his slender fingers a thick golden chain, with a heavy seal of gold made from an ancient coin. A crimson ribbon stretched across his breast like a line of blood.


  Satan at the sacrifice! And then the illusion broke.


  Those devil fingers went into the pocket of his vest, brought out thick, steel-rimmed spectacles, perched them precariously on the thin-bridged nose. The massive shoulders slouched over, trousers drew tight across his heavy buttocks as he bent and stared into the shining globe. I had never thought of Nebel as fat or gross, in spite of his size, but that single act showed him to me as a Teuton peddler, stooping to finger the weave of some shoddy cloth, to decide how high a price would be safe and how low a one profitable. Satan from his throne! He stood erect again, but his massive face was red with the effort.


  Me he ignored. I was nobody. He bowed to Dampier and again I heard the cloth of his breeches creak.


  “We meet again. Monsieur.”


  Dampier answered nothing. He too had his fine tradition of insolence. Nebel’s slim hand flicked toward the machine. “This, I presume, is the great weapon that is to be the salvation of la belle France. This shining ball that floats in the empty air. Will you show us what it can do?”


  The Frenchman’s eyes never left Nebel’s suave face as he went to the machine. His fingers darted here and there among the dials, tugging and twisting. Above his head the coils stirred in their massive bearings, and within their compass the silver sphere swelled like an inflating balloon, to the size of a man’s head—of a basketball—larger and larger while its shimmering surface took on a steely hardness. We seemed to be staring into unfathomable depths, out of which tiny distorted replicas of ourselves peered curiously. I had a feeling that I was two men, one here in this buried room and the other there in that twisted other room, staring inscrutably into my own eyes.


  “Stop!” Nebel’s voice rapped in my ears. The sphere was huge—ten feet and more in diameter. “It is large enough,” he said. “What else will it do?”


  I saw Dampier’s eyes then. I knew that this time there would be no stopping him. Step by step I withdrew toward the wall. One of the guards saw me and turned his pistol to cover me, but made no other sign.


  Dampier answered. “Many things, Monsieur. If you will watch—?” He pulled up his coat-sleeve, baring his scrawny arm, and clambering up on the platform pushed his hand and arm into the shining sphere. I saw the sweat come out on his forehead with the effort. Already the zone was strong. He withdrew his hand and touched the dials of the control-board. Nebel’s eyes were watching every move, his hand in the pocket of his coat. Dampier stepped back. “If the gentlemen will shoot? But I warn you—be wary of the ricochet.”


  Nebel’s finger jerked up. “Rudolf!” The youngest of the three men stepped forward and emptied his gun at the shining globe. The first bullet passed through and spanged against the farther wall; the rest glanced whining from its surface and bit ugly scars from the concrete wall beyond. Dampier’s eyebrows raised ever so little.


  “You have improved the quality of your guns,” he commanded. “They are more powerful than I had thought.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Is it not enough? What weapon have your thieving swine stolen that will penetrate what you have seen?”


  “Is that all?” Nebel’s face was purple with rage. They hated each other bitterly, these two, and Dampier had given him not the slightest satisfaction as yet.


  The Frenchman shrugged. “It is not complete. Nothing can pass the completed zone, though it is good enough now for anything your blundering fools have invented or will invent. However—”


  He turned to the dials. Then suddenly he wheeled. His thin lips were drawn back in a snarl of fury, his eyes were sunken pools of black hate. With a scream he leapt at Nebel’s throat.


  The first slug caught him in midair. The shock dropped him in a crooked heap. Five more bullets smacked into him as he lay there, then Nebel’s polished shoe went out and turned him over on his back. He lay there, a bloody froth on his contorted lips, sneering up at the man who had killed him.


  For the first time Nebel turned to me. “It was in self defense. You will remember that, Mr. Crandall, if I decide to let you live.” He went to the machine, as Dampier had done, and tapped the dials lightly with his long white flowers.


  “These red marks—they are, I suppose, the settings with which Monsieur Dampier was working. He would not go beyond, for me. And yet, they are less than halfway to the limit of the dials. What will happen, if I turn them so—a hair beyond?”


  His fingers twisted once, twice, and behind us Bill Porter’s voice cried out. “Stop, you fool! Stop!”


  He stood in the door of the temperature room, the sheaf of Dampier’s notes in his hand. Nebel’s thin eyebrows went up. “Mr. Porter! I had forgotten you. And why am I a fool?” His fingers spun another of the dials.


  “You murdering Teuton fool!” Bill’s tone was venomous. “What do you know about science? Your agents bring you this and that. You pay them or kill them, as may be convenient, but what do you know or care about what they have given you, so long as it can be sold at a profit: Mike, come here.”


  No one moved to stop me. Bill held out the papers, his thumbs marking a certain line. I saw that the margins were, filled with his spidery writing.


  “Take that top sheet. Now, look at those readings. Has he reached them yet?”


  The figures looked familiar. Of course they were the settings at which Dampier had drawn his little red lines.


  “He’s past them,” I cried. “On all but two.”


  “On all, my friend.” Nebel turned again to the dials. “Bluffing does not work in a game for men.”


  As he moved Bill sprang. Not at Nebel—not at the machine—but at the two great copper bara that came in through the wall. His lean body fell like a stretched spear across them. There was a burst of flame, the stench of burning flesh, but my eyes had left him. For as he leaped Nebel turned the dials.


  A roar of subterranean thunders shook the room. Vast energies poured into the shining zone. It changed. It was a great mirror of utter blackness, its shimmering silver sheen gone leaving a shell of strange transparency out of which creatures of another world leered crookedly at us. And it began to grow!


  Momentum carried it. I know that now. The looped coils were swept aside. The apparatus beneath it buckled and split. Beyond it, Nebel’s highborn gunmen gaped aghast. They vanished behind its sleek circumference, but Wilhelm Nebel was not of their stupid breed. With a roar he flung his huge body high across the swelling arc of the sphere’s circumference. A moment he slithered on its top, sprawled like a toad, his great face crimson—then it crashed him against the ceiling like a toad under a giant’s heel. Fragments of concrete began to fall.


  I was up the stair, the remaining sheet of Dampier’s equations in my hand. I was at the outer door as the walls buckled and fell in ruin. I was running across the littered lawn, staring over my shoulder at the giant silver globe that towered a hundred feet above me. Then it burst!


  The force of the explosion hurled me a hundred yards across the fields. I lay gasping in the wet grass, staring glassy-eyed at the column of violet flame that plumed into the sky. I got shakily to my feet and stared into the smoking pit where Dampier’s fortress had been. At last I remembered the scrap of crumpled paper in my hand.


  The margins of Dampier’s paper were full of Bill’s penciled notes. At the end he had added five neat equations, and below them the remaining space was filled with his closely written lines.


  “These added equations prove Dampier’s analysis to be incomplete,” he had written. “Such a totally reflecting zone has every characteristic of the closed, intangible boundary of the Einsteinian universe. It may be considered the boundary of such a universe in miniature, containing every force and body of the greater outside universe which it reflects. Neither is more real, in the physical sense, than the other. There is no way of disproving that we may not in turn be the images of some greater universe than ours, outside of the Einsteinian boundaries of our Space and Time.


  “Jeans, and others, have postulated that the size of such a closed universe must depend upon the number of physical particles included in it, and that it will expand, as our universe is expanding, until that size is reached. Dampier’s closed zone, containing the same number of image-particles as our own outside universe, must expand to the same size, and at a vastly greater rate.


  “It may be that the cosmic atom, postulated by Abbe Lemaitre, from which our universe was born, was the creation of some Dampier of a superuniverse, who failed to check its growth, and that its swelling bubble is crushing the mighty cosmos of which it is the ultimate image, as Dampier’s completed zone would crush our own.”


  Bill Porter’s scribbled notes stop there. In the split millionth of a second before the twist of Nebel’s fingers could throw the balanced sphere over the boundary to completion, his body shorted the power that fed the great machine. It was in time! Momentum of growth, gained in that instant of which Dampier had told me, swept Nebel and his gunmen to their death, and as the zone collapsed the incalculable energies trapped in it burst forth in a holocaust of atomic flame. A millionth of a second—less perhaps—but in it chance, and whatever power it is that rules chance, had checked the thing whose illimitable growth would have swept our universe before it in an avalanche of destruction.


  If, as Bill Porter thought, our universe is just such a swelling bubble in the vaster world which it mirrors, I wonder whether in that world there is not another Dampier, another Nebel, another Bill Porter going to his death. I wonder if Time itself is not reflected in some contorted scale in such a cosmic bubble, and the entire history of a universe reproduced in the instant before it bursts.


  I wonder, too, if one day our bubbleuniverse will not burst as Dampier’s did, robbing us in that future instant of all reality—the snuffed out images in an almost perfect mirror. For as our Dampier did, so did the greater Dampier whose image he was. As he failed so did that other Dampier fail. Perhaps, in his turn, he but mirrored greater things beyond. Where then—in what inconceivable realm beyond Space and Time—is the reality of which we are the ultimate image?


  The Oversight


  Miles J. Breuer


  Time Accomplishes Progress On Earth.


  JOHN C. HASTINGS, senior medical student in the Nebraska State University Medical School at Omaha, looked out of the window of the Packard sedan he was driving down the road along the top of the bluff, and out in the middle of the Missouri River he saw a Roman galley, sweeping down midstream with three tiers of huge oars.


  A pang of alarm shot through him. The study of medicine is a terrible grind; he had been working hard. In a recent psychiatry class they had touched upon hysterical delusions and illusions. Was his mind slipping? Or was this some sort of optical delusion? He had stolen away from Omaha with Celestine Newbury to enjoy the green and open freshness of the country like a couple of stifled city folks. Perhaps the nearest he had come to foolishness had been when the stars had looked like her eyes and he had pointed out Mars and talked of flying with her to visit that mysterious red planet.


  “Do you see it too?” he gasped at Celestine.


  She saw it, too, and heard the creak of oars and the thumping of a drum; there floated up to them a hoarse chant, rhythmic but not musical, broken into by rough voices that might have been cursing.


  It was a clumsy vessel, built of heavy timbers, with a high-beaked prow. There was a short mast and a red-and-yellow sail that bulged in the breeze. The long oars looked tremendously heavy and unwieldy, and swung in long, slow strokes, swirling up the muddy water and throwing up a yellow bow-wave. The decks were crowded with men, from whom came the gleam of metal shields, swords, and helmets.


  “Some advertising scheme I suppose,” muttered John cynically.


  “Or some traveling show, trying to be original,” Celestine suggested.


  But the thing looked too grim and clumsy for either of these things. There was a total lack of modern touch about it. Nor was there a word or sign of advertising anywhere on it. They stopped the car and watched. As it slowly drew nearer they could see that the men were coarse, rowdy, specimens; and that the straining of human muscles at the oars was too real to be any kind of play.


  Then there were shots below them. Someone at the foot of the bluff was blazing away steadily at the galley. On board the latter, a commotion arose. Men fell. Then voices out on the road in front of them became more pressing than either of these things.


  “A young fellow and a girl,” someone said; “big, fast car. Omaha license number. They’ll do.”


  “Hey!” a voice hailed them.


  In front, on the road, were a dozen men. Some were farmers, some were Indians. One or two might have been bank clerks or insurance salesmen. All were heavily armed, with shotguns, rifles, and pistols. They looked haggard and sullen.


  “Take us to Rosalie, and then beat it for Omaha and tell them what you saw,” one of the men ordered gruffly. “The newspapers and the commander at Fort Crook.”


  This was strange on a peaceful country road, but John could see no other Course than to comply with their request. He turned the car back to Rosalie, the Indian Reservation town, and the men were crowded within it and hung all over the outside. Even the powerful Packard found it a heavy burden. In the direction of Rosalie, the strangest sight of all awaited them.


  Before they saw the town, they found a huge wall stretching across the road. Beyond it rose blunt shapes, the tops of vast low buildings. What a tremendous amount of building! the thought struck John at once. For, they had driven this way just three days before, and there had been no sign of it; only the wide green fields and the slumbering little village.


  The armed men became excited and furious when they saw the wall. They broke out into exclamations which were half imprecations and half explanatory.


  “They put these things down on our land. Ruined our farms. God knows what’s become of the town. Squeezed us out. Must be a good many dead. We have telephoned Lincoln and Washington, but they are slow. They can’t wake up. Maybe they don’t believe us.” There were curses.


  John could see great numbers of armed men gathering from all directions. There was no order or discipline about them, except the one uniting cause of their fury against this huge thing that had so suddenly arisen. Far in the distance, countless little groups were emerging from behind trees and around bends in the road or driving up in ears; and nearby there were hundreds more arriving with every conceivable firearm. The last man in the countryside must have been aroused.


  The men climbed out of John’s car and repeated their order that he drive to Omaha and tell what he saw.


  A ragged skirmish line was closing in rapidly toward the big gray wall, that stretched for a mile from north to south. Along the top of it, after the manner of sentries, paced little dark figures. John and Celestine were amazed to see that they, too, were Roman soldiers. The sunlight glinted from their armor; the plumes on their helmets stood out against the sky; their shield and short swords were picturesque, but, against the rifles below, out of place.


  There came a shot, and another from the approaching attackers, and a figure on top of the wall toppled and fell sprawling to its foot and lay still on the ground. Hoarse shouts arose. A dense knot of Roman soldiers gathered on top of the wall. A fusillade of shots broke out from below, men running frantically to get within close range. The group on the wall melted away, many crashing down on the outside, and a heap remaining on top. The wall was completely deserted. The wind wafted a sulphurous odor to the nostrils of the two young people in the Packard.


  Then followed a horrible spectacle. John, hardened to gruesome sights in the course of his medical work, came away from it trembling, wondering how Celestine would react.


  A huge gate swung wide in the wall, and a massed army of Roman soldiers marched out. Bare thighs and bronze greaves, and strips of armor over their shoulders, plumed helmets, small, heavy shields; one company with short swords, the next with long spears; one solid company after another poured out of the gates and marched forth against their attackers.


  The Farmers and Indians and other dispossessed citizens opened fire on the massed troops with deadly effect. Soldiers fell by the hundreds; huge gaps appeared in the ranks; whole companies were wiped out. But, with precise and steady discipline, others marched in their places. Blood soaked the ground and smeared the trees and shrubbery. Piles of dead were heaped up in long windrows, with twitching and crawling places in them. New ranks climbed over them and marched into the blaze of lead, only to fall and be replaced by others. The peaceful Nebraska prairie was strewn with thousands of armed corpses.


  Terror gripped the hearts of the couple in the Packard. The firing began to halt. It became scattered here and there as ammunition became scarce. As the troops poured out in unlimited numbers, men in overalls, sweaters, and collars and shirt sleeves began to retreat. The grim ranks closed upon the nearest ones. Swords rose and fell, spears thrust, clubbed rifles were borne down. There was more blood, and the bodies of American citizens littered the ground that they themselves had owned and tried to defend.


  John and Celestine, paralyzed by the spectacle, came to with a jerk.


  “It’s time to move,” John said.


  He swung the car around just as, with a rattle and a roar, a score of chariots dashed out of the great gates and the horses came galloping down the road. The ranks of the infantry opened to permit pursuit of the retreating skirmishers. The clumsy vehicles rattled and bumped behind flying hoofs at a rapid clip, the men in them hanging on to the reins and keeping their footing by a miracle. Gay cloaks streamed backward in the wind, and gold gleamed on the horses’ harness.


  John bore down on the accelerator pedal, and the car leaped ahead with a roar, a scattered string of chariots swinging in behind it. He headed down the road and, once the Packard got a proper start, it left its pursuers ridiculously behind. Celestine shrieked and pointed ahead.


  “Look!”


  A group of Roman soldiers with drawn-swords were formed on the road ahead, and more were swarming out of the shrubbery.


  An officer waved a sword and shouted a sharp word.


  “Stop, nothing!” John said through gritted teeth, remembering bloody overalls and sprawling limbs gripping battered rifles.


  He put his full weight on the accelerator pedal and the huge machine throbbed and rumbled into life, a gleaming, roaring gray streak.


  “Duck down below the windshield, dear,” he said to Celestine. Never before had he used that word, though he had often felt like it.


  The Roman soldiers quailed as they saw the big car hurtling toward them, but they had no time to retreat. The bumper struck the mass of men with a thud and a crash of metal. Dark spatters appeared on the windshield and things crunched sickeningly. The car swerved and swung, dizzily, and John’s forehead bumped against the glass ahead of him, but his handle hung to the wheel. The fenders crumpled and the wheels bumped over soft things. Just as he thought the car would overturn, he found himself flying smoothly down a clear road; in his windshield mirror a squirming mass on the road was becoming rapidly too small to see.


  He laughed a hard laugh.


  “They didn’t know enough to jab a sword into a tire,” he said grimly.


  And, there to their left, was the tiresome galley, sliding down the river. The countryside was green and peaceful; in a moment even the galley was out of sight. Except for the crumpled fenders and the leaking radiator it seemed that they had just awakened from an unpleasant dream and found that it had not been true.


  They talked little on the way to Omaha; but they could not help talking some. Who were these men? Where did they come from? What did it mean, the piles of dead, the sickening river of blood?


  They must hurry with the news, so that help would be sent to the stricken area.


  The hum of the motor became a song that ate up miles. John worried about tires. A blowout before he reached the army post at Fort Crook might cost many lives. There was no time to waste.


  Just as the roof-covered hills of Omaha appeared in the distance, two motorcycles dashed forward to meet the car and signalled a stop. The khaki clad police riders eyed the bloody radiator and nodded their heads together.


  “You’ve been there?” they asked. John nodded.


  “You’ve been there?” he queried in return.


  “The telephone and telegraph wires are hot.”


  “They need help ,” John began.


  “Are you good for a trip back there in a plane, to guide an observer?” the officer asked. “We’ll see the lady home.”


  So John found himself dashing to the landing field on a motorcycle, and then in an Army plane, a telephone on his ears connected with the lieutenant in front of him. It was all a mad, dizzy, confused dream. He had never been up in a plane before, and the novelty and anxiety of it fought with his tense observation of the sliding landscape below. But there was the galley on the river, and three more following it in the distance. There was an army marching along the top of the bluffs down the river, a countless string of densely packed companies with horsemen and chariots swarming around. There were the huge flat buildings in the walled enclosure where Rosalie had stood. Out of the buildings and out of the enclosures, marched more and more massed troops, all heading toward Omaha.


  Then they were back in the City Hall, he and the lieutenant, and facing them were the chief of police and an Army colonel. There was talk of the Governor and General Paul of the State Militia due to arrive from Lincoln any moment in an airplane; and the National Guard mobilizing all over the state, and trucks and caissons and field guns already en route from Ashland with skeletonized personnel. Secretaries dashed out with scribbled messages and in with yellow telegrams. A terrific war was brewing, and what was it all about?


  The lieutenant stepped up to the colonel and saluted.


  “If you please, sir, the galleys on the river—”


  “Yes?” asked the worried colonel.


  “They’ve got to be sunk.”


  “We have no bombs,” the colonel answered. “We’re just a toy army here, in the middle of the continent.”


  “No bombs!” The lieutenant was nonplussed for a moment, and hung his head in study. “Will you leave it to me, sir? Somehow—”


  “Good fellow. Thank you,” said the colonel, very much relieved. “Your orders are, then, to sink the galleys.”


  “Come!” The lieutenant said to John.


  “Me?” gasped John.


  “Don’t you want to?” the lieutenant asked. “Men are scarce. I need help. You’re the closest. And you’ve got a level head.”


  “Just give me a chance,” John said eagerly.


  The lieutenant spent fifteen minutes in a telephone booth. Then they dashed in a motorcycle to the city landing field where the plane lay. They made the short hop to the Army flying field. This all took time; but when they taxied towards the Army hangars, there stood men ready to load things into the plane. A stack of kegs labeled “Dynamite” and white lengths of fuse did not look very military, and their source was indicated by the departing delivery truck of a hardware firm. The men knocked the stoppers out of the kegs and wadded the fuses into the bungholes with paper.


  “Bombs!” The lieutenant spread his hands in a proud gesture. “The Q.M.G. in Washington ought to see this. Maybe he’d trust us with real ones some day.”


  He turned to John.


  “We’ll use a cigarette-lighter down in the cockpit, and heave them over the side.”


  Out over the city they flew, and up the river. The trireme was steadily approaching, and the lieutenant flew his plane a hundred feet above the ship. They could see gaping mouths and goggling whites of eyes turned up at them. The decks were a mass of coarse looking faces.


  “Hate to do it,” remarked the lieutenant, looking down on the decks packed with living men. “But, Lord, it seems to be the game, so light up!” he ordered sharply.


  As John applied the cigarette-lighter and the fuse began to fizzle, the lieutenant circled about and again flew over the creeping galley.


  “Now!” He shouted, and John rolled the keg over the side. It turned over and over endwise as it fell, and left a sputtering trail of smoke in the air.


  It fell on the deck and knocked over several men. The lieutenant was putting height and distance between themselves and the galley as rapidly as possible, and rightly. In another moment there was a burst of flame and black smoke. Blotches of things flew out sidewards from it, and a dull roar came up to them. For a few minutes a mangled mass of wreckage continued the galley’s course down the river. Then it slowed and drifted side-wise, and flames licked over it. Struggling figures stirred the water momentarily and sank. Not a swimmer was left; bronze armor does not float on muddy Missouri River water.


  Above the second galley they were met by a flight of arrows, and the lieutenant hurriedly performed some dizzy gyrations with the plane to get out of bowshot, but not before several barbed shafts struck through the wings and thumped against the bottom. So they lit their fuse and passed low over the galley at full speed. There was less regret and more thrill as they rolled the keg with its sputtering tail over the side; the humming arrows made the game less one-sided. The high speed of the plane spoiled the aim, and the keg of dynamite plumped harmlessly into the water just ahead of the galley. The second time they figured a little more closely, and before very long, all four of the galleys were a mass of scattered, blackened wreckage.


  John leaned back in the seat.


  “Terrible way to squander human beings,” he said.


  The lieutenant’s teeth were set.


  “You haven’t seen anything yet,” he said to John.”


  “We’ve got two more kegs of dynamite and no orders to the contrary. Let’s go back to the front lines.”


  “Front lines!” exclaimed John.


  The lieutenant smiled.


  “You’ve studied medicine; I’ve studied war. It is two and a half hours since we left the meeting. The Roman—or whatever the blank they are—infantry has made ten miles south and west. Our troops from the Fort have easily made thirty or forty in their trucks, and started digging trenches and emplacing guns. That would mean that there must be fighting north and west of here. Isn’t that so?”


  “I hadn’t thought of it,” John admitted.


  “Also by this time there must be two or three regiments of State militia on trucks and bound in this direction; and the artillery and machine-guns from Ashland ought to be ready any minute. We’ve got two more kegs. Are you game?”


  As if in answer, a dull boom sounded from the northwest, followed by another; and in five minutes the banging was almost continuous.


  John nodded his head. The lieutenant swung the plane around, and it was less than ten minutes before they saw the trenches of the Fort Crook troops spread below them; and from far into the north there poured column upon column of densely formed Roman troops, with the gleam of the afternoon sun upon the metal of their armor and swords. On the eastern end of the line the Roman infantry had reached the trenches and a sickening carnage was taking place. As they advanced steadily toward the trenches, the Roman troops were mowed down by the machine-guns of the Federal soldiers and the Omaha police, in swaths like meadow-grass laid flat by the blade of the scythe. During the period of a few minutes as they looked down they saw thousands of men fall; great heaps of twitching and bloody dead in armor and plumes were piled before the thin line of khaki.


  “They don’t need us much, but here goes!”


  Far back over the enemy’s lines, where the troops were massed the densest, they sailed, and dropped their black and smoking blasts and scattered several companies of bewildered soldiers. But others took their places and pressed steadily on.


  “If we only had a few fighting planes and some ammunition for them—wouldn’t we clean up the place!” gloated the lieutenant. “But there isn’t a plane with a machinegun on it in this division, and not an aerial bomb except some dummies for practice. The War Department isn’t ever so very fast, and this certainly came suddenly. However, I’m sure that they must be getting busy sending things over by now. Let’s look westward.”


  The line was flung a dozen miles west of the Missouri River, and gradually was crawling still further west. The artillery from Ashland had stopped ten miles southwest of the place where fighting first began, and by now had set up their pieces and gotten the range with the aid of a commandeered, tri-motored, passenger plane; they were banging shells at the rate of one every three seconds into the thickest of the troops. Even at the height of three thousand feet, the sight was horrible; there were red areas against the green of the landscape, and red areas on the piled up heaps that twitched and gleamed with spots of metal; the heaps piled up and grew into hills, between the gaping holes that the shells dug into the wheatfields.


  “Ha! Loot;!”


  The lieutenant pointed near the line at the middle.


  “An artillery captain is looking for prisoners.”


  The barrage of one of the batteries was laying flat a wide area, but preserving a little circle intact in the middle of it. On this island, among a sea of smoky holes, stood a huddled group of Roman soldiers. One by one they-fell, for flying fragments of high-explosive shell traveled far, and they did not know enough to fall flat on their faces. Then the barrage stopped and a platoon of men in khaki with rifles crept toward them.


  The lieutenant looked like a man on the side-lines of a football game. He flew his plane low and gazed breathlessly at the combat below. For it was an exciting one.


  The khaki-clad soldiers wanted prisoners alive. But the Roman soldiers understood nothing of the threat of the gun. Rifles and pistols were leveled, but served in no wise to stop them from making a fierce attack on the Americans with swords and spears. To save their own lives, the latter had to stop and shoot the Romans down.


  All but a half a dozen armored men now lay flat on the ground. These gathered together for a moment’s council, adjusted their shields, and balanced their swords and spears. They were preparing a charge.


  The lieutenant on the ground obviously had orders to get live prisoners. He also knew his battle psychology well.


  He formed his men in line; bayonets flashed out of scabbards and in a moment a serried line of them bristled forward on the ends of the rifles. The khaki-clad line started first. The men on the flanks ran as fast as they could go and dodged through shell-holes. The Romans started slowly toward the thin looking center of the American line.


  The aviation lieutenant rose in his seat and dropped the stick of the plane for a moment in his excitement. The plane veered and the fight below was lost to view for a moment. By the time he had swung the plane back, the circle of khaki had almost closed around the Romans. The latter stood back to back, spears straight out in front of them. It must have taken nerve to face that circle of advancing bayonets, outnumbering them six to one. They held, stolid as a rock wall, and John was almost beginning to think that they would fight to the death and kill a few American soldiers. But, just as the ring of bayonets was within a foot of the ends of their spears, they suddenly dropped their weapons on the ground, and held their hands in the age-old gesture, straight above their heads.


  The men in khaki pushed them apart with their bayonets, and two to a prisoner, marched them back to the line; others stopping to pick up weapons. For the first time John noted that these men were all giants; even from the altered perspective of the aeroplane it was clear that they were six and a half to seven feet tall, and burly.


  “We’ll go back and report, then get a rest,” the aviation lieutenant said, heading the plane toward the Army field. There he shook hands with John, and arranged to meet in the morning for further work.


  After a telephone conversation with Celestine, and a meal, John settled down in his room and turned on the radio. Program material had been crowded off all stations by the news of the war.


  “The front lines are now fully equipped with portable searchlights and flares. But the Roman soldiers have quit coming. Apparently there will be no fighting during the night.”


  There followed a resume of happenings with which John was already familiar, and he shut the instrument off. Just as he was beginning to doze, his telephone rang. It was the pathologist at the Medical School.


  “Hello, Hastings,” he said. “You have been in on this from the start, and I thought you would be interested in our prisoners.”


  John hurried over to the hospital, where in one of the wards there was a squad of soldiers with fixed bayonets, and two of the giants on the beds. One had a shoulder wound and one a thigh wound from high-explosive fragments. Both wounds were very slight.


  “Mr. Hastings,” said the pathologist, presenting him to a man bending over one of the prisoners, “Professor Haven is from Creighton University, and is the head of the Latin Department. He is trying to talk these men.”


  Professor Haven shook his head.


  “These men speak Latin but I don’t,” he sighed. “I’ve studied it a lifetime, but I can’t speak it. And they speak a very impure, corrupted Latin. But, I’m making out, somehow.”


  He spoke slowly, in ponderous syllables to the prisoner. The man grumbled surlily. In the meantime, the pathologist called John away.


  “One of the prisoners died,” he said, “and we are doing a postmortem. Just a slight flesh-wound; no reason under the sun why it shouldn’t heal easily. He seemed to have no vitality, no staying power.”


  The post-mortem failed to make clear what had been the cause of death; the slight bullet wound in the shoulder could not have caused it. No other abnormality was found. They went back to the ward, and found another of the prisoners dead.


  “Strange,” the pathologist muttered. “They can’t resist anything. And there is some odd quality about their tissues, both anatomical and physiological, that I can’t put my finger on. But they’re different.”


  “They’re certainly stupid,” the Latin professor said. “I have succeeded in making myself understood to this man. I asked him, who are they, what they wanted, why they were fighting us, where they come from. He does not know. ‘Non scio, non scio, non scio!’ That’s all I got out of either one of them, except that they are hungry and would prefer to lie on the floor rather than on the bed. They give me the impression of being feeble-minded.”


  “Good fighting machines,” John remarked.


  When he got back to his room, the radio was urging everybody to go to sleep and rest. There were guards detailed for necessary night work, and there was no danger. Freshness and strength would be needed tomorrow. But John was too excited following his strenuous day, and knew that sleep would be impossible. He kept on listening to the news from the radio, which was trying to solve the mystery of these Roman hordes.


  “Who are they?” the announcer asked rhetorically. “Where are they from? What do they want?” His questions were asked but not answered. He reported that during the afternoon the entire world had been searched by cable and radio, and nowhere was there any trace of the departure of such vast numbers of men. Italy and Russia were especially suspected; but it was out of the question that such hundreds of thousands could have been transported without leaving some evidence. How had they reached the middle of the North American continent? No railroad knew anything about them; there had been no unusual number of airships observed in any direction. One was tempted to think that they came out of the ground. Someone proposed the idea, based on the popularity of Einstein’s recent conceptions, that these men had somehow crossed the time dimension from Julius Caesar’s time; a fold in the continuum might readily bring the period of the Roman Senate in contact with the period of radio and automobiles.


  A few minutes later the announcer stated that he had received a dozen contemptuous and scornful messages about the idea from scientists and historians. If these troops had come from Caesar’s time, their sudden disappearance would certainly have caused enough sensation to be recorded; and no such record existed. If they came from such a period, they must have disappeared from the sight of the people who lived then; otherwise one must assume that they went on existing in their own time as well as the present day. The idea was rent to bits. The announcer went on with rhetorical questions:


  How many more men were there? What would happen tomorrow? At least there were comforting reports that in the morning the sky would be crowded with planes bearing tons of high-explosive bombs. It could not last long.


  Suddenly John slapped his thigh. He went to the telephone and called up the aviation lieutenant.


  “Hello!” he said. “Did I get you out of bed? Well, it looks as though neither one of us is so bright about war.”


  “Now what?” the lieutenant asked. “Those last two kegs of dynamite that you dropped on Caesar’s army—”


  “Yes?” the lieutenant asked.


  “They ought to have been dumped on the buildings on the Indian Reservation, what?”


  A faint oath came over the phone.


  “Say, Hastings, I feel like resigning my commission and getting a job selling bananas. But, what do you say to correcting the oversight? At once?”


  “I’m there. But wait. I’m getting positively brilliant tonight. Why not get the Latin prof to go with us and see what we can find out?”


  “If I could slap you on the back by phone, I’d do it. I’m waiting for you with the ship. Hurry.”


  Professor Haven was delighted at the opportunity; the wizened little fellow seemed oblivious to the dangers of the undertaking. They put rifles in the plane, and two forty-fives apiece in their belts.


  The walled enclosure was visible to the plane from a distance, because of a strange reddish glow that came up from it. The glow enabled the lieutenant to note that a long, flat-roofed building offered a far better opportunity for a landing than did the ground, which was systematically spaced with guards: He shut off his motor several miles away, and managed his landing with marvelous skill and silence. Only the landing-wheels, bumping over the rough places on the roof, made any sound. They waited for thirty minutes in silence, and as no further sounds came from the camp, they crept out of the cockpit and stole along the roof.


  The guards pacing about below seemed not to have noticed their landing. Ahead of them was a large, square affair like a chimney, with a red glow coming out of it. But, it was not a chimney, for no heat came from it. It might have been a ventilator; in fact as they approached they found that a strong current of air drew downward into it. They could lean over the edge and see a large, bright room immediately below them.


  It was certainly no crude Roman room. It was a scientific laboratory, crowded with strange and delicate apparatus. Most of it was quite unfamiliar to John in use or nature, despite the fact that he was well posted on modern scientific matters, and could make intelligent guesses about scientific things or equipment even out of his own line. He could make nothing out of the things he saw below.


  Just beneath them stood a huge Roman officer; the numerous gold insignia on his chest indicated high rank. He stood in front of a glass jar about four feet high, from which numerous cords led to a table full of intricate apparatus. Inside the jar there was something that looked like a piece of seaweed. It was hard, tough, leathery. In the bright light, it might have been a sort of a branching cactus. But it moved about within its jar. It gestured with one of its branches. It pointed at the Roman soldier, and nodded a large, head-like portion. A rapid rattle of words in a foreign tongue came up to them, and Haven, the Latin professor, craned his neck. John recognized a Latin word here and there, but could make out no meaning. Haven later translated what he had heard. The first words he distinguished were those of the big Roman general.


  “We need fifty more legions of men by morning,” he said apologetically.


  “Why not?” a metallic voice replied. It continued monotonously, with scant intonation. “I’ll start them at once and have them ready by daylight.” There was a quick gesture of the leathery thing in the jar. Little groups of long, red thorns scattered over it.


  The general went on.


  “These people are good fighters. They may conquer us. We haven’t a thousand soldiers left.”


  The metallic voice that replied conveyed no emotion, but the gesture of the cactus-like thing in the jar was eloquent of deprecation.


  “To our science they are but a puff of wind,” the droning voice said. “I can destroy them all by pressing a button. Do you think I have studied the earth and its beast-like men for ages in vain? But, I want sport. I’ve been bored for too many centuries. So, to entertain me you shall have your five hundred companies of soldiers tomorrow morning. Now go. I must be alone.”


  The general saluted with an arm straight forward and upward, turned about, and walked out of the field of view, muttering something dubiously under his breath. For a long time, all was silent. Then the metallic voice spoke:


  “Earth men, I perceive you up on the roof about the ventilator.” The leathery thing in the jar stirred and the machinery on the table clicked.


  The group on the roof started in alarm, but the wizened little Haven regained his composure first.


  “Who and what are you?” he exclaimed.


  “You ask as though you had a right to demand,” the metallic voice droned. “But it pleases me to inform you, earth-men, that I am a being of the planet Mars. Tired of the monotony of life in our dull world, I decided to emigrate. I came peacefully.”


  “Peacefully!” exclaimed the lieutenant, but the metallic voice went on as though he had not spoken:


  “I harmed no one until your people attacked my walled enclosure and destroyed my defenders. They have suffered. I am sorry. Let me alone, and I shall not molest you. I wish you no harm.”


  “But!” exclaimed Haven, “you cannot take possession of a hundred acres of land that belongs to other people, and lay waste to thousands more. That is their land. They will fight for it. How can they let you alone?”


  “It is better for you not to bother me. The science of Mars is still millions of years ahead of yours—”


  There arose a shouting and a clatter among the guards below. Their suspicions had been aroused by sounds on the roof. A trampling of feet toward the building increased in volume. The trio hurried to their plane, swung it about by the tail, and jumping in, took off with a roar, leaving a band of gaping legionnaires below. John eventually found himself in his bed at about three o’clock in the morning, and even then too exhausted to sleep. Questions kept running through his mind.


  The creature’s claim that it was a Martian, made things more mysterious instead of less so. It was not possible to transport these hundreds of thousands of men from Mars. And the buildings and chariots and horses. It would have taken an enormous tonnage of vessels, whose arrival certainly would have been noticed. And to think that Mars was inhabited by Roman soldiers was a most preposterous and childish notion. And if the Martians were as far advanced in science as they claimed, why did they use the military methods of ancient Rome? Certainly there was still plenty about this that had not been explained.


  John slept late and awoke exhausted by his previous day’s unwonted stress. But the thundering of guns would let him sleep no longer. The radio told him that fighting was going on up around Sioux City and westward toward Fremont and Norfolk. Always the reports carried the same statements of the incredible slaughter of innumerable Roman soldiers by the modern engines of war against which their swords and shields meant nothing. It was an unbelievable nightmare, creepy, horrible destruction of life and a soaking of the earth with blood, and piling up of mounds of dead bodies scores of feet high on the green and peaceful prairies. The reports ended up with an optimistic note that aeroplanes with high-explosive bombs were due to arrive from the East at any moment.


  Then his telephone rang. It was his dean calling him to a conference with the Commanding Officer of the area. The smiling aviation lieutenant was also present. They were discussing the advisability of destroying the Martian in his building, and thus stamping out the rest of the trouble.


  “It might not necessarily stop all trouble, you know,” the medical dean said; “those curious men are still loose in large numbers. I think that the creature, instead of being destroyed, ought to be captured and studied.”


  The dean’s view finally prevailed, and it was decided to avoid destroying the spot on which the Martian stood. The adjutant was already busy directing. Army and Navy planes were now arriving in swarms from East and West. Arrangements were made to bomb all around the Martian’s retreat, and then raid it with a small party when everything was clear.


  Grimly, methodically, the Army and Navy fliers went about their tasks. They systematically covered the entire contested territory with high-explosive bombs. In three hours, a Nebraska county was a field plowed by a giant, in which persisted one little island, the long house in the walled enclosure, with its red-glowing chimney. Airplanes landed a platoon of the National Guard on the river, and these marched to the surviving building and searched it thoroughly. With them was John and his friend the aviation lieutenant; and also the dean and the Latin professor. They found nothing anywhere, except in the room below the ventilator, where the Martian was still sealed in his glass jar.


  “Earth men!” the metallic voice said suddenly, and the leathery body jerked in surprise. “Homines terrae!”


  Professor Haven spoke in Latin. He was imbued with the educated person’s ideal of courtesy in the victor.


  “We regret to inform you that we have destroyed all of your men—”


  “I have been watching you,” the metallic voice said. Its tones conveyed no feeling, but the attitude of the branched body was weary. “I am surprised I must have missed something.”


  “Eh? What’s that?”


  “I must have missed something in my observations. After all, your fighting machines are very simple. I could have destroyed them in a breath, only, I did not know you had such things. I cannot understand why I did not find them before.”


  The men stood in silence, looking at the dry, hard looking thing, not knowing what to say. Finally the metallic speaking began again. John noted that the voice came from a metal diaphragm among the apparatus on the table, to which the cords led from the creature in the jar.


  “I cannot understand it. When I planned to migrate to the Earth, I came here and remained many years, studying many men, their bodies, their language, their methods of fighting—fighting was something new to me, and I enjoyed it; we do not have fighting on Mars. I took all necessary observations so that I might prepare to live among them.


  “Then I went back home and spent sufficient time in research to make everything perfect. Of course it took a long time. I devised a suit in which I could stand in your atmospheric pressure, heat, and moisture; methods of transporting the nuclei of my apparatus to the Earth and growing them into proper bulk when I arrived, so that I might carry only very little with me. I was especially interested in devising methods of growing human beings on suitable culture media. I developed men who were just a little larger and a little stronger than yours; yet not too much so, because I wanted to see good sport, though remaining sure of winning you over in the end—”


  “Cultured these men!” Professor Haven exclaimed. He lagged a little in using his Latin words. “You mean you grow them like we grow bacteria in test-tubes?” He got his meaning across by many words and much effort.


  “I grew these soldiers on culture media,” the metallic voice answered, and a shriveled arm gestured in a circle. “With a forced supply of air for carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen, and water for hydrogen, I can grow a man in a few hours; or as many men at once as I have culture medium and containers for. They grow by simultaneous fission of all somatic cells.”


  “So they are not really human?” Haven seemed much relieved at the idea that the destruction might not have been that of human life.


  “That depends on what you mean by human,” the dried-up Martian said, by means of his machine. “To me, it means nothing.”


  “That accounts for the queer differences our pathologist found,” the dean observed when the fact had been translated to him that these hordes of men were cultured in a laboratory.


  “Now that you have me in your power,” the Martian continued, “please explain to me how you kept all your destructive engines hidden when I was here on my preparatory observation trip.”


  The dean of the Medical School touched Haven on the shoulder.


  “Ask him how long ago he was here.”


  “It took me,” the machine said, “just about a thousand years (our year is twice as long as yours) to work out my methods of transportation, maintenance, and culture, and to make a voice instrument with which to talk to these culture-soldiers.”


  The dean turned toward the Commanding Officer.


  “Two thousand years ago,” he said. “The Romans were just about at the height of their military glory. Explain that to him, and how the world and its people have changed since.”


  The queer, seaweed-like creature nodded in comprehension and settled itself down in its jar in resignation.


  “That is the point I overlooked. For millions of years, the Martians, at the zenith of scientific knowledge, have remained stable. The idea of human change, of progress in civilization, had slipped my mind. Our race has forgotten it. Your race progressed, and left me behind.”


  A little discussion arose among them. All agreed that it would be most interesting and valuable to preserve the Martian carefully in some museum. A great deal of useful information could be obtained from him. Many benefits would accrue to humanity from his knowledge.


  “Only,” reminded the Commanding Officer, “how much power does he still have left for doing harm?”


  The dean was interested, and bent close to the jar to have a better look. He put his hand on the glass.


  There was a quick rush and a crash of furniture. The big Roman general leaped up from beneath a couch, where he had been concealed. With sword upraised he dashed at the dean.


  “Look out!” shouted John.


  The Roman general gave a hoarse cry. Fortunately it took a goodly number of seconds for him to cross the room. The Commanding Officer was tugging at his pistol holder. His automatic came out fairly quickly and banged twice. The Roman came rushing on almost to within a foot of the muzzle.


  Then his sword dropped with a clatter on the floor, his helmet rolling several feet away. The case tipped. It toppled. It looked almost as though it would go over.


  Then it settled back; but a crackling sound came from it. A crack appeared in the glass, and wound spirally around it. There was a sizzle of air going into the jar. Machinery clicked and sparks crackled.


  The creature inside jerked convulsively, and then was still. In a few minutes it began to bloat, and a red mold spread rapidly over it.


  Tickets to Paradise


  D.L. James


  The ice stone was a time warp, a pathway through 500,000 years!


  IT all started at Bandar Shahpur. You see, I’m a railroad construction man. Our job was finished, and the whole outfit was waiting at Bandar Shahpur, which is on the inlet Khor Musa of the Persian Gulf, for a boat to take us back to America.


  And there, out of nowhere, this Dr. Champ Chadwick showed up. He seemed to be starving for a little good old U.S.A. palaver, and I guess that’s why we struck up an acquaintance.


  “I’ve been doing a little digging over in Iraq,” he said offhand. “But things quieted down there. So now I’m bound for the desert and mountains to the north of here. This railroad has opened things up. It’s difficult to get an expedition financed, you know, and transportation is sometimes the chief item.”


  I began to catch on that he was one of those guys who dig up ruins and things, and read a country’s whole past from what they find. Then he went on to tell that he’d been sent out by a university in Pennsylvania, but that this present trip was just a sudden idea of his own.


  And as he talked I began to like Dr. Chadwick. He was a seriousfaced, rawboned little guy—not half my size—with steady eyes, a firm chin, and black hair plastered down slick on his head. By and by he got around to mention that he was looking for a strong-backed man to take along with him.


  “I intend to strike out from Qum, the holy city,” he said. “I’ll try to get hold of a motor-truck there—and one of these desert men to drive it. They’re rotten drivers though,” he added, “and next to a dead loss on a trip like this.” Then he sighed. “But I’m getting used to ’em.”


  “What do you expect to find up there?” I asked.


  “The usual thing,” he answered, as if that ought to explain everything. “This country is full of ruins. It’s so old, in fact, that sometimes I think that everything that can happen has already happened here, at one time or another. Take Qum, for instance. A few years back there were twenty thousand ruined and deserted buildings still standing. These walled towns are like coral islands, surrounded and upheld by the dust and decay of their own past. But I’m looking for something farther back—much farther back.”


  He paused, then suddenly his eyes brightened. There’s one thing, though. I may have a try at finding the Ice Stone.”


  “The Ice Stone?” I echoed. “And what’s that?”


  “Perhaps just a legend. It isn’t likely you would ever have heard of it. It’s supposed to be a black stone, a huge, square block, set in the side of a mountain. If a man touches it, his hand sinks in, and he can get loose only by amputating. The queer part is, there seems to be some basis for the legend. All down through Iran’s history there are disconnected references. The thing keeps cropping up. Vague reports from wandering tribes, with one or more cripples, minus an arm or leg, to verify the yarn. So, I may take a shot at locating the Ice Stone.”


  Queer stories like that are quite common in Iran. Ordinarily I’d have laughed and forgotten it. But as I say, I’d taken a sort of liking to this serious-faced little Dr. Champ Chadwick. And when you like a man you’re bound to think twice before discrediting what he believes in.


  “So you’ll be taking a ride over this crazy railroad,” I remarked thoughtfully, somewhat later.


  He nodded. “What makes you call it crazy?”


  Well, I told him. Of course he already knew quite a lot about Iran’s new railroad—the many-million dollar toy of the “Brother of the Moon and Stars,” as the fancy-tongued Iranians like to call their shah. This road writhes and twists and climbs through eight hundred miles of queer, mountainous country—a country of mud and rocks and salt-swamps—and carefully avoids all the important towns. You see, the “King of Kings”—another pet name for Shah Pahlavi—is afraid some of his neighbors might get control of the road and use it against him. These same neighbors sneeringly refer to it as the road that leads from “nowhere to nowhere.”


  Perhaps they aren’t far wrong. But this road was the reason for my meeting up with Dr. Champ Chadwick.


  The last spike, a gold one, had just been hammered into its tie by the “Most Lofty of Living Men” himself. That put our outfit out of a job temporarily. You see, I’d been working for McKardin-Malroy, an American contracting company, to whom the Shah had let out part of the constructional works on his railroad.


  So, in the end, I of course took the job this Chadwick had sort of dangled under my nose. The pay wasn’t anything worth mentioning; but, as I found out later, he himself was supplying the cash for this trip out of his own pocket. He didn’t have much, and so expenses had to be cut to the limit.


  Things moved fast after that. I’d always had an idea that such trips were planned carefully, months in advance, detail by detail. But this Doc Champ, as I got to calling him, didn’t seem to plan anything——he just acted.


  The next day Doc and I rode back over that crazy railroad I’d helped build——a road that winds through a maze of tunnels, one a grotesque spiral affair, over high bridges and gorge viaducts. We passed through Dizful, famed city of rats; Sultanabad, city of rugs; and on to the holy city of Qum.


  Two days later, with Doc’s whole scant outfit stored in the truck he’d managed to purchase, we were grinding out through squalid towns of ancient, one-story huts toward the salt swamp of Kavir and the lonely stretch of mountains to the north.


  “Notice the way the dew lies there on the grass?” he said to me one morning, just as the sun was rising and we were breaking camp. “We slept right over the foundation walls of what was once part of an ancient city.”


  I squinted at where he was pointing, and, sure enough, I could see the grass was all marked out in big squares—showing up only in the way the dew sparkled, or didn’t sparkle, in the slanting sunlight.


  “Difference in heat and moisture conductivity,” explained Doc. “Those walls are probably only a little way beneath the surface.”


  “You want to dig here?” I asked him.


  He shook his head. Since that time when he told me about the Ice Stone, he’d never mentioned it again. But I had noticed him squinting at all the mountains we passed, and sometimes I’d see a queer expression on his face, like a man who catches himself doing something that hasn’t got good sense back of it.


  In fact, by the end of the week, I had about decided that he didn’t have any better idea as to why we’d come out here than I did.


  I think it was on the seventh day that we came upon a queer-looking country—isolated masses of rock, like big blocks, sticking up out of the ground. Beyond these was a range of low mountains, or big hills, whichever way you look at it.


  “We’ll camp here for a day,” said Doc. “How’s the water?”


  “About gone,” I told him.


  “Good,” he nodded. “We’ll run the truck up to the foot of those big hills and find some.”


  I headed that old bus for a sort of fold in the hills ahead, and when the ground began to get pretty rough we stopped and went on afoot, each carrying a couple of empty water buckets. It wasn’t long before we found a shallow stream.


  “There may be a spring farther up,” said Doc.


  He started splashing along the creek bed, for it was bordered by dense thickets of “jangal”—birch and box—through which you could scarcely squeeze.


  I followed him. Pretty soon I smelled smoke.


  “Hey, Doc!” I called, “something’s burning.”


  He stopped and turned around. There was a queer look in his eyes, almost like he wasn’t all there—dopey.


  “Yes,” he said, not seeming surprised at all. Then he pointed ahead.


  “Smoke—I saw it some time back.”


  He started on again. The whole thing wasn’t natural. For almost a week we had seen no living human being. And now, smoke—a wood fire, as I could tell by the scent—seemed to mean that we were getting near where someone lived. And yet, Doc hadn’t thought it worth mentioning!


  Well, I followed him on for a hundred yards. Then we turned a bend in the creek. The jangal opened up, and there, under the spread of a huge plane-tree, was the fire.


  It was a small fire. Over it, roasting to a turn, were three dangling fowls; and near by stood a strange human figure—a man.


  He beckoned to us. And as we approached he stood with folded arms, facing us.


  “I am Rog Tanlu,” he said in stiff but absolutely correct English. “I called you, and you came.”


  Doc Champ, ahead of me, straightened with a start. It was almost as though he had just realized the queerness of all this.


  “Good Lord!” I heard him gasp softly.


  Then we both stood there, staring at that chap who called himself Rog Tanlu. He was dressed in a glove-fitting garment that appeared to be made of fawn-colored silk—which was odd enough. But the man himself looked still stranger. He was no Iranian—no Kurd, Kashgais nor Bakhtiaris. I could have sworn to that.


  He was very light skinned—lighter than any Persian—with a kind of pallor, although not an unhealthy look, as though he’d spent all his life indoors.


  “Do not be alarmed,” he said, smiling at us, and with a friendly look in his light blue eyes. “I can well understand your surprise at finding me here. But I shall explain everything. Meanwhile, I have prepared food, thinking you might be hungry. Will you join me?”


  He started dishing out those broiled fowls—black partridges, or “durraj,” I judged them to be—with the air of a man enjoying his first outdoor picnic and getting a big kick out of it.


  “Here, Dr. Chadwick,” he said, handing Doc one of those birds on a big leaf for a dish. “And here’s one for you, Mr. Lavin.”


  Well, I took that broiled fowl and looked for a place to sit down. You see my name is Lavin, Curt Lavin, but how he’d found it out was a puzzler. I looked at Doc Champ. He was starring at this Rog Tanlu as if seeing a ghost, or a man from Mars.


  That kind of knocked me out. I put a lot of dependence on Doc’s knowledge of human tribes and such. But evidently he couldn’t tag on our host any more than I could.


  I started to sit down on a flat rock near the fire. And then I saw something standing on that rock—a thing like a tubular flashlight, eight inches tall, with a globe of silvered glass at the upper end.


  “You are wondering at the way I speak your language,” I heard this Rog Tanlu saying to Doc Champ. “I have been learning it during the last few days, but as yet am very lacking in fluency.”


  “You—you’ve been learning English?” Doc Champ kind of gulped.


  Rog Tanlu waved the bird-leg he was nibbling on.


  “With the audio-visiscope,” he explained.


  He reached over and did something to that flashlight thing on the rock near me. Right away it started talking—like a radio. But I knew it wasn’t a radio. The speaker was someone cussing the King of Kings’ order forbidding veils for Iranian women. And then I saw that what I had thought was a reflection in that silvered globe was moving. It wasn’t a reflection; it was a robed, turbaned mullah, and he went on telling someone how unjust it was for a mullah to have to carry a license.


  “Television,” I heard Doc Champ mutter.


  I’ll say it was, with a bang! And yet, not just that either. For you may depend on it that no station was sending out such stuff.


  Rog Tanlu shut the thing off, and the silver of that globe became dead black. I started eating. There was nothing but coarse salt to go along with the bird—the kind you can scrape off rocks near those mud-salt swamps—but the meat tasted okay. The others sat down and we finished the three birds in no time.


  “How’d you bag ’em?” I asked Rog Tanlu, for I hadn’t seen anything of a gun, and black pheasants aren’t easy to knock over with a stone.


  Rog Tanlu smiled and wiped his hands on that knit-silk outfit he was wearing. All the time during that meal he’d been smiling, squinting up at the sky and breathing deep—for all the world as though he’d never been on an outdoor party before.


  “With this,” he said, in answer to my question, picking up something from the rock near where he was sitting—something that looked like a black fountain-pen—for there didn’t seem to be any pockets in his clothing. Again he squinted up at the sky.


  Just then a buzzard came flying along slowlike, pretty high over our heads. Rog Tanlu pointed that pen affair up at the bird. A thin little ray of light flashed up—another and another. They wavered around for a second, getting centered. And suddenly that buzzard started tumbling out of the sky and crashed into the bushes near us.


  Doc Champ and I looked dumbly at each other. And then we stared at Rog Tanlu. Grinning like a magician who has just pulled a fancy trick, he held that ray-gun out for us to look at.


  “What did you mean when you said you had called us?” asked Doc Champ, in that quiet way of his.


  “I had to get in communication with someone in this Age—someone who could understand,” said Rog Tanlu. “I chose you” (he was, of course, speaking to Doc champ) “because of your training and comprehension of the Past. So I called you with the psycho-coil on the audio-visiscope, by which means mental suggestions may be conveyed.”


  Doc Champ swallowed hard. “What country are you from?”


  “Iralnard.” said Rog Tanlu. “A nation which does not exist on earth today, but which was contemporary with the beginning of the last Ice Age. At that time my people occupied this very land. I am, as you might say, a refugee from the Ice Age—the first to come through. But I believe that others will follow. A number of my people. This possible migration cannot help but result in discord with the present holders of the land, unless some friendly agreement can be established. So I called you.”


  By this time I was up to my ears. I grabbed Doc Champ’s arm.


  “Doc,” I groaned, “are we awake? Is this guy joking? Or what’s the answer?”


  Doc pushed me away.


  “I shall make everything clear,” said Rog Tanlu.


  “Let’s get this straight,” insisted Doc Champ. “You say you are a refugee from the Ice Age? But that was some five hundred thousand years ago. And you are in possession of at least two instruments of advanced science. It doesn’t match up.”


  “It is quite necessary that you believe me.” Rog Tanlu wasn’t smiling now, but was speaking very seriously. “Perhaps you realize that it is a trait of the human mind to look upon the Past as uncultured. Such an attitude is greatly in error.”


  “You traveled here through Time?” asked Doc.


  “Not exactly,” said Rog Tanlu. “Time, as you know, is merely the illusion experienced by creatures endowed with memory living in a universe of random energy distribution. Time is movement, the rearrangement of matter—dependent upon the degree of entropy. I found it impossible to travel in Time. That’s why I constructed the Ice Stone.”


  “The Ice Stone!” There was a kind of awe in Doc’s voice. “You built the Ice Stone?”


  Rog Tanlu nodded. “Of course I didn’t call it that. But I happened to overhear a conversation between you two, with the audio-visiscope, some days ago, and thereby learned the name you have for it. A very appropriate name! I also learned that neither of you had ever seen it. So now, if you will accompany me, I will take you to my laboratory—or rather to what still remains of my laboratory—and show you the Ice Stone. That should simplify things, and may help us to solve the problem of this impending migration—a problem which was forced on me due to certain interference, as I will later explain.”


  He picked up that flashlight thing and started off up the creek bank.


  Doc Champ shot a glance at me as he wiped beads of perspiration from his face with his old felt hat. The shiny black locks plastered down on his head glinted as he stepped into the sunshine.


  “Come along,” he said to me. “We’ll see this through.”


  We followed Rog Tanlu. Presently he turned off the bank of the creek, and the path he chose got rocky and wild as hell. I began to understand why it was that so few people had ever run across the Ice Stone by accident.


  “Doc,” I whispered, “what do you make of this guy? Did you ever hear such a crazy yarn?”


  “You forget,” muttered Doc, “that we saw some things, too.”


  I knew what he meant. You couldn’t get around that buzzard tumbling out of the sky, nor the mullah’s image and voice in that silver globe.


  Rog Tanlu was walking a few yards ahead of us. Suddenly I saw a queer-looking object hanging in one of those scraggly trees that were having a hard time trying to grow there among the rocks. It looked like a heavy blanket or garment, the same fawn-color as Rog Tanlu’s outfit.


  He stopped just opposite the tree where the thing was hanging from a low branch.


  “After emerging from the Ice Stone,” he explained, “I had to discard my outer clothing. The sudden climatic change was almost shocking.” Then he pointed upward and to the left along a broad ledge that seemed to zigzag down the rough face of a cliff, a hundred yards away.


  I guess Doc Champ had already caught sight of the Ice Stone. But I hadn’t; and now with my first glimpse of it, the thing did look exactly like ice. It was like a huge, square block, set flush with the face of the cliff, and with that ledge forming a pathway up to it.


  “Queer,” I heard Doc Champ muttering. “All the legends pertaining to the Ice Stone mention its black appearance. That stone doesn’t look black—it looks transparent.”


  “Its color has recently changed,” explained Rog Tanlu. “It isn’t a stone, or any material substance. It is a peculiar kind of space—space with the third dimension, thickness in this instance, so twisted and curved as to allow the fourth dimension to emerge from nothingness into a certain hypostatic realness. Light has needed a long time to penetrate through it, and for that reason the cube has only recently assumed an apparent transparency. Now, if you will follow me, I will lead you to my laboratory.”


  He continued on around a shoulder of the cliff, so that we lost sight of the Ice Stone. Gigantic boulders all but blocked the way. However, our strange guide seemed to know where he was going and how to get there.


  “All these rocks didn’t used to be here,” he said musingly. “They are evidently glacier debris carried down since—well, since my time. Ah! Here we are.”


  He wormed his way through a narrow crevice. Doc and I followed. We soon entered what at one time in the past must have been the wide mouth of an underground cavern.


  For a moment we stood there, breathing the cold, moist air and staring into the darkness.


  Suddenly a light flashed. I saw that Rog Tanlu was using that fountain-pen thing like a flashlight, but now it was sending out a blue-white radiance instead of those thin, deathdealing flashes.


  “This was my laboratory,” he said, holding the light at arm’s length above his head. “There were big sliding doors that closed the place up tight and kept out the ice and the cold. I had some rather unique scientific apparatus here, but now it’s all mouldering dust.”


  His voice sounded flat, there with the weight of rocks around us, and sad somehow.


  The floor of the cavern slanted stiffly upward. As we advanced, the air around us kept getting colder and colder. It was like a gale from the poles blowing in our faces.


  “We’ll soon be directly behind the Ice Stone,” said Rog Tanlu.


  A light began to appear ahead. I could see more of that cavern—even the rock-ribbed ceiling high overhead. I can’t express just what I was thinking at that moment, but I saw Doc Champ kick at a mound of something underfoot. The mound crumbled; Doc stooped and picked up a round object, like a disk of rusted metal, and looked at it with a kind of stark wonder. Then he threw it away and we followed Rog Tanlu.


  The light grew brighter, became a huge square of blustery, blue-white chaos. We were standing as if just within the maws of a Gargantuan doorway—an open doorway through which we could look out over a scene of inexpressible dreariness.


  You’ve seen pictures of the Antarctic? Titanic masses and pinnacles of ice, frozen white barrens, a land without feeling or soul? It was like that.


  “We are looking through the Ice Stone.” Rog Tanlu’s voice was all but snatched away by that glacial blast swishing in our faces. “I set it up like a door—a door leading from my laboratory to the outside. The light you see, and the wind, has taken half a million years to get through.”


  Doc Champ was tugging at the collar of his coat, and my own teeth were chattering. Rog Tanlu motioned us to one side, out of that freezing Hast.


  “You see what we were up against?” he smiled. “Our space explorations had killed the hope that some other planet in the system might offer a suitable refuge where humans could live under anything like natural conditions.


  “Moreover, there were social troubles. Politicians, philosophers and sociologists all combined to control science. A scientist had to get a special permit before he could conduct any new line of inquiry.


  “So I built this laboratory—ten miles from the vitro-domed city of Iralnard—partly to escape governmental interference and partly to keep from being spied upon by Darlu Marc, another experimentalist and personal enemy of mine. I worked here alone, except for one laboratory assistant—Eyoaoc Eiioiei, as I called him. And here we created the Ice Stone.


  “As I have already explained, it is no material thing—merely a cube of specialized space, foreshortened, warped and curved to attain a specific result Its action is very simple. It slows up a beam of light exactly as does a lens, but to an incomparably greater degree. And being composed of nothing tangible, it acts on any moving thing—particle, atom or electron—exactly as it does on light photons.


  “Thus a man can walk through the Ice Stone without sensing any change. Yet every function of his being is retarded, including mental processes. And when he emerges from the other side, approximately half a million years have elapsed. But once having touched it, say with his hand, he must not try to withdraw, for his hand will then be within a separate and distinct macrocosm, uninfluenced by anything outside, and he must follow on through.


  “My intentions were, of course, to provide an avenue of escape from the Ice Age we were entering, for I knew it wouldn’t last indefinitely. But I needed some sort of proof as to what conditions would be like in half a million years before I could offer the Ice Stone as a possible refuge. With Eyoaoc Eiioiei’s help I managed to obtain several chemically depicted approximations of the nearby landscape as it would bet likely to appear after the Ice Age.


  “These were very beautiful—or thus they seem to me—for you must remember that in my time no one had ever seen trees or grass or flowers growing naturally in the open.


  “We had just completed all this when, as we were working one day here in the laboratory, my assistant sensed a snooper-ray on us. I myself am not sensitive to an audio-visiscope emanation—sometimes called the ‘snooper-ray’—but Eyoaoc Eiioiei sensed it, and he warned me.


  “However, the warning came too late. Darlu Marc, my enemy, was the spy. Within a few hours I was thrown in prison. Eyoaoc Eiioiei escaped. He was almost immune to the outside cold.


  “Darlu Marc had inveigled himself in with certain politicians and, as a reward for reporting my misconduct, he received charge of my laboratory. But I knew that the Ice Stone was safe, being practically indestructible.


  “Shortly thereafter, word came to me in prison that a company had been formed under Marc—a company that was selling tickets to the poorer class of Iralnard City, entitling the holder to emigrate through the Ice Stone. Their slogan was ‘Tickets to Paradise.’


  “Naturally, this injustice made me desperate. I swore that I’d be the first to pass through. In the meantime Eyoaoc Eiiciei had managed to enter Iralnard City, disguised. He was very attached to me. He helped me escape, helped me reach the laboratory. However, at. the last moment, we became separated. To avoid recapture I was forced to pass through the Ice Stone alone.


  “Now, my friends, you know why I am here.”


  Doc was beating his arms to keep from freezing.


  “If I understand you,” he puffed, “that thing”—pointing toward the Ice Stone—“affords a short-cut into the future, by a kind of suspended animation. And once there, you can’t go back.”


  “Quite correct.” Rog Tanlu seemed pleased. “If I were to pass through it again, in either direction, I would not return to the Ice Age but would take another jump into the future.”


  It sounded simple, as he told it. even to me, and Doc nodded.


  “What seems queer,” he observed, “is about this cold and wind. I understand it’s blowing from the outside cliff into the Ice Stone—from way back in the Ice Age—and is only now emerging here. In that case the cube must have swallowed a tremendous amount of air—and energy!”


  “You grasp the idea,” said Roy Tanlu, with quiet satisfaction. “But you must not judge the capacity of the Ice Stone by its external dimensions. They are quite deceptive. I assure you that its ramifications in the fourth dimension would enable it to absorb a total of all telluric energies, and still have room to spare . . . . Come, my friends, I had not realized that you were suffering from the cold! Let us return to the balmy open. I find your climate—inexpressible!”


  Well, I wasn’t sorry to hear this proposal. And judging by the way Doc Champ was frostily puffing and rubbing his ears, I guess he wasn’t, either.


  We soon got down to where the wind didn’t hit so strong, and Doc started asking questions.


  When would the refugees start coming? Would Darlu Marc—Rog Tanlu’s enemy—be among the first?


  “He may never come,” said Rog Tanlu bitterly. “His purpose is to bleed the people, sell them passage to this paradise. That would enable him to live in comparative security and comfort back in Iralnard City for the remainder of his lifetime.”


  I could see by the way he spoke that those half-million years separating him from this guy Marc were pretty galling on Rog Tanlu.


  We were moving slowly down toward that all-but-closed entrance, and now and then he would flash his light to show the way.


  “Here’s a strange thought,” said Doc Champ suddenly, as he stumbled along at my elbow. “Why can’t we go up on that ledge and look through the Ice Stone from that direction? We ought to be able to see right into your laboratory, as it was a short time after you left, and find out what’s going on.”


  Rog Tanlu chuckled. “Of course,” he agreed eagerly. “That’s right where we’re bound now. I’ve been hanging around there for nine days—watching. But so far——”


  A funny sound cut in on him—a sound coming from somewhere ahead. It was like a voice—a metallic voice—thin and clear.


  “Rog Tanlu . . . Rog Tanlu . . . Rog Tan-lu . . . .”


  Then I saw something move, there in the shadows, and goose-pimples sprang out on me. For as the light glinted on that thing, I saw it wasn’t human.


  “Eyoaoc Eiioiei!” cried Rog Tanlu. “He’s come through—he has followed me!”


  Did you ever see a dog frisk around someone he likes, someone he’s been separated from for a long time? Then picture the dog as no dog at all, but a madhouse thing prancing on two jointed-metal legs, as thick as stove pipes, its eyes glinting ruby-red when they catch the light——


  But the part that made cold shivers run up my back was the thing’s head—a round globe from which those ruby eyes sparkled. That head wasn’t attached in any visible manner to its short, squat body, but seemed to float, six inches above its shoulders, as if poised there by some magnetic force.


  All the while the thing was capering around Rog Tanlu, it was jabbering at him in some outlandish tongue, and he was jabbering back at it.


  Doc Champ and I stood there staring.


  But by and by I heard Doc’s voice.


  “A robot,” he said, speaking softly and in kind of an awed tone. “So his laboratory assistant is a robot.”


  “No wonder it was immune to the cold,” I gulped, swallowing hard.


  Presently Rog Tanlu swung around toward us and commenced to talk so we could understand.


  “Serious news,” he bit out; “Darlu Marc has delayed the emigration. But he is sending a party of his vassals to wipe me out. He thinks I possess means to destroy the Ice Stone—thinks I’d do it out of sheer spite. He’s wrong of course, in both instances. But the idea is hindering the sale of tickets. Eyoaoc Eiioiei learned of Marc’s intentions. He managed at last to reach the Ice Stone, and bring me warning. He emerged on the cliff side while we were in here. But an armed band of Marc’s vassals are right on his heels!”


  I couldn’t tear my gaze from that thing he called Eyoaoc Eiioiei. It had stopped frisking around him and was now blinking its ruby-red eyes at Doc Champ and me; and, I swear, I believe that damned thing was just as amazed and curious as I was.


  “Do you mean,” asked Doc, “that these killers are outside now?”


  “I do not know,” answered Rog Tanlu. “If so, they will soon find the entrance to my laboratory, since they are familiar with the terrain.”


  “Then we better sneak out of here,” I suggested, not liking the idea of being bottled up, there in that hole.


  “My friends,” said Rog Tanlu, “I regret having drawn you into this. Leave now; you may be able to escape undetected. But I shall await them here, in this cavern which is very familiar to me.”


  Doc Champ shook his head. I knew he wouldn’t fall in with that plan.


  “We’re both armed,” he told Rog Tanlu, slapping the automatic that sagged in his pocket. “We’ll hang around awhile.”


  I guess I like this quality in Doc. Maybe it was partly the reason why I took to him.


  Well, I backed up the little guy . . . but I thought he was wrong. That fight—if there was going to be a fight—wasn’t ours. And I couldn’t just see men with pistols getting very far against those fountain-pen affairs, like Rog Tanlu had. And then, there was that Eyoaoc Eiioiei . . . . The whole thing was a little beyond my depths. I thought Doc was wrong to mix up in something we didn’t know a cussed thing about—and I still think so!


  Rog Tanlu had switched off his light. We stood there in the dark listening. But we didn’t hear a sound.


  I groped around and touched Doc’s arm.


  “Doc,” I whispered, “let’s slip down to the entrance and find out what’s going on.”


  Although my words shouldn’t have carried six feet, that robot thing must have heard me—and, stranger still, must have understood.


  For immediately I heard a subdued, metallic jabbering, then Rog Tanlu’s voice speaking urgently to Doc and me.


  “That would be very unwise. Eyoaoc Eiioiei suggests that it would be better for us three to withdraw farther from the entrance. He will remain here and act as guard. Moreover, I can easily learn’, with the audio-visiscope, what is taking place outside—just as soon as I have a moment of leisure. Come, my friends.


  Well, we faced around and started back. And I could hear that nightmare thing he called Eyoaoc Eiioiei moving on down toward the rock-choked entrance—its steps surprisingly soundless, considering i t s clumsy appearance.


  However, the entire arrangement didn’t seem right to me, especially letting that thing plan our line of action as if it was one of us and, well, alive.


  But that robot-thing could certainly think, and fight, as I was shortly to learn!


  Doc Champ and I groped along after Rog Tanlu. He seemed to know right where he was going, and after a hundred feet or so he stopped.


  It was not quite dark here—just enough light for us to see, in a vague sort of fashion, that he was bending over a low, flat block of stone, a stone suggesting that it had once served as the foundation for some huge machine. I realized that he was setting up that flashlight contraption with the black bulb at one end.


  And suddenly that bulb began to glow softly.


  “Now,” said Rog Tanlu, “we’ll see what’s going on.”


  The three of us bent over the thing. What looked like reflections in it were shifting around and around, and abruptly the steep face of a cliff swung into view. We could see the Ice Stone as it appeared from the outside, and the ledge running up to it.


  We saw no one near the Ice Stone. But suddenly, under Rog Tanlu’s swift adjustment, the image shifted and enlarged—like a movie close-up—magnifying a certain portion of that ledge.


  And there, in a heap like cast-off cocoons, were some half-dozen of those heavy, fawn-colored garments, identical with the one we had seen hanging in the tree.


  “So-o-o,” Rog Tanlu breathed tensely, “Eyoaoc Eiioiei was right! They have come! They must be—”


  A startled shout cut off his words. It was followed by a blinding flash of light. Then hell suddenly broke loose down below us . . .


  In that cavern-darkness the blast of light was, in itself, almost stunning; and following it were other blasts of equal intensity. Vision was a torturing thing. It was like those brief but vivid glimpses presented by lightning during a summer storm at night.


  But with hurting eyes I managed to discern a group of figures jamming the entrance-way to the cavern, with Eyoaoc Eiioiei’s weird shape looming between us and them.


  “Down!” shouted Rog Tanlu to Doc and me. “Down, behind the rock!”


  In a dim, bewildered way I realized that those flashes of light were from weapons in the hands of invaders—weapons trained on Eyoaoc Eiioiei. But we, also, were directly in line.


  Doc Champ didn’t seem to hear Rog Tanlu’s order. He was staring down at that weird sight—staring at Eyoaoc Eiioiei. And for a moment I, too, ignored the warning. For that grotesque thing was fighting—fighting in a way that was an astonishing sight to witness.


  Thin, dazzling, rapierlike beams were flashing up at him and past him. But Eyoaoc Eiioiei was avoiding those hissing shafts with a skill not human—a dancing, cavorting nightmare thing, silhouetted against and enmeshed by those lethal streaks of fire; and I saw that now and then from his metal hand flashed a return blast of radiance. He was standing between his master and his master’s assassins, and such wild courage and savagery brought into my throat a choked feeling of admiration.


  A hissing white shaft flashed within a foot of my head, bringing me to my senses. I made a grab at Doc Champ, intending to drag him down t® safety. Then I realized that he was already lying flat behind that ancient block of rock.


  Rog Tanlu was on his knees. He had jerked that fountain-pen affair into action. Again and again I saw its belching bar of whiteness blast down toward the entrance. This man from the Past, despite his thin, pale face and affable manner, was also a fighter!


  And strangely, watching him and that wildly cavorting shadow that was Eyoaoc Eiioiei, I forgot all about the automatic in my pocket. For somehow this fantastic meeting of forces seemed remotely withdrawn from the affairs of Doc Champ and myself—although heaven knows we were mixed up in it at that moment close enough!


  I do not know for how long that flaming barrage lasted—perhaps only a moment or so, although it seemed longer. But suddenly it was over. Darkness and silence blotted down on us there in the cavern.


  “Doc!” I gasped.


  He didn’t answer. But I heard someone moaning softly.


  I groped around in the darkness. Then my hand touched him. He didn’t move, and somehow it needed only that touch to tell me the truth.


  “Rog Tanlu,” I called hoarsely. “Rog Tanlu——!”


  “Here,” came a voice, followed by a moan.


  The temporary blindness caused by those recent blasts of light was leaving my eyes. I began to see dimly.


  I crawled over to where Rog Tanlu was lying.


  “They accomplished their purpose,” he muttered. “I—I’m—”


  “Where you hurt?” I asked, my hands running over his shoulder and arm. That glove-fitting silk garment over his right arm and part of his chest felt strangely altered, brittle, charred.


  “The healing ray,” he muttered. “The orlex ray—Only that could help me . . . . and I know that you do not have it.”


  A sound, the clump of heavy metal feet, caused me suddenly to jerk erect. My eyes tried to pierce the darkness.


  A grotesque form was emerging from the gloom—Eyoaoc Eiioiei.


  I drew back as that metal thing bent over Rog Tanlu.


  There followed a moment of excited voice-sounds, and once or twice Rog Tanlu answered, faintly, words I could not understand.


  Suddenly, reaching down, the thing picked him up in its jointed metal arms and started to carry him on up the passageway.


  For a moment I stood there, saddened and appalled by this grim turn of fate. Then I began running up the slope after them. But so swiftly did that metal thing stride on before me that the blast of glacial air from the Ice Stone was hissing in my ears before I overtook them.


  “Rog Tanlu!” I cried. “Where—?”


  “The healing ray,” his voice came back to me. “You do not have it . . . my good friend . . . . But somewhere . . . in the Future . . . it will be rediscovered. Eyoaoc Eiioiei will take me . . . on into the Future . . . through the Ice Stone . . . again and again if necessary . . . until we find it—”


  His voice ceased. For Eyoaoc Eiioiei had not paused, but had continued on straight into that frigid blast.


  I caught a last vague glimpse of that nightmare shape disappearing into the Ice Stone.


  THERE is but little more to tell. Those assassins from the Past were all dead, as I discovered when I left the cavern—Rog Tanlu’s laboratory.


  I buried what was left of little rawboned Doctor Champ in the sand at the foot of that cliff below the Ice Stone.


  Then I headed back in the truck for Qum, the Holy City. Three days later the fuel ran out. I do not know what plans Doc had made for replenishing it, but whatever they were he hadn’t put me wise. So I left the truck there at the edge of a mud-salt swamp and went on afoot.


  Two weeks later, more dead than alive, I arrived at Qum and tried to give warning.


  It may seem queer, but until that moment I had not worried over the chance of my word being doubted. Moreover, the one substantiating exhibit I had thought to bring along—that fawn-colored silk garment of Rog Tanlu’s—I had been forced to abandon along with the truck.


  I soon realized that if I persisted in trying to tell the truth, one of two things would happen: I would either be locked up as a nut, or, if I managed to convince certain Iranian officials, then the “Most Lofty of Living Men”—the Shah—might possibly send a few airplanes out there to bomb the Ice Stone “out of existence,” as they lightly and humorously suggested.


  I doubt that this could be done. If the Ice Stone were dislodged from its setting, there in the mountain-cliff where it was installed by its maker—Rog Tanlu—who knows what worldcatastrophe might not result?


  So at last I gave up.


  At Bandar Shahpur I caught a boat for home.


  But I am now dickering with a certain Pennsylvania university. They are interested in the disappearance of Dr. Champ Chadwick, and I’ve offered to act as guide if they will send a party of scientists out to investigate the Ice Stone. Perhaps something may come of it—before it is too late.


  But then I get to thinking of how Eyoaoc Eiioiei is carrying his wounded master on and on into the Future in search of a “healing ray!”


  Equation for Time


  R.R. Winterbotham


  THERE is no one today who has seen a living horse. The creature became extinct a couple of centuries ago, about the year 2,800. Man, who betrayed the horse into what he became, hardly regretted the passing.


  However, and I speak with all sincerity, there will be men of the future who will see a horse. Perhaps men of the future may ride horseback like knights and cowboys of the Middle Ages.


  The secret of time travel has been discovered. No one has traveled through time as yet, although man has explored the universe for more than twenty light years from the sun. But the day of time travel is not far distant. It had simple beginnings. All great things began in simple ways. Newton and the apple were the beginnings of modern understanding of the laws of the physical world; Watts and the teakettle were the origins of industry and the machine age. A very beautiful young woman and an unscrupulous man were responsible for time travel.


  I met the man early in the morning of July 2, 3002. I remember the date because on the day before I had visited in Alexandria, Egypt, and I had eaten dinner in Shanghai, China. It was nearly midnight when I reached the rocket port in Chicago and a jam in the pneumatics delayed my arrival home until nearly one o’clock in the morning.


  Blake, fully dressed, met me at the door. There was a worried look in his eyes.


  “There is a gentleman to see you, sir,” Blake said. “I explained that you would not return until quite late and I tried to get him to leave, but he said it was urgent that he see you the minute you returned.” Blake glanced over his shoulder toward the library and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I was a little frightened of him, sir. He doesn’t seem quite—ah—quite right, sir, if you know what I mean. Shall I call the police?”


  “No, Blake.” I felt confident of licking my weight in madmen and I entered the library.


  A tall, distinguished, dark haired gentleman rose to greet me.


  “Ah! Dr. Huckins! I was afraid you would not get here in time!”


  As he spoke I noticed a peculiar light in his eyes. It seemed to be a reflection from the fluorescent lamps of the library, but it showed a little too much of the whites of his eyes and I thought of what Blake had said about the man not being “quite right.”


  I did not feel that I owed him an apology for keeping him waiting, since I usually received visitors by appointment.


  “I am Gustav Keeshwar!” he introduced himself. He seemed to expect some reaction, but unfortunately the name meant nothing to me, although if I had paid more attention to the newspapers I would have known who he was at once.


  “I am the president of the Stellar Transport Company,” he announced.


  As he spoke he glanced secretively about the room, as though he feared an eavesdropper. Then he picked up a brief case which was lying on the table. With no explanation he opened it and pulled out package after package of thousand dollar bills.


  “You may count it if you wish,” Keeshwar said. “There are 1,000 bills, each of one thousand dollar denomination. One million dollars in cold cash.”


  There are any number of bank presidents who have never seen a million dollars in one pile. Spread out before me, I could scarcely grasp the amount of wealth it represented. As I recall now, my clearest mental reaction was a curiosity about how he managed to tuck it away so neatly in a brief case. Then I wondered if it was real money. A closer glance at the bills convinced me that it was.


  Suddenly I came to my senses. I closed the library door and locked it. I glanced nervously at the shades to make sure all were pulled down.


  “Great Scott, man, you shouldn’t carry all that money around with you in a brief case!” As I said it, I spoke with the realization that the man was mad.


  “I brought the money to you,” Keeshwar said. “It is yours if you will do one thing for me.”


  “I must ask you to leave, and to take your money with you,” I said, realizing that I was turning down the ransom of a king. “No honest task ever called for a million dollars compensation—”


  “But you have not asked me what I wish you to do!” Keeshwar exploded. “Look! Do you see how much money a million dollars is?”


  I do not wish to pose as a man overstocked with principles. A million dollars is more money than I ever hope to see again at one time. But I had a good income, a nice little fortune tucked away in worth while investments. I had a good name and my position in the world was better than average. I did not trust this man. I had a feeling that the million dollars he offered would not be worth the price.


  “I am a surgeon,” I said. “If you wish my professional services, I will charge you a reasonable fee.”


  “I want your services,” Keeshwar said. “I want them for one day.”


  “You may have them. I will send you a bill after I complete the task.”


  “I want your services tomorrow,” said Keeshwar, persistently.


  I shook my head. “I have a delicate operation scheduled tomorrow. It is an operation I cannot postpone.”


  “It is an operation on Trella Mayo?”


  I started. “How did you know that?”


  “It is this operation that I wish you to perform for me,” Keeshwar said. “Would it not be simple to let your knife slip, or to allow something to happen to her—for one million dollars!”


  I do not remember clearly what happened next. I think I knocked the man down. I do remember stuffing his million dollars into his brief case and throwing it after him out of the door.


  When I closed the door I was excited and unnerved. I found some sedative tablets and swallowed one. Then I sat down to think. Trella Mayo, beautiful, young and intelligent, a woman in a billion! Someone wanted to kill her.


  She was only twenty-eight, yet her discoveries in physics had astounded the world. She might have taken first place in any beauty contest, yet she preferred working in a laboratory with men too old to notice her charms.


  Her operation was not serious, except that it involved delicate skill. I resolved that nothing must happen during that operation the following day.


  Two weeks later I visited Trella, now convalescing from her operation.


  “I’ve wanted to talk to you, Fred,” she said after I had taken her temperature, felt her pulse and gone through the usual ritual.


  “I must warn you that I’ll send you a bill for any medical advice I give you,” I replied, laughing.


  She smiled only a little and then puckered her brow seriously.


  “I wanted to ask you about that operation. Wasn’t it performed under unusual circumstances?”


  I was taken by surprise and I am afraid that the truth forced its indications through my professional manner. “Why do you ask?”


  “I noticed Blake standing near the door. There seemed to be a bulge in his pocket. It couldn’t have been a gun, could it? And you kept watching, as if you were afraid a tribe of Indians would drop in for a massacre. I wonder if there couldn’t have been a tall, dark gentleman mixed up in these unusual precautions?”


  I did not reply.


  “And I’ve noticed during my convalescence that the internes that continually hover around my door have a look as if—well, shall I say that they look more like policemen than internes?”


  I laughed nervously. “I think you are a mental case, Miss Mayo,” I said. “I shall have to call in a specialist.”


  “You do not need to deny it, Fred,” she said. “Why do you suppose I insisted that you perform the operation? Why didn’t I let you call in someone else? It was because you are the only man in the world that I trust, Fred. How much did Gustav Keeshwar offer you to do me in?”


  Before I could stop myself I opened my mouth and blurted the truth.


  “One million dollars!”


  “Whew!” Trella whistled softly. “I’m worth a lot to you! I must be getting close if Keeshwar will pay a million to see me out of the way.”


  “Trella,” I pleaded. “What is it all about? What’s behind this mystery?”


  “If you turned down a million dollars for my sake, I think I can trust you,” she said. “Supposing I was about to invent a new method of locomotion? Can you see where Keeshwar might find me obnoxious?”


  “A new kind of space ship?”


  Trella shook her head. “A new kind of locomotion. Animals either swim or walk. Man also uses wheels.”


  “He also can fly. So can birds.”


  “Flying is simply swimming through the air and crawling, as a worm or snake, is gliding, like swimming. Space ships swim, too, after a fashion. Boats swim through the sea and sleds swim on ice. Therefore we have only three kinds of locomotion: Legs, wheels and sleds. Another might revolutionize everything.”


  “But there couldn’t be any other way to travel. Even the planets ‘sled’ through ether.”


  “There is another way. It will open exploration to the furthest limits of the galaxy.”


  “I can see why Keeshwar was so interested.”


  “As soon as I’m out of bed, I want you to call on me at my laboratory, Fred. I’ll show you something that will make your eyes pop out of your head.”


  I turned to leave, when something on the window pane caught my eye. It was a small, cherry-red spot, about the size of a twenty-five cent piece.


  The minute I saw it, I knew what it was. I shouted to the interne—really a detective—outside the door, and lifted Trella into my arms. I must admit that I handled her a little roughly and she groaned as I hurried her out of the room. But what I did was necessary.


  As I left the room, the glass of the pane melted and a beam flashed across the room, striking the bed where Trella had been an instant before. That beam was an Oronic Ray, 5,000 degrees hot, of the type used in welding the rockets of space ships.


  It was evident that Gustav Keeshwar intended to finish Trella Mayo whether I would help him or not.


  A FEW weeks later I visited Trella in her laboratory.


  “I’m anxious to see this incomprehensible conveyance,” I explained.


  “At least, I’m glad you are taking an interest in something besides my safety and my operation scar,” she replied.


  She led me through a corridor toward a heavy steel door, which she unlocked.


  “You are the first person besides myself to go into this room in the past five years,” Trella added.


  I scarcely know what I had expected to see. What would anyone expect to see, if he was told he was going to be shown a machine that neither walked, glided nor rolled? Such a contraption is beyond human experience.


  It was a long, hollow tube, large enough to hold a human body. It was made of quartz and on each side was a cylindrical, low power atomic energy machine.


  “This,” Trella said, “is the translator.”


  “The what?”


  “I call it my space-time translator, which someday will make the rocket as obsolete for space travel as the horse for surface travel. It will take an object from one point in space-time to another instantly.”


  “Instantly?”


  “There is a small lapse of time,” Trella confessed. “You see the machine has two motors, one for starting the operation and the other for completing it. It takes about one second’s time to switch the motive power from one motor to the other.


  The machine, except for the motors, was made entirely of quartz and silver. On the right side of the machine was a long strip of silver running the full length of the tube. It was about three inches wide and it was connected with a knife-like blade of silver on the left side of the tube by a strand of silver wire. Silver was used, of course, because it was the best known conductor of electricity and other forms of energy.


  “It would be wonderful if it worked,” I said.


  “It does work,” Trella said. “We sent two guinea pigs to the Sirius system yesterday morning. We got them back in an hour with a copy of yesterday’s issue of The Sirian Daily Universe. Here’s the paper.”


  She held out a copy of the beautifully printed daily magazine. On the cover was the date, August V2, 504 (8002).


  It was customary for terrestrials to use terrestrial dates wherever their outposts were located in the stellar system. But instead of using the terrestrial year—as shown in parenthesis on The Sirian Daily Universe—the year always was reckoned from the date when the planet was first visited by an expedition from the solar system. Although days were not always the same, twenty-four hour periods could be reckoned quite easily so that on some planets a single day might have more than one terrestrial date, and on others a single day would be a fraction of a legal day. The number of actual days usually was indicated by a Roman numeral preceding the Arabic figure. Thus August V2 indicated that Sirius had risen and set five times while the sun had done so twice during the month of August.


  “Unbelievable!” I said. “How does it work.”


  “It operates through time,” Trella explained. “It takes a short cut between two parallel instants.”


  She took a guinea pig from a cage in the laboratory. She put the wriggling animal inside the quartz tube and strapped it firmly in the center.


  “Watch,” she said.


  She turned a switch on one of the boxes. A low hum arose from the atomic motor. Trella watched a dial located in the top of the quartz tube until an arrow pointed to a gold star. Then she pressed a button in the motor on the right side of the machine.


  I noticed that the translator had controls that could be operated from inside the tube as well as from the outside.


  There were two distinct gasps of the motor. Half of the guinea pig disappeared with the first gasp and the remaining half disappeared with the second.


  Where the tube had been a second before, there was nothing now.


  “He’s on Proxima Centaur now,” Trella said. “I managed to equip a laboratory there about two years ago. It was through that laboratory that Keeshwar learned of my experiments in translation. My men on Proxima will send back the guinea pig in a few minutes.”


  We sat down and waited. Trella explained the machine, although at the time the explanation was a little over my head. The actual translation was accomplished by the pushing of one motor and the pulling of another across an extra-dimensional space. Half of the object to be translated was hurled across space by the pushing of the first motor. The second motor, which operated automatically, began pulling the other half, including the first motor, after it as soon as it materialized at the end of the journey.


  By means of radio signals the exact location of every explored planet had been determined. It was therefore only a matter of mathematical calculation to find the target. There was some risk, of course, if a mathematical error were made in computing the range but considering the risks involved in ordinary methods of interstellar flight everything was in favor of the translator.


  “The whole secret of the invention lies in locating the proper Now in space-time,” Trella explained.


  “The proper Now?” I asked.


  “Of course,” she said, “the Now we experience on earth is not the same Now that exists simultaneously on Rihlon, the second planet of Proxima Centaur. We are dealing with space-time, Fred. Time is a dimension, it stretches like a line through space. If we connect the Now of the present with the Now of ten minutes ago, we have a straight line, just as we would have a straight line if we connected any two points in the universe. The Now of the present and the Now ten minutes ago on Rihlon also would be a straight line, but it would not be the same straight line.”


  “But it would be parallel!” I exclaimed, beginning to see her point.


  “Oh, so you do know something about mathematics?”


  “Of course! If you connect the Nows of the present on both the earth and Rihlon, you have a straight line, perpendicular to the parallel time lines of both the earth and Rihlon. Why couldn’t your invention be used for time travel? Couldn’t you connect the present—Now of Rihlon with any Now in the time line of the earth—any Now of the past or future?”


  “The idea occurred to me, but it won’t work,” Trella replied. “There’s a serious obstacle we can’t overcome. In going backward or forward in time we do not travel in lines perpendicular to the parallel time lines of the earth and Rihlon—or for any other planet for that matter. But we travel like this—” Trella drew a figure on a piece of paper.
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  “The line AB represents the time line of the earth and the line CD represents the time line of any other planet X. The two lines are parallel. E represents the earth—Now, and F the Now on planet X. A line connecting the two is perpendicular to both AB and CD. Supposing we should travel from F to a point G, a Now in the earth’s past. If we connect F and G we would have a right triangle GEF. The hypothenuse GF would be the square root of GE squared plus EF squared.”


  “There is nothing mathematically implausible in that,” I said.


  “There is nothing implausible, yet to determine the exact distance from G to F is in most cases impossible. Unless the distances involved are of the proper ratio, say, 4 and 5, the line GF becomes an irrational number, of which it is impossible to find the exact value. Supposing the distance from E to F was one light-year and the distance from G to E, one year. Then GF would be the square root of one squared plus one squared, or the square root of two. Because we are dealing with such immense distances and because even the smallest decimal point of error might lead to disastrous results, we cannot attempt time travel unless we know the exact value of the square root of two, or any other irrational number.”


  As Trella finished speaking there was a coughing hum and the translator appeared in the room, containing the unharmed guinea pig and a copy of the Rihlon Gazette for Aug. 3rd, which was this day.


  “Do you believe me?” she cried gleefully, waving the paper over her head.


  It was quite convincing, I admitted.


  “Now I am going to make a trip in the translator!”


  “You!”


  It was the beginning of a long argument. There was danger in the trip, I told her, and Trella had come to mean a great deal to me. She scoffed at my fears and told me that if I didn’t care to witness the first translation of man to another planet in another star system she would do it when I wasn’t there.


  Of course, no man can win an argument with a woman.


  Trella climbed into the translator.


  I closed the opening. Her hand rose to the switch that operated the mechanism from inside the tube. She smiled and her lips moved in a cheerful good-by. Then she touched the switch.


  The indicator on the dial crept upward toward the gold star.


  Suddenly the unexpected occurred.


  The door of the laboratory opened. Trella had forgotten to lock the door when we entered the room.


  As I heard the noise, I turned and saw Gustav Keeshwar leveling a gun toward the helpless young woman in the glass tube.


  I sprang toward him just as the gun went off.


  Apparently he had not expected to find me in the room, for as I lunged he uttered a cry and threw the gun at my face. Then he turned and ran.


  I managed to duck in time to receive only a glancing blow on the head. I started to pursue, when my eyes fell on the translator.


  Something terrible was wrong.


  Half of the tube had disappeared and, with it, half of Trella’s body. The other half, containing half of the most beautiful woman on the earth, remained in the laboratory.


  My spring toward Keeshwar had spoiled his aim enough to keep the bullet from striking Trella, but the bullet had struck the small silver wire that ran from the atomic motor on one side to the atomic motor on the other. The translation had been only half completed.


  Half of Trella’s body was on the earth, while the other was on Rihlon, four light years away!


  Her single eye was open and her half-face was frozen in an expression of terror. She did not move and she was not breathing. There was no blood. It was a complete suspension of animation.


  Suddenly I realized that I was losing precious seconds. Unless something was done, Trella would die.


  I picked up the bit of wire that had been broken off by Keeshwar’s bullet. I lifted it toward the end dangling from the motor.


  Then Trella moved! It was not suspended animation, but something else—something new!


  Her eye swung toward me. Her half-head visibly shook. Her half-lips moved but no sound of her voice reached me. But I understood. She was telling me not to replace the wire.


  She lifted her hand and drew a right angled triangle on the side of the tube.


  I understood. Trella was alive and she would continue to live, but it would be impossible to restore her component halves merely by mending the broken wire.


  Trella was linked in time. She was still whole, but half of her body was visible in one Now and the other half in a Now on Proxima Centaur, four light years away.


  To join the halves of her body, would mean joining the two Nows and to do that would form a triangle, at least one side of which would be an irrational number. Unless the riddle of time travel were solved, it would be impossible to make Trella whole.


  I walked around the half-tube. Her appearance was not what I expected to see. It was not a case of sawing a woman in half. The cross section of her body appeared only as an opaque blankness. When I touched her side I felt something cold and hard. It was as if I had touched eternity.


  The laboratory officials were called in for consultation. It was decided that the matter should be hushed, at least until we knew what should be done. There was too much to do now to be bothered with police and reporters. We would not have a warrant issued for Keeshwar. There would be time to deal with him later.


  We discovered that Trella could eat and she seemed to be in perfect health. But I knew that she was doomed unless we could restore the parts of her body. Her muscles would atrophy. Inaction is more deadly to the human machine than millions of disease germs.


  If it would be possible to locate some day in the future when the wires might be pieced together and the linking of Trella’s two halves might be accomplished without rationalizing irrational numbers, our problem would be solved. But the nearest date in the future when this could be done was three years ahead.[1]


  But in three years Trella would be dead. We could not wait for the coordinates to adjust themselves. We had to make the coordinates adjustable to our purposes.


  A small chronometer located in the atomic energy machine on the quartz tube gave us the exact time the silver wire had been broken.


  Even Blake, my servant, offered a suggestion:


  “If you could take the earth half of Miss Trella’s body to Rihlon, or bring the Rihlon half to earth and bring the two Nows together, would that form a rational triangle?”


  I took paper and pencil and tried to figure it out.


  [image: ]


  The line BA represented the time line of Rihlon. The line CD was the time line of the earth. The points E and F were the Nows on Rihlon and earth, respectively, at which the accident occurred. The point G represented the Now at which a space ship would leave the earth for Rihlon carrying Trella’s half body. The point H represented the Now of arrival on Rihlon and the point J the parallel point on earth. We still had a right-angled triangle and we still had to deal with irrational numbers. But hold on—


  I gazed at my drawing. Before my eyes was the answer! The whole thing was clearly and completely solved. The secret of time travel was solved. Trella was saved. The invention of the translator had been perfected so that all danger of becoming lost in time was removed![2]


  “Blake,” I said to the servant, “bring me my automatic pistol.”


  “Wh-what?” Blake stuttered.


  “I said bring me my automatic pistol. I’m going to save Trella, or murder somebody.”


  “Perhaps I should call your lawyer.”


  I threw a book at him and he left hurriedly, to return in a few minutes with my pistol and holster. I strapped the weapon about my waist and slammed my straw hat on my head. In a few minutes I stepped from a taxi in front of the Galaxy building, in which the officers of the Stellar Transport Company are located.


  A clerk with thick glasses interviewed me.


  “I want to charter a ship for a trip to Proxima Centaur,” I explained. “I want one of your late model cruisers which can go about ten times the speed of light. I want to get there quickly.”


  The clerk nodded. I have often wondered about the composure of clerks who never seem to be astonished at anything. “We have a ship available that could get you there in three months, that’s sixteen times the speed of light. But to charter it would cost one million dollars.”


  He never batted an eye when he named the price. I doubt if the clerk was receiving more than forty a week.


  “I should like to transact the deal directly with Mr. Keeshwar,” I said.


  “He will be pleased, I’m sure,” the clerk replied. “What is your name?”


  “Andrew J. Colt,” I said, for lack of more originality.


  The clerk disappeared into the sanctum. He returned presently with: “Mr. Keeshwar will see you, Mr. Colt.”


  I had counted on Keeshwar being—or pretending to be very busy as I entered. I expected him to pay no attention to my entry, and not even to glance in my direction, as if a million dollars were a trifling matter, until we were alone.


  I judged Keeshwar right. When at last he glanced at me he was unnerved by the presence of an automatic pistol which was pointed directly at his head.


  “I must warn you not to touch any of those buttons on your desk,” I said. “It would give me a great deal of pleasure to drill you and I won’t go out of my way for an opportunity.”


  “Wh-what d-d-do you w-w-ant?” he asked, turning pale.


  “One day you offered me a million dollars to take Miss Mayo’s life,” I said. “Now I’m asking you to contribute an equal amount to save it. However, I’m willing to take it out in trade. I want you to pilot one of your ships for me to Rihlon.”


  “Impossible!” Keeshwar said, regaining some of his composure. “I couldn’t leave my business for a period long enough to make the trip.”


  “If you don’t leave your business to make the trip right now you won’t exist any more,” I warned casually. I reached into my pocket and brought out a silencer, which I fitted to the end of the pistol barrel. I unfastened the safety and aimed deliberately.


  THE space ship containing the terrestrial half of Trella Mayo, in company with myself, Blake, two other scientists and Gustav Keeshwar, arrived on Rihlon three months later. Keeshwar, who had had a pistol trained on him almost every instant since I had called at his office, was released and permitted to return to earth. He did not know that I had left the instructions on earth for his arrest for felonious assault the minute he landed.


  We located Trella’s Rihlon laboratory. It was the matter of a few minutes to make the connection of the broken wire and to finish the translation of her two halves.


  Trella stepped out of her quartz prison, swayed unsteadily for a second on her feet, and then collapsed.


  “How on earth did you do it?” she asked. “How did you reconcile the irrational number?”


  I sketched the figure roughly (Figure 2). “The distance from F to G and the distance from E to H does not enter into the equation,” I said. “The only thing we are interested in is the distances GJ, JH and GH.”


  “And GH is an irrational number,” Trella said.


  “Quite right, although like most things that appear absurd on the surface, it is not as irrational as it seems. The distance G to J is three months, the time required for the flight from the earth to Rihlon. We will represent this by the unit 1. The distance JH is four light years, the distance in space from earth to Rihlon. This, therefore, would be sixteen units. Using the formula (GJ)2 plus (JH)2 equals (GH)2 we find that GH is the square root of one plus 256, or 257. The square root of 257 is 16.031228, etc., an irrational number.”


  “It can’t be expressed in figures!” We do not need figures when we can draw a picture. The triangle GHJ is a picture of an irrational number. We had only to go to Rihlon to complete the equation.”


  “Time can be traveled,” Trella said.


  “Where would you like to go on our honeymoon?” I asked.


  “To the Garden of Eden,” she said.


  [1] Three years from the time this accident occurred would make the sides of the triangle between the past event, the present, and the present on Rihlon (four light years away) equal to the units 3, 4 and 5. Three squared, plus four squared equals five squared.


  [2] As a mental exercise, I would suggest that the reader look at Figure 2 for a minute or two and figure out the answer. The answer is there and high school mathematics should enable a person to discover how to extract the irrational number.—Dr. Fred Huckins.


  Momus’ Moon


  Eando Binder


  An incident of the skylanes where two men, freed for a moment from the harsh confinement of space travel, forgot caution.


  “WHATEVER annihilated the two previous expeditions to Neptune’s moon was an agency of blind nature,” maintained Wade Winton. He prepared for deceleration. “There can be no downright intelligent life out this far—”


  “What about me?” grinned Archie Boswell.


  “—with the possible exception of myself,” continued Winton inexorably. “Intelligence diminishes as the square of the distance from the sun. Look at the Venerians, so damnably clever that they would have started interplanetary travel ages ago if metals didn’t rust on the spot in their highly active atmosphere. They had no metal age, but passed directly into the plastic age, for that reason. The Mercurians would be still brighter, of course—except that they don’t exist.


  “Now, going to Earth, we have mankind—brainy, yes, but too dumb to know it. Conquers space but can’t keep the murder rate on earth below 2000 an hour. Mars? The famous, or infamous canals are like the Egyptial pyramids—built by neurotic tin-god dynasties at the end of a lash. Your various Jovian-system races would just about pass muster alongside a dull-witted Neanderthaler. The Saturnians are still trying to figure out how much is two plus two.


  “As the Crile-Brady theory of life states, the further you are from the sun, the less electrons motivate your cell-radiogens, and the less electro-psychic—”


  “Precisely, precisely,” yawned Boswell sagely, clipping off the lecture before it went beyond his depth.


  He eyed the deceleration needle climbing close to its starting mark on the chronometer, and began carefully strapping himself into his seat.


  “Still,” Boswell said, “it remains that two preceding expeditions visited the lone moon of Neptune, never returning. Something did them in. It’s the Moon of Doubt so far. And as MacKinzie said—cheerful cuss that he is—‘be prepared, boys, for any menace, particularly that of intelligence’. I’ll look for that first, Wade.”


  Winton tripped a lever which brought the hissing of fuel jets and spark distributors to life. “Archie, did you ever hear the story of the fellow walking on the moon who was so intent on the mountains ahead that he fell into a crater.”


  “No, what is it?”


  “Besides,” Winton pursued, “there probably isn’t any life on Neptune’s moon at all. Photometric tests from earth give a surface temperature of fifty degrees in its tropics, if any.”


  “Fifty? I’ve been known to survive 49 and 51—”


  “This is Absolute, my featherbrained friend,” Winton growled. “Minus 225 degrees Centigrade. Thus its atmosphere must be largely hydrogen, helium and methane. On the ground would lie nitrogen-ice and liquid-oxygen. Picture forms of life in that balmy climate!”


  Boswell shivered. “We can expect an icy reception and the cold shoulder from the girls. Well, anyway, I’m slightly sick, to put it strongly, of the sight of space. Even when I close my eyes I see it—or the lack of it. Any extra terra-firma, even at 25 below zero Absolute, would look good. Wade, my boy, apply deceleration. The needle says so.”


  WINTON jammed over the proper lever. The nose rockets burst forth volcanically and continued, imposing their smooth retardation to the space ship’s stupendous velocity. The two men felt themselves pressing forward against their straps.


  Hour after hour, slowly, the rockets cut down the velocity that had been built up, hour by hour, at the start. Ahead, the star that was Neptune, inconspicuous in the hosts of heaven, began to assume a more regal aspect. It climbed the scale of magnitude, reached brilliance, and finally became a small moon.


  THE third expedition to Neptune, it had taken them two long months since leaving Mars to make the giant hop over the dangerous asteroid belt and plunge into the trackless immensity beyond. Neptune—thirty Astronomical Units from the sun. In miles, close to the meaningless number of three billion. Sixty times as wide as the gap between earth and Mars. It was something like a miracle to arrive.


  The giant planet, sixty earths in volume, loomed in eerie grandeur, and swept to one side as Winton arrowed for its Mercury-sized moon. Back of them the sun had shrunk to star-like proportions, with no more disc than Venus shows to Earth.


  Able to look directly at the sun without being blinded, Boswell seemed to be searching for something, “That must be earth there—that greenish star. Good old earth!”


  Winton laughed sarcastically.


  “That green star is more light-years away than you are old. Archie, you can’t see earth from here at all! Stop to realize how far out we are, and how narrow those puny orbits of the inner planets have become. They are so close to the sun that its glare hides them. The Neptunians, if any, could only know there are four inner planets if they had A-l photos taken while the sun was eclipsed by their satellite. If you aren’t properly amazed at that, here’s more. Neptune’s orbit is so tremendous that since its discovery in 1846, it hasn’t yet made one revolution around the sun. It hasn’t completed one of its ‘years’ yet. Yet every second since 1846 it has moved three and one-third miles!”


  “That’s the record for getting nowhere fast,” Boswell grunted. “It is a little removed from the haunts of earth at that.” He squinted at the huge planet. “Looks like an anemic tomato. Plenty of atmosphere around it but the Lord knows of what.” He shifted his gaze to the satellite, now rapidly nearing. “An atmosphere there too, judging by the fuzzy profile.”


  “Don’t construct any high hopes, Archie. It’s probably thinner than the veneer of civilization, and mostly hydrogen. And cold enough to freeze an electric furnace at full blast. And you won’t find the biological disease of life on its pristine purity of rock. Br-r-r! Turn up the heater a bit. I’m freezing just to think of it.”


  BUT Winton proved wrong on every count.


  He landed the ship with his usual skill, on Neptune’s moon, turned off the powerful engine, then sat stunned, staring out of the ports. Boswell bustled around the cabin. He made readings of the instruments hung outside the hull.


  “Air-pressure of 298 millimeters!” he announced excitedly. He had set up his portable Fraunhofer Analyzer. “Temperature fifty degrees—but Fahrenheit, my lad! Humidity 50%, like an air-conditioned room in earth’s swankiest hotel.”


  His voice trailed away as he watched ghostly lines sharpen in the analyzer. “Looks like breathable air too, Wade! Has less nitrogen and more rare-gases than earth’s air, but that makes no difference. Oxygen percentage high, about 30%, and that neatly offsets the low pressure. No harmful ingredients that I can discover. Isn’t it unbelievable?”


  “That too!” Winton pointed through the high nose-port. Across the dark heavens they saw a small, glowing shape swiftly streak toward the horizon. The shadow of its oncoming quarter-phase visibly broadened over its face.


  “Another moon of Neptune!” Boswell gurgled.


  “Look at that changing phase for another minute,” suggested Winton cryptically. “See—it’s changing in reference to this moon’s motion, not its own.”


  “I’m a little deaf,” Boswell vouched.


  “Sap! That’s a moon, all right. But not of Neptune.”


  Boswell stared. “Wait—don’t tell me. On second thought, tell me.”


  “It’s this moon’s moon! Too small to be seen from earth in even the largest telescopes.”


  “Seventy little blue devils,” Boswell said. “A moon of a moon! And maybe that little moon has another, and that another, and so ad infinitum.”


  “The landscape outside,” Winton said abruptly, “is pretty weird.”


  “Weird?” grunted Boswell, rummaging in the food stores. “Why, it’s so much like earth’s, you’d think we were back there.”


  Winton nodded. “That’s the weird part of it. The whole blessed set-up isn’t natural. It just isn’t right for a body so far removed from earthly regions to practically duplicate its conditions. Next we’ll be seeing a deer come out of that forest as nice as you please and—”


  Winton choked, eyes popping. “There it is!” he wailed. “It isn’t quite a deer, smaller and daintier, but still a hooved animal. Do you see it? Tell me I’m sane, Archie, please!”


  “I see it. You’re as sane as I am, Wade.”


  “I’m still in doubt!”


  “Soup’s on!” Boswell, unconcerned with the phenomenon, passed out a large cup of gelatinous porridge. “It may all be unnatural, but my appetite isn’t.”


  After they had eaten, they felt sleepy, as two normal, healthy human beings should feel, whether on Neptune’s satellite or earth. Winton set the outer alarm system that would operate if anything touched the hull, and they retired to their bunks with gusty yawns. Their inner minds, when their eyes closed, pictured the hollow immensity of star-spattered space as the picture had been before them for two long months.


  THREE days passed, as measured on earth.


  When they awoke the third morning it was still light, as it would be forever on this face of the satellite turned eternally toward its primary. But a new sharpness had come into the light with the rising of the blazing sun-star, still equal to more than 500 full-moons on earth. Sunlight on this little world would last for seventy hours. Then there would be “night” for seventy hours. But day or night, the magnificent striated bulk of Neptune hung in the sky, shedding a ruddy silver glow of reflected sunlight.


  “On this globe is a menace that destroyed two other expeditions,” Winton mused soberly. “No use to look for them. The last one was three years ago. They’re dead, and something did it—but what on this pleasant world?”


  “Well, if the menace shows up in any form short of fourth-dimensional soup,” Boswell promised grimly, “we’ll give it a rousing welcome.”


  They were equipped as thoroughly as every other interplanetary expedition, but as an added feature had a turret nest from which could be sprayed lethal death in three forms—poison gas, shock-beams, and bullets. No conceivable enemy could storm this stronghold.


  But there seemed no answer to the challenge. They had landed in a clearing of what seemed an ordinary forest. A few eyes gleamed from the trees, but no formidable creatures appeared in the three earth-days they had rested from their space journey. That was as far as caution held them.


  It was the morning they had elected to sally forth from the ship for the first time. Both were achingly impatient to tread on this amazing second earth. Boswell whistled and drew an answering note from Pete, their canary. He took the cage down and put it in the air-lock.


  “Sorry, old fellow,” he muttered, “but it has to be done.”


  Closing the inner seal, he pulled the lever that opened the outer plate. Fifteen minutes later he reversed the process and whistled to the frightened but unharmed bird. It was a sure test for alien atmospheres, as as well as the mine depths of earth.


  The next process was to adjust their lungs to the outside pressure. Boswell gradually valved air out of their cabin through a pipe that pierced the hull. Their respiration rate automatically increased as the pressure lowered. A period of dizziness came and went. Finally the barometers, inner and outer, were equalized.


  They donned light garments and strapped belts around their middles each with a knife, gas-mask, and pistol with fifty rounds of ammunition. They stepped out in a gravity that allowed them to leap twenty feet up without effort. Boswell immediately tried it a dozen times, yelling in pure exuberance after the close confinement of the ship.


  “Whoopee! I’m going to like this place.”


  “Stop it, you infernal chump! A fine representative you are of earthly manhood, jumping around like a rubber ball.” Winton was doing it himself a moment later. “Just to test the gravity,” he alibied.


  A few minutes later, sucking in huge lung-fulls of the fresh air and liking its tang, they strode forward in the odd wash of light from three sources. Under their feet was a smooth carpet of clipped grasses, almost park-like in appearance. Winton stooped to dig up a handful of soil, letting it run through his fingers.


  “Fine-grained stuff, weathered by ages and bacteria. The top-soil of a planet indicates its surface evolution as much as the life-forms. It’s good dirt.”


  “But not pay-dirt.” Boswell had planted his portable mass-atom analyzer on the ground and was reading its cryptic message. “The usual iron, calcium, aluminum, silicates, carbon—but no radium! Inside the ship, for three days, my electroscope discharged like seven hells. There has to be radium in this soil, yet there isn’t. Is MacKinzie, in behalf of Solar Metals Incorporation, going to be sore! His private theory, or hunch, is that Neptune and Pluto both should have lots of radium, since earth has more than Venus, Mars has more than earth, Jupiter has more than Mars, and so on. Greedy old optimist! Reckon he expected us to come back with a ton of pure metal.”


  He frowned. “But still, I don’t understand—”


  “Wouldn’t a large deposit at a distance work your electroscope?” Winton suggested thoughtfully.


  “Ye-es, except that I put a lead shield around it, which localizes the ionizing gamma-rays as coming from below, or above. Since above is ridiculous it must have come from the ground.” He waved his arm helplessly. “But Wade, the ground is almost virginically pure of radium contamination. Something’s crazy, and it may be me—soon.”


  “Or me.” Winton thumped his head with his knuckles. “I wish we hadn’t come here, for our peace of mind.


  Archie, there’s only one possible way to explain this tremendously abnormal surface temperature. The sun is out of the question. Neptune is cold; radiates nothing but reflected light. Radio-activity—that’s the only answer. And you say—”


  “—there isn’t any radium!”


  They grinned at one another humorlessly, more puzzled than they cared to admit. Winton dragged Boswell on to make tests of underlying soil at spot after spot.


  “No use,” summarized the latter mournfully. “The radio-active deposits that we know must be here aren’t here, Wade.”


  “How sensitive is your pop-gun there, Archie?”


  Boswell rolled his eyes eloquently.


  “It will detect the 0.4341 Angstrom radium-line straight down through anything but solid lead for two miles. It will spot a millionth of a milligram equal to a mole on a filterable virus’ left cheek—at a distance of five hundred feet. That’s sensitivity, my boy! If a wind blew over a pinhead of radium, and then blew the other way, it would still burn out my detector. Do I make myself disgustingly clear?”


  Winton moved on, shaking his head as though to clear it.


  “Why should we stir our cranial matter over it? Let the official men of science, when they get here some day, lose sleep. And now don’t get rattled, Archie, over what just walked out of the woods. Sure, I know it’s a man. So what?”


  Winton was trembling all over like a leaf.


  They had gone a half mile from their ship, in search of the radium phantom, and were close now to the edge of a forest. The trees looked disturbingly earthlike. It would have surprised them less to see bizarre freaks with roots in the air and leaves that smoked. One does not expect, or even like, an utterly alien world to flaunt a copy of earth’s typical environment. It is not comprehensible.


  Worse, to see a native creature built in the image of man was a blow to their neural systems. For man it was, in every detail, except that its face was half-human and half something indefinable. It moved slowly along, head up, plucking ripe fruits from the laden trees.


  “See?” gasped Boswell. “I told you I saw some manlike beings in the field-glasses from the ship, yesterday. You told me to stop being a ninny.” He jerked his gun out suddenly. “It—or he—looks half-way intelligent. Those other two expeditions; nothing like being on the alert.”


  Winton sneered.


  “Intelligent—bah! It’s purely an animal in freak human guise. Trick of evolution here. No adornments, no clothing, stark naked. Doesn’t even comb its hair. And it doesn’t recognize us as fellow creatures, though it sees us.”


  “But look at those eyes!” They had warily approached the creature, afraid of scaring it away. Instead it looked up at them with an almost disdainful expression in its quasi-human face. Boswell said again, “Just look at those eyes! Like bright jewels, glinting with intelligence. And a merry twinkle in them too.”


  “Bah!”


  “I’ll prove it.” Boswell smiled at the man-being. It promptly smiled back. In fact, its lips opened wider and a whistling laugh issued. Boswell looked foolish.


  “How impolite of it,” Winton said dryly. “I’ve always managed to restrain my merriment when I looked at you, Archie. Look at the darn thing now—it’s gone back to its feeding, ignoring us completely. It’s just an animal, with little instinct of fear. This must be a peaceful world.”


  The man-creature looked up as Winton stroked its shaggy mane of hair.


  “Not intelligent—peaceful world,” it said calmly.


  Winton jumped backward ten feet, almost knocking Boswell over en route.


  “Not intelligent, eh? But it talks,” grinned Boswell, grabbing his friend’s arm in time to save him a fall.


  “You talk too,” Winton growled. “And so does a parrot.” He approached the creature again, equanimity unruffled. “Look here, buddy,” he demanded, “how much do you know?”


  “Much know,” responded the being. Then it broke out in an infectious laugh. After a moment the two earthmen found themselves joining in. This seemed to inspire the creature more, and its peels rang out lustily. Boswell began to stagger and hold his sides, tears streaming down his cheeks.


  “What are we laughing about?” demanded Winton suddenly, stopping with a choke.


  “Nothing, I guess,” Boswell said ruefully, also stopping.


  “That is funny, but I won’t laugh.” Winton eyed the now quiet pseudoman calculatingly. “There’s something phoney about you, Mack. But I don’t know what it is.”


  “Something phoney, Mack,” said the being. A grin came over its face, so vapid and guileless that the two men couldn’t resist grinning back. Thereupon it burst out in a whinny-laugh that touched off the two humans as though they had been tuned sound-boxes.


  It was harder to stop this time, for their risibilities had been thoroughly aroused. Winton turned away, shook himself like a dog, and clamped his teeth together. Then he took Boswell by the shoulders and shook him with determined violence till he too sobered. When they stopped, the manbeing stopped.


  “When this chap hits your funny-bone,” Boswell gasped, “he uses a mallet.”


  “I don’t like this,” Winton snarled, glaring at the creature. “Begone, you laughing hyena.”


  “Like this laughing,” said the man-being with perfect inflections of voice.


  It reached out suddenly with one of its fruit-stained hands. Boswell’s pistol glinted in the light. The creature stepped back with it, turning it over and over in apparent delight.


  “Hey! Give that back!” Boswell tried to retrieve the gun, but the manbeing kept out of reach. “Please! That’s a dangerous toy. You might blow somebody’s head off—preferably your own. Now be a nice little whatever-you-are and—”


  Speaking soothingly, Boswell tried to approach again, but the pseudoman nimbly kept out of reach. Boswell winced as the long bright barrel swung toward him and one of the being’s fingers fumbled at the trig, ger.


  Winton stood paralyzed. “Watch out, Archie—”


  “Drat you, anyway!” Boswell leaped explosively at the man-being, but his stretching hands touched nothing as the creature agilely pranced away. Boswell stubbornly jumped again, anger in his face. With a smooth swiftness, the manbeing raced away, Boswell following like a huge bounding frog.


  In the light gravitation, they retreated rapidly.


  “Archie, you blasted boob!” Winton roared out. “Come back here—”


  But Boswell raced on. Winton hastily jerked a metal whistle out of his belt and blew on it tempestuously. The clear, shrill tone, designed to penetrate much further than the human voice, brought the flying earthman short. He came back at a lope, cursing bitterly. The pseudo-man, as though it had all been a game of tag, came trotting after him, still clutching the pistol.


  “Idiot!” greeted Winton scathingly. “Might as well try to run down earth’s best miler. Only way to get your gun back is wait till he’s tired of it. Watch now; when his ape-like nature is satisfied, he’ll drop it.”


  Boswell fidgeted nervously. “Or he’ll drop one of us.”


  “One of us,” said the man-being, setting off the fuse of laughter with a delirious trilling.


  THE two earthmen could no more resist it than rib-tickling. Boswell’s hearty guffaws and Winton’s high-pitched ululation, together with the man-being’s empty warbling, rang in a garbled trio over the greenery of Neptune’s moon. Overhead, the giant mother planet seemed to look on mockingly—ominously.


  There was a hysterical edge to their laughter before Winton could command himself. He had to kick Boswell in the shin three times before it wasn’t funny to him.


  “Ouch!” Boswell said weakly. “But thanks, Wade. My lungs are sore from that damnable fit. It’s not funny to have to laugh when there isn’t anything funny to laugh at—if you know what I mean.”


  “It wasn’t really laughing,” Winton groaned dismally. “It was merely the expulsion of air from our lungs in intermittent peristalsis of the throat. Like hiccoughs. People have been known to start like that and—” He grabbed his companion’s arm. “Something tells me we’d better get while the getting’s good.”


  “Wait. One more try at retrieving my gun.”


  Boswell turned to the man-being. “I hate to think of an amiable, merry soul like that carrying around a handful of sudden death. Maybe I can trade him. That usually works with children of nature.”


  He slipped his whistle from his belt, tooted it several times. “See, buddy?” he wheedled. “Isn’t it cute? Wouldn’t you rather have this shiny whistle than that nasty old gun?”


  “Cute buddy,” said the man-being, promptly taking the tendered object and returning the pistol. In perfect mimicry of Boswell’s elaborate pantomime, it put the whistle to its lips and blew gustily.


  Winton screwed up his face sourly. “Let’s go. Hello! Look! Some of his friends coming. Archie, I don’t like this!”


  Apparently attracted by the shrill whistling, a dozen other pseudo-men emerged from the forest and came up at a run. And pseudo-women. Some of them gave their irresistible laughter as they arrived. Thereafter, one or the other was always releasing its inane chuckles. The mirthful sounds deluged the earthmen.


  And laughter, even without cause, is one of the hardest things to resist.


  Boswell sank bonelessly to the ground in twisted Spasms of giggling. Winton tittered through clenched teeth, face purple with strain. A moment later he was in an uproarious state on the grass beside his friend. They writhed there, caught in a nervous storm more debilitating than any other human emotion.


  “This is infernal—ha! ha!” shouted Winton as best he could in Boswell’s ear.


  “Horrible—ho! ho!” roared Boswell. “I’m weak as a—wet rag—and getting weaker. I couldn’t lick—a mouse—right now.”


  “Got to—stop this!” chortled Winton. “But I can’t—haw! haw!”


  “Can’t stop,” said one of the creatures, reaching a hand down and plucking Winton’s whistle from his belt. Taking the cue, the others crowded around and began grasping whatever they could get their hands on. The earthmen were physically unable to resist, though they feebly tried.


  “Hang onto your gun—ha! ha!—if you can!” Winton had put both his hands around his pistol, hanging on for dear life. Boswell managed to do the same while he squirmed in laughter that was now painful and hysterical. The pseudo-humans took everything else—knives, gas helmets, bandoliers, bullets, and torn pieces of clothing till little but rags were left.


  It had something of the air of seemingly mild, friendly beings who had suddenly turned threatening and would punish these audacious, unwelcome two from another world.


  “Can’t stand much more of this!” laughed Boswell.


  “It will drive us insane!” chuckled Winton.


  “This must be the menace—the laughing menace—two other expeditions—gets you by surprise—” guffawed Boswell.


  “A half mile to the ship. We’ll never make it!” cackled Winton.


  “Can’t even get up!”


  “Irony of it! Enough ammunition in ship to blow up half the planet. And here we are—helpless!”


  They spoke only at the cost of terrific effort as constant peals of hilarious laughter racked their bodies. They were barely able to see, through tear-blurred eyes, that dozens of other pseudo-humans had come up. They milled around the two helplessly contorted earthmen, filling the air with their empty trills. Key-sounds that titillated human risibilities beyond the point of endurance.


  “Must do something—” Winton gripped his reeling senses with superhuman will-power. “Archie, hit me! Hit me in the face as hard as you can.”


  Boswell whipped his balled fist around, but the blow landed limply. Winton only laughed the harder.


  “Fight each other,” commanded Winton. “Anger drive out fit.”


  They tried it for a while, kicking, striking, hammering at one another, raising bruises whose pain they could not feel. But the ghastly laughter that came from their lacerated throats continued unabated. They stopped their physical exertions, completely exhausted.


  “Our guns!” Boswell gasped. “Last resort. Must kill them. Hate to but it’s them or us.”


  He raised his pistol, taking aim for the nearest prancing man-being, displaying a stolen belt to a woman-being proudly.


  “No.” Winton knocked his arm down. “Too many. Shoot in air. Maybe the noise—”


  Winton fired upward. With startling suddenness the paean of garbed laughter died out. The beings had all leaped away like wild horses. The rush of their bare feet receded.


  THE two Earthmen reeled to their feet, and staggered in the direction of their ship. The creatures congregated in a group a few hundred yards away, watching.


  “What a relief!” Boswell gasped. “My face muscles will never be the same. Wade, that was diabolical. Momus, the terrible God of Laughter, rules here.” He hurled several choice inprecations over his shoulder. “I’d rather face dragons than those critters.”


  “We’re not out of danger yet,” Winton ground out wryly. “Look, here they come again. We’ll have to conserve bullets. Half a mile to go. I’ll use mine first. One each time they start their infernal whinnying.”


  The creatures gamboled up before they had gone a hundred yards. For a while they frisked silently around the drunkenly loping earthmen, like friendly dogs. Then suddenly one of their number gave a tentative snicker that swept the ranks like a prairie fire. The two humans trembled as though a mighty wind had buffeted them. Biting their lips till blood came, they plunged on. But within them a bubbling, gushing tidal wave of laughter flooded up inexorably.


  “Damn you all seven times over!” Boswell cursed, already folding up like a straw-man as a hysterically hearty gust of laughter shook him.


  Chuckling like an idiot, legs turning to rubber, Winton flung his hand up at the last possible second and fired. He struggled up from his knees, jerked Boswell’s arm, and stumbled toward the ship. The beings had whisked away at the shattering report, but this time they did not run so far, nor display so much fear.


  “Remember that expression, Wade?” Boswell panted. “ ‘They laughed him off the face of the earth?’ I can appreciate that now! And can’t you just picture one of these jolly fellows pulling you aside to tell you a droll story and saying, ‘This’ll kill you!’ ”


  He stared wearily ahead at their gleaming ship, whose haven alone would protect them from the laughing menace. ‘How did we get so thunderation far from our space buggy?”


  “We were looking for radium that doesn’t exist, like a couple of champion chumps,” reminded Winton in dreary tones. “Like I said before, this whole set-up is screwier than a sardine nightmare. An earth-temperatured moon without radium, inhabited by laughing maniacs who speak English pronto without a lesson, and overhead a moon’s moon—” He groaned dismally. “But here come our jovial hosts again!”


  “Like wolves to the kill!”


  They had another minute’s grace before the creatures began their chorus of laughter. Then the typhoon of mirth caught them, tossing them toward the heights of insane laughter. The firing of Winton’s pistol pulled them back from the brink. The beings retreated, but with less startlement, and each succeeding time the interval between firing was shortened. The creatures were fast becoming conditioned to the sharp noise.


  “Chinese knew their stuff,” Boswell remarked bitterly. “An old trick of theirs—torturing victims to death by tickling them into laughing fits.”


  “My gun’s empty,” Winton rasped. “Use yours the next time.”


  “Hundred yards to go!” gasped Boswell when his last bullet was gone.


  His red-rimmed eyes hung on the looming ship with the look of a pilgrim at a saint’s shrine. “We’ve got to make it, Wade. Think of all the sad things you can before they get back. Funerals, invalids, hospitals, shattered love. Life is a vale of tears. All things are rotten at the core.


  There is nothing but misery, suffering, despair. Oh, how sad, sad, sad it all is—sad, sad—” He choked. “Sad—haw! haw!—sad—ho! ho!—”


  The beings were all around them again, whinnying blithely, and the two earthmen were already writhing in the paroxysms of mirthless laughter. They staggered forward desperately on legs that were turning to paper.


  “Never make it!” Winton pointed his gun grimly at his friend’s head. His painfully twisted face, behind its mask of pseudo-mirth, was that of a weeping man. “Saved a bullet—for you, Archie old man—no need for both of us—to die this way—”


  Winton fired.


  The bullet missed, aimed by a trembling hand, blurred eyes. It struck the ship whose metal sides rang out like a gigantic bell. At this new noise, stentorian in volume, the beings pranced away in confusion.


  Winton and Boswell were able to reel within a hundred feet of the ship’s lock. Then the creatures were back. Winton flung his gun at the ship, to make a noise. During this interval they reduced the distance by one-third. Boswell flung his finally.


  But twenty feet from the lock they were caught again, writhing on the grass, as far from safety as though they were in the middle of a desert. Only a dim hope kept them from screaming insanity.


  Winton tried stopping his ears with his fingers, but the fuse-sound of laughter leaked through. He tore up a tuft of grass and stuffed this into his ears savagely. Boswell followed suit. It was enough of a success to enable them to crawl forward inch by inch, foot by foot, between spasms of laughter that turned their muscles to water.


  Fingers, elbows and knees scratched and bleeding, they reached the lock. Winton arose with agonizing effort on legs he knew didn’t exist, to reach the combination dial for the lock.


  20-83-3.


  He remembered the numbers, thank God. He dialed the final figure after an age-long hell of racking laughter, then fell. Boswell rose to jerk the lever and swing the door. They crawled into the lock-chamber through effort measured only in mental horsepower.


  Once in, Boswell made a feeble kick at a vapid face and tugged the door shut. He finally had to slide the handle under his arm-pit and let the weight of his body do what his nerveless hands could not.


  The seal closed, shutting off the sounds from outside. The two earthmen lay quivering like jellyfish, closer to their last ounce of strength and last shred of sanity than ever before in their not-too-tranquil lives of adventure and danger.


  “This,” Boswell grunted weakly, “is heaven. Hell’s outside. I’ll never laugh again for the rest of my life.”


  “Nor will I,” Winton agreed. “My ribs are so sore that they must be scraping raw meat at the edges. The word ‘laugh’ is stricken from my vocabulary. Hereafter, when someone tells me a joke that is funny, I’ll show my appreciation by writing ‘ha, ha’ on a piece of paper.”


  But suddenly Winton did start laughing. However it was real laughter, without hysteria. Boswell joined him.


  “We did put it over on them, at that,” he gloated.


  “You fool, I’m not laughing about that. I’ve just figured out where our radium is. About a year from now, when I get up enough energy to move, I’ll show you.”


  AS their ship retreated from the Neptunian system, Boswell ogled the little moon of the moon they had just visited. He gave it a fond glance, for it was almost solid radium. Financially, their expedition was a thundering success.


  “Everything dovetails,” expostulated Winton in high good humor.


  “When you told me you had your electroscope shielded so that only above or below could lie the radium, I should have suspected immediately that it was the second-hand moon above! Naturally I couldn’t expect your lame brain to figure it out.


  “For countless ages this grandchild moon has been revolving about Neptune’s moon, shedding down its flood of energy from the radium. Result—warmed and habitable moon. Propitious environment. Life, evolution. A strange kind of evolution that has produced creatures with an overdeveloped sense of humor. Those other two expeditions were laughed to death! The next had better be composed of deaf-mutes.”


  He shuddered. “Laughing—laughing—with nothing to laugh at!”


  Boswell grinned crookedly. “Not in my case, Wade boy. During the time I was laughing and knew I couldn’t stop, I thought of all the good jokes I’d heard, enjoying them again. Only they got kind of stale on the fifth round or so.”


  He looked at Winton in sudden triumph. “Ha, my superior friend, how do you explain those beings? The laughing mechanism is a perfect natural defense—but only of intelligent beings. You can’t deny that, not to mention repeating and using English words according to meaning, which means telepathy. You were the one, Wade, who said there’d be no slightest sign of intelligence out here—”


  Winton shook his head. “They aren’t intelligent. They are in the class of genius.”


  “Well?” snorted Boswell.


  “A genius is not intelligent,” stated Winton calmly. “He is abnormally brilliant in one sole direction, subnormal in all else. Take his average and he’s mediocre. Often, in a manner of speaking, he’s insane.” He eyed Boswell meaningly. “You aren’t brilliant in any way, are you, Archie?”


  “Oh, no, not at all!” Boswell assured him hastily.


  Bratton’s Idea


  Manly Wade Wellman


  OLD BRATTON, janitor at the studios of Station XCV in Hollywood, was as gaunt as Karloff, as saturnine as Rathbone, as enigmatic as Lugosi. He was unique among Californians in professing absolutely no motion picture ambitions. Once, it is true, a director had stopped him on the street and offered to test him for a featured role, but old Bratton had refused with loud indignation when he heard that the role would be that of a mad scientist. Old Bratton was touchy about mad scientists, because he was one.


  For a time he had been a studio electrician, competent though touchy; but then it developed that he had lied about his age—he was really eighty years old, and he had been fooling with electricity ever since Edison put apparatus of various sorts within the reach of everyone. Studio rules imposed pretty strict age limits on the various jobs, and so he was demoted to a janitorship.


  He accepted, grumbling, because he needed money for the pursuit he had dreamed of when a boy and maintained from his youth onward. In his little two-room apartment he had gathered a great jumble of equipment—coils, transformers, cathodes, lenses, terminals—some of it bought new, some salvaged from studio junk, and a great deal curiously made and not to be duplicated elsewhere save in the eccentric mind of its maker. For old Bratton, with the aid of electricity, thought to create life.


  “Electricity is life,” he would murmur, quoting Dr. C. W. Roback, who had been venerable when old Bratton was young. And again: “All these idiots think that ‘Frankenstein’ is a romance and ‘R.U.R.’ a flight of fancy. But all robot stories are full of truth. I’ll show them.”


  But he hadn’t shown them yet, and he was eighty-two. His mechanical arrangements were wonderful and crammed with power. They could make dead frogs kick, dead birds flutter. They could make the metal figures he constructed, whether large or small, stir and seem about to wake. But only while the current animated them.


  “The fault isn’t with the machine,” he would say again, speaking aloud but taking care none overheard. “It’s perfect—I’ve seen to that. No, it’s in the figures. They’re too clumsy and creaky. All the parts are good, but the connections are wrong, somehow. Wish I knew anatomy better. And a dead body, even a fresh one, has begun dissolution. I must try and get—”


  Haranguing himself thus one evening after the broadcast, he pushed his mop down a corridor to the open door of a little rehearsal hall, then stopped and drew into a shadowy corner, for he had almost blundered upon Ben Gascon in the act of proposing marriage.


  Ben Gascon, it will be remembered, was at the time one of radio’s highest paid performers, and well worthy of his hire for the fun he made. Earlier in life he had been a competent vaudeville artist. When, through no fault of his, vaudeville died, Gascon went into sound pictures and radio.


  He was a ventriloquist, adroit and seasoned by years of performance, and a man of intelligence and showmanship as well. Coming to the stage from medical school, he had constructed with his own skilful hands the small figure of wood, metal, rubber and cloth that had become known to myriads as Tom-Tom. Tom-Tom the impish, the witty, the leering cynic, the gusty little clown, the ironical jokester, who sat on the knee of Ben Gascon and, by a seeming misdirection of voice, roused the world to laughter by his sneers and sallies. Tom-Tom was so droll, so dynamic, so uproariously wicked in thought and deed, that listeners were prone to forget the seemingly quiet, grave, Ben Gascon who held him and fed him solemn lines on which to explode firecracker jokes—Ben Gascon, who really did the thinking and the talking that Tom-Tom the dummy might be a headliner in the entertainment world.


  Not really a new thing—the combination of comedian and stooge may or may not have begun with Aristophanes in ancient Greece—but Ben Gascon was offering both qualities in his own person, and in surpassing excellence. Press agents and commentators wrote fascinating conjectures about his dual personality. In any case. Tom-Tom was the making of him. It was frequently said that Gascon would be as lost without Tom-Tom as TomTom without Gascon.


  But tonight Ben Gascon and TomTom were putting on a show for an audience of one.


  Shannon Cole was the prima donna and co-star of the program. She was tall, almost as tall as Gascon, and her skin was delectably creamy, and her dark hair wound into a glossy coronet of braids. Usually she seemed stately and mournful, to match the songs of love and longing she sang in a rich contralto; but now she almost groaned with laughter as she leaned above the impudent Tom-Tom, who sat on the black broadcloth knee of Ben Gascon and cocked his leering wooden face up at her. Above Gascon’s tuxedo his slender, wide-lined face was a dusky red. His lips seemed tight, even while they stealthily formed words for TomTom.


  “Oh, Shanny,” it seemed that TomTom was crooning, in that ingratiating drawl that convulsed listeners from coast to coast, “don’t you think that you and I might just slip away alone somewhere and—and—” The wooden head writhed around toward Gascon. “Get away, Gaspipe! Don’t you see that I’m in conference with a very lovely lady? Can’t you learn when you’re not wanted?”


  Shannon Cole leaned back in her own chair, sighing because she had not enough breath to laugh any more. “I never get enough of Tom-Tom,” she vowed between gasps. “We’ve been broadcasting together for two years now, and he’s still number one in my heart. Ben, how do you ever manage—”


  “Shanny,” drawled the voice that was Tom-Tom’s, “this idiot Ben Gascon has something to say. He wants me to front for him—but why do I always have to do the talking while he gets the profit. Speak up, Gaspipe—who’s got your tongue this time, the cat, or the cat?”


  Shannon Cole looked at the ventriloquist, and suddenly stopped laughing. Her face was pale, as his had gone red. She folded her slender hands in her lap, and her eyes were all for Gascon, though it was as if Tom-Tom still spoke:


  “I’ll be John Alden,” vowed TomTom with shrill decision. “I’ll talk up for this big yokel—I always do, don’t I, Shanny? As Gaspipe’s personal representative—engaged at enormous expense—I want to put before you a proposition. One in which I’m interested. After all, I should have a say as to who will be my—well, my stepmother—”


  “It won’t work!” came the sudden, savage voice of Ben Gascon.


  Rising, he abruptly tossed TomTom upon a divan. Shannon Cole, too, was upon her feet. “Ben!” she quavered. “Why, Ben!”


  “I’ve done the most foolish thing a ventriloquist could do,” he flung out.


  “Well—if you were really serious, you didn’t need to clown. You think it was fair to me?”


  He shook his head. “Tom-Tom’s done so much of my saucy talking for me these past years that I thought I’d use him to get out what I was afraid to tell you myself,” he confessed wretchedly.


  “Then you were afraid of me,” Shannon accused. She, too, was finding it hard to talk. Gascon made a helpless gesture.


  “Well, it didn’t work,” he groaned. “I’m sorry. You’re right if you think I’ve been an idiot. Just pretend it never happened.”


  “Why, Ben—” she began once more, and broke off.


  “We’ve just finished our last program for the year,” said Ben Gascon. “Next year I won’t be around. I think I’ll stop throwing my voice for a while and live like a human being. Once I studied to be a doctor. Perhaps once more I can—”


  He walked out. The rush of words seemed to have left him spiritually limp and wretched.


  Shannon Cole watched him go. Then she bent above the discarded figure of little Tom-Tom, who lay on his back and goggled woodenly up at her. She put out a hand toward him, and her full raspberry-tinted lips trembled. Then she, too, left.


  And old Bratton stole from his hiding, to where lay the dummy. Lifting it, he realized that here was what he wanted. Again he spoke aloud—he never held with the belief that talking to onesself is the second or third stage of insanity:


  “Clever one, that Gascon. This thing’s anatomically perfect, even to the jointed fingers.” Thrusting his arm through the slit in the back, he explored the hollow body and head. “Space for organs—yes, every movement and reaction provided for—and a personality.”


  He straightened up, the figure in his arms. “That’s it! That’s why I’ve failed! My figures were dead before they began, but this one has life!” He was muttering breathlessly. “It’s like a worn shoe, or an inhabited house, or a favorite chair. I don’t have to add the life force, I need only to stimulate what’s here.”


  Ben Gascon, at the stage door, had telephoned for a taxi. He turned at the sound of approaching footsteps, and faced old Bratton, who carried Tom-Tom.


  “Mr. Gascon—this dummy—”


  “I’m through with him,” said Gascon shortly.


  “Then, can I have him?”


  Tom-Tom seemed to stare at Gascon. Was it mockery, or pleading, in those bulging eyes?


  “Take him and welcome,” said Gascon, and strode out to wait for his taxi.


  When old Bratton finished his cleaning that night, he carried away a bulky bundle wrapped in newspapers. He returned to his lodgings, but not to eat or sleep. First he filled the emptiness of Tom-Tom’s head and body with the best items culled from his unsuccessful robots—a cunning braindevice, all intricate wiring and radiating tubes set in a mass of synthetic plasm; a complex system of wheels, switches and tubes, in the biggest hollow where a heart, lungs and stomach should be; special wires, of his own alloy, connecting to the ingenious muscles of rubberette that Ben Gascon had devised for Tom-Tom’s arms, legs and fingers; a jointed spinal column of aluminum; an artificial voice-box just inside the moveable jaws; and wondrous little marble-shaped camera developments for eyes, in place of the movable mockeries in Tom-Tom’s sockets.


  It was almost dawn before old Bratton stitched up the slit in the back of Tom-Tom’s little checked shirt, and laid the completed creation upon the bedlike slab that was midmost of his great fabric of machinery in the rear room. To Tom-Tom’s wrists, ankles, and throat he clamped the leads of powerful terminals. With a gingerly care like that of a surgeon at a delicate operation, he advanced a switch so as to throw the right amount of current into play.


  The whole procession of wheeled machinery whispered into motion, its voice rising to a clear hum. A spark sprang from a knob at the top, extend ed its blinding length to another knob and danced and struggled there like a radiant snake caught between the beaks of two eagles. Old Bratton gave the mechanism more power, faster and more complicated action. His bright eyes clung greedily to the little body lying on the slab.


  “He moves, he moves,” old Bratton cackled excitedly. “His wheels are going round, all right. Now, if only—”


  Abruptly he shut off the current. The machinery fell dead silent.


  “Sit up, Tom-Tom!” commanded old Bratton harshly.


  And Tom-Tom sat up, his fingers tugging at the clamps that imprisoned him.


  THE LOS ANGELES papers made little enough fuss over the death of old Bratton. True, he was murdered—they found him stabbed, lying face down across the threshold of his rear room that was jammed full of strange mechanical junk—but the murder of a janitor is not really big crime news in a city the size of Los Angeles.


  The police were baffled, more so because none of them could guess what the great mass of machinery could be, if indeed it were anything. But they forgot their concern the following week, when they had a more important murder to consider, that of one Digs Dilson.


  Digs Dilson was high in the scale of local gang authority. He had long occupied a gaudy apartment in that expensive Los Angeles hotel which has prospered by catering to wealthy criminals. He was prudent enough to have a bedroom with no fire escape. He feared climbing assassins from without more than flames from within. In front of his locked room slept two bodyguards on cots, and his own bedside window was tightly wedged in such a fashion that no more than five inches of opening showed between sill and sash. The electric power-line that was clamped along the brickwork just outside could hardly have supported a greater weight than thirty or forty pounds.


  Yet Digs Dilson had been killed at close range, by a stab with an ordinary kitchen knife, as he slept. The knife still remained in the wound, as if defying investigators to trace finger-prints that weren’t there. And the bodyguards had not been wakened and the door had remained locked on the inside.


  The blade of the knife, had anyone troubled to compare wounds, could have been demonstrated to be the exact size and shape as the one that had killed old Bratton. His landlord might have been able to testify that it came from old Bratton’s little store of kitchen utensils. But nobody at police headquarters bothered to connect the murders of a friendless janitor and a grand duke of gangdom. After considerable discussion and publicity, the investigators called the case one of suicide. How else could Digs Dilson have received a knife in his body?


  Hope was expressed that the Dilson mob, formerly active and successful in meddling with film extras’ organizations and the sea food racket, would now dissolve. But the hope was short-lived.


  A spruce lieutenant of the dead chief, a man by the name of Juney Saltz, was reputed to have taken command. He appeared briefly at the auction of old Bratton’s effects, buying all the mysterious machinery at junk prices and carting it away. After that, the organization, now called the Salters, blossomed out into the grim but well-paid professions of kidnapping, alien-running and counterfeiting.


  The first important kidnapping they achieved, that of a very frightened film director, gained them a ransom of ninety thousand dollars and the attention of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


  The victim, once released, told of imprisonment in a dank cellar, blindfolded and shackled. Once, fleetingly, he saw a captor who looked like the rogue’s gallery photographs of Juney Saltz, but that person was plainly not the one in authority. In fact, he seemed to listen with supple respect to a high but masterful voice that gave orders. And the owner of that high voice once came close to the chair where the prisoner sat bound; the point from which the voice seemed to issue was very, very close to the cellar floor, as though the speaker was no more than two feet high.


  An individual short and shrill! Did a child rule that desperate band? The sages of the law were more apt to consider this a clever simulation, with the order—giver crouching low and squeaking high lest he be identified. A judicious drag-netting of several unsavory drinking places brought in one of the old Dilson crowd, who was skilfully, if roughly, induced to talk.


  He admitted a part in the kidnapping and ransom collection. He described the cellar hideout as being located in a shabby suburb. He implicated several of his comrades by name, including Juney Saltz. But he shut up with a snap when his interrogators touched on the subject of the Salters’ real chief. No, it wasn’t Juney Saltz—Juney was only a front. No, nobody on the police records but, he insisted pallidly, he wouldn’t say any more. Let them kill him if they wanted to, he was through talking.


  “I’d rather die in the chair this minute than get my turn with the boss,” he vowed hysterically. “Don’t tell me you’ll take care of me, either. There’s things can get between bars, through keyholes even, into the deepest hole you got. And you can smack me around all week before I’ll pipe up with another word.”


  His captors shut him in an inside cell generally reserved for psychopathic cases—a solidly plated cubicle, with no window, grating, or other opening save a narrow ventilator in the ceiling that gave upon a ten-inch shaft leading to the roof. Then they gathered reenforcements and weapons and descended on the house with the cellar where the kidnapped director had been held for ransom.


  Stealthily surrounding that house, they shouted the customary invitation to surrender. Silence for a few seconds, then a faint-hearted member of the Salters appeared at the front door with his hands up. He took a step into the open, and dropped dead to the accompaniment of a pistol-report from inside. And the besiegers heard the shrill voice about which they had been wondering:


  “Come in and take us. This place is as full of death as a drug store!”


  Followed a loud and scientific bombardment with machine guns, gas bombs and riot guns. The mobster who had been placed on guard at the back door showed too much of himself and was picked off. A contingent of officers made a quick, planned rush. More fighting inside, with three more Salters dying in hot blood in the parlor and kitchen. What seemed to be the sole survivor fled to the cellar and locked himself in a rear compartment. The walls were of concrete, the one door of massive planking. The chief of the attacking force stood in front of this door and raised his voice:


  “Hello, in there! You’re Juney Saltz, aren’t you?”


  Gruff was the reply: “What if I am? Don’t try to crack in here. I’ll get the first copper shows me his puss, and the second and the third.”


  “You can’t get us all, Juney. And we’ve got more men out here than you’ve got bullets in there. Come out with your hands up while you still have the chance to stand a fair trial.”


  “Not me,” growled Juney Saltz from within. “Come in and catch me before you talk about what kind of a trial I’ll get.”


  There was a keyhole, only partially blocked by the turnkey. One of the G-men bent and thrust in the point of something that looked like a fountain pen. Carefully he pressed a stud. The little tube spurted a cloud of tear gas through the keyhole into Juney Saltz’s, fortress. The besiegers grinned at each other, and all relaxed to wait.


  The waiting was not long, as it developed. Juney Saltz spoke up within, his voice a blubber: “Hey! I—I’m s-smothering—”


  “But I’m not,” drawled the same high voice that was becoming familiar. “Sit back, Juney, and put your head between your knees. You’ll stand it better that way.”


  “I’m—done for!” wailed Juney Saltz. “If they crack in, I—I can’t s-see to shoot!”


  “I can see to shoot.” The shrill voice had become deadly. “And you’ll be the first thing I shoot at if you don’t do what I tell you.”


  A strangled howl burst from Juney Saltz. “I’d rather be shot than—” And next moment he was scrabbling at the door. “I surrender! I’ll let you bulls in!”


  He had turned the key in the lock just as the shot that killed him rang out. A rush of police foiled an attempt from within to fasten the door again. Sneezing and gurgling, two of the raiders burst into the final stronghold, stumbling over the subsiding lump of flesh that had been Juney Saltz.


  Blinded by tears from their own gas, they could not be sure afterward of what the scurrying little thing was that they saw and fired at. Those outside knew that nothing could have won past them, and the den itself had no window that was not bricked up. When the gas had been somewhat blown out, an investigator gave the place a thorough searching. Yes, there was one opening, a stovepipe hole through which a cat might have slipped. That was all. And the place was empty but for the body of Juney Saltz.


  “Juney was shot in the back,” announced another operative, bending to examine the wound. “I think I see what happened. Squeaky-Voice was at that stovepipe hole, and plugged him from there as he tried to let us in. Then Juney tried to lock up again, just as we pushed the door open.”


  Upstairs they went, and investigated further. The hole had joined a narrow chimney, with no way out except the upper end, a rectangle eight inches by ten. Even with six corpses to show, the agents returned to their headquarters with a feeling of failure. “In the morning,” they promised one another, “we’ll give that one Salter we’re holding another little question bee.”


  But in the morning, the jailer with breakfast found that prisoner dead.


  He had been caught with a noose of thin, strong cord, tightened around his throat from behind. Suicide? But the cord had been drawn into the little ventilator hole, and tied to a projecting rivet far inside and above.


  On the same day, police, federal agents, newspapers and the public generally were exercised by the information that Shannon Cole, popular contralto star of stage, screen and radio, had been kidnapped from her Beverly Hills bedroom. No clues, and so the investigation turned to her acquaintances, among whom was Ben Gascon, recently retired from stage, screen and radio.


  BENJAMIN FRANKLIN GASCON left the office of the Los Angeles chief of detectives, where he had spent a most trying forenoon convincing his interrogators that he had no idea why he should be brought into the case. He knew nothing of the underworld. True, he knew Miss Cole professionally, but—and his face was rueful—had no reason to count himself a really close friend of hers. He had not seen her since the termination of their latest radio assignment. His personal affairs, meanwhile, were quite open to investigation; he had grown weary of ventriloquism, and had retired to live on the income from his investments. Later, he might resume his earlier profession, medicine. He was attending lectures now at the University of California in Los Angeles. And once again, he had no idea of how he was being brought into this case, or of who could have kidnapped Miss Cole.


  But, even as he departed, he suddenly got that idea.


  “Tom-Tom!”


  It took moments to string together the bits of logic which brought that thought into his mind.


  Things had happened to people, mostly gangsters, at the hands of a malevolent creature; that is, if the creature had hands—but it must have hands, if it could wield a gun, a slipcord, a knife! It must also be notably small and nimble, if it really traveled up chimneys, down ventilator shafts, along power-lines and through stovepipe holes. Gascon’s imagination, as good as anyone’s, toyed with the conception of a wise and wicked monkey, or of a child possessed by evil like the children of old Salem, or a dwarf.


  But the point at which he coupled on his theory was the point at which police had paused, or rather begun.


  Digs Dilson had been killed with a knife. So had old Bratton.


  He, Ben Gascon, had given old Bratton the dummy that people called TomTom. And old Bratton was forthwith murdered. Gascon had meant to go to the funeral, but something had turned up to interfere. What else concerned the janitor? What, for instance, had the younger electricians and engineers teased him about so often? “Electricity is life,” that was old Bratton’s constant claim. And he was said to have whole clutters of strange machinery at his shabby rooms.


  Bratton had taken Tom-Tom. Thereafter Bratton and others had been killed. In the background of their various tragedies had lurked and plotted something small, evil, active, and strange enough to frighten the most hardened of criminals. “Electricity is life”—and Bratton had toiled over some kind of electrical apparatus that might or might not be new and powerful in ways unknown to ordinary electricians.


  Gascon left the rationalization half completed in the back of his mind, and sought out the shabby street where the janitor had lodged.


  The landlord could not give him much help. To be sure old Bratton had made a nuisance of himself with his machines, mumbling that they would startle the world some day; but after his death, someone had bought those machines, loaded them upon a truck and carted them off. The landlord had seen the purchase, and later identified the purchaser from newspaper photographs as the late Juney Saltz.


  And Juney Saltz, pondered Gascon, had been killed by something with a shrill voice, that could crawl through a stovepipe hole . . . . “You saw the sale of the goods?” he prompted the landlord. “Was there a dummy—a thing like a big doll, such as ventriloquists use?”


  The landlord shook his head. “Nothing like that. I’d have noticed if there was.”


  So Tom-Tom, who had gone home with old Bratton, had vanished.


  Gascon left the lodgings and made a call at a newspaper office, where he inserted a personal notice among the classified advertisements:


  T-T. I have you figured out. Clever, but your old partner can add two and two and get four. Better let S.C. go. B.F.G.


  The notice ran for three days. Then a reply, in the same column:


  B.F.G. So what? T-T.


  It was bleak, brief defiance, but Gascon felt a sudden blaze of triumph. Somehow he had made a right guess, on a most fantastic proposition. TomTom had come to life as a lawless menace. All that he, Gascon, need do, was act accordingly. He made plans, then inserted another message:


  T-T. I made you, and I can break you. This is between us. Get in touch with me, or I’ll come looking for you. You won’t like that. B.F.G.


  Next day his telephone rang. A hoarse voice called him by name:


  “Look, Gascon, you better lay off if you know what’s good for you.”


  “Ah,” replied Gascon gently, “TomTom seems to have taken up conventional gangster methods. It means that he’s afraid—which I’m not. Tell him I’m not laying off, I’m laying on.”


  That night he took dinner at a restaurant on a side street. As he left it, two men sauntered out of a doorway and came up on either side of him. One was as squat and bulky as a wrestler, with a truculent square face. The other, taller but scrawny, had a broad brow and a narrow chin, presenting the facial triangle which phrenologists claim denotes shrewdness. Both had their hands inside their coats, where bulges betrayed the presence of holstered guns.


  “This is a stickup,” said Triangle-Face. “Don’t make a move or a peep, or we’ll cut down on you.”


  They walked him along the street.


  “I’m not moving or peeping,” Gascon assured them blandly, “but where are you taking me?”


  “Into this car,” replied the trianglefaced one, and opened the rear door of a parked sedan. Gascon got in, with the powerful gunman beside him. The other got into the front seat and took the wheel.


  “No funny business,” he cautioned as he trod on the starter. “The boss wants to talk to you.”


  The car drew away from the curb, heading across town. Gascon produced his cigarette case—Shannon Cole had given it to him on his last birthday—opened it, and offered it to the man beside him. Smiling urbanely at the curt growl of refusal, he then selected a cigarette and lighted it.


  “Understand one thing,” he bade his captors, through a cloud of smoke. “I’ve expected this. I’ve worked for it. And I have written very fully about all angles of this particular case. If anything happens to me, the police will get my report.”


  It was patently a bluff, and in an effort to show that it did not work both men laughed scornfully.


  “We’re hotter than a couple wolves in a prairie fire right now,” the triangle-faced one assured him. “Anyway, no dumb cop would believe the truth about the boss.”


  That convinced Gascon that he was on his way to Tom-Tom. Too, the remark about “a coupla wolves” showed that the driver thought of only two members of the gang. Tom-Tom’s following must have been reduced to these. Gascon sat back with an air of enjoying the ride. Growling again, his big companion leaned over and slapped him around the body. There was no hard lump to betray knife or pistol, and the bulky fellow grunted to show that he was satisfied. Gascon was satisfied as well. His pockets were not probed into, and he was carrying a weapon that, if unorthodox, was nevertheless efficient. He foresaw the need and the chance to use it.


  “Is Miss Cole all right?” he asked casually.


  “Sure she is,” replied Square-Face.


  “Pipe down, you!” snapped his companion from the driver’s seat. “Let the boss do the talking to this egg.


  “Your boss likes to do the talking, I judge,” put in Gascon, still casually. “Do you like to listen? Or,” and his voice took on a mocking note, “does he give you the creeps?”


  “Never mind,” Square-Face muttered. “He’s doing okay.”


  “But not his followers,” suggested Gascon. “Quite a few of them have been killed, eh? And aren’t you two the only survivors of the old Dilson crowd? How long will your luck hold out, I wonder?”


  “Longer than yours,” replied the man at the wheel sharply. “If you talk any more, we’ll put the slug on you.”


  The remainder of the ride was passed in silence, and the car drew up at length before a quiet suburban cottage, on the edge of town almost directly opposite the scene of the recent fight between police and the Salters.


  The three entered a dingy parlor, full of respectable looking furniture. “Keep him here,” Triangle-Face bade Square-Face. “I’ll go help the boss get ready to talk to him.”


  He was gone. His words suggested that there would be some moments alone with Square-Face, and Gascon meant to make use of them.


  The big fellow sat down. “Take a chair,” he bade, but Gascon shook his head and lighted another cigarette. He narrowed his eyes, in his best diagnostician manner, to study his guard.


  “You look as if there was something wrong with your glands,” he said crisply.


  “Ain’t nothing wrong with me,” was the harsh response.


  “Are you sure? How do you feel?”


  “Good enough to pull a leg off of you if you don’t shut that big mouth.”


  Gascon shrugged, and turned to a rear wall. A picture hung there, a very unsightly oil painting. He put his hand up, as if to straighten it on its hook. Then he glanced toward a window, letting his eyes dilate. “Ahhhh!” he said softly.


  Up jumped the gangster, gun flashing into view. “What did you say?” he demanded.


  “I just said ‘Ahhhh,’ ” replied Gascon, his eyes fixed on the window.


  “If anybody’s followed you here—” The giant broke off and tramped toward the window to look out.


  Like a flash Gascon leaped after him. With him he carried the picture, lifted from where it hung. He swept it through the air, using the edge of the frame like a hatchet and aiming at the back of the thick neck.


  The blow was powerful and well placed. Knocked clean out, the gangster fell on his face. Gascon stooped, hooked his hands under the armpits, and made shift to drag the slack weight back to its chair. It took all his strength to set his victim back there. Then he drew from his side pocket the thing he had been carrying for days—a wad of cotton which he soaked in chloroform. Holding it to the broad nose, he waited until the last tenseness went out of the great limbs. Then he crossed one leg over the other knee, poised the head against the chair-back, an elbow on a cushioned arm. Clamping the nerveless right hand about the pistol-butt, he arranged it in the man’s lap. Now the attitude was one of assured relaxation. Gascon hung the picture back in place, and himself sat down. He still puffed on the cigarette that had not left his lips.


  He had more than a minute to wait before the leaner mobster returned. “Ready for you now,” he said to Gascon, beckoning him through a rear door. He gave no more than a glance to his quiet, easy-seeming comrade.


  They went down some stairs into a basement—plainly basements were an enthusiasm of the commander of this enterprise—and along a corridor. At the end was a door, pulled almost shut, with light showing through the crack. “Go in,” ordered Triangle-Face, and turned as if to mount the stairs again.


  But it was not Gascon’s wish that he find his companion senseless. In fact, Gascon had no intention of leaving anyone in the way of the retreat he hoped to make later. With his hand on the doorknob, he spoke:


  “One thing, my friend.”


  Triangle-Face paused and turned. “I’m no friend of yours. What do you want?”


  Gascon extended his other hand. “Wish me luck.”


  “The only luck I wish you is bad. Don’t try to grab hold of me.”


  The gangster’s hand slid into the front of his coat, toward that bulge that denoted an armpit holster. Gascon sprang upon him, catching him by the sleeve near the elbow so that he could not whip free with the weapon. Gascon’s other hand dived into his own pocket, again clutching the big wad of chloroform-soaked cotton.


  He whipped the wad at and upon the triangular face. The man tried to writhe away but Gascon, heavier and harder-muscled than he, shoved him against the wall, where the back of his head could be clamped and held. Struggling, the fellow breathed deeply, again, again. His frantic flounderings suddenly went feeble. Gascon judged the dose sufficient, and let go his holds. The man subsided limply and Gascon, still holding to his sleeve, dragged the right hand out of the coat. Dropping his wad of cotton, he took up the big pistol.


  “I’m afraid, Gaspipe,” said a shrill, wise voice he should know better than anyone in the world, “that that gun won’t really help you a nickel’s worth.”


  Gascon spun around. A moment ago he had put his hand on the doorknob. When he had turned to leap at the triangle-faced man, he had pulled the door open. Now he could see inside a bare, officelike room, a big sturdy desk and a figure just beyond; a figure calm and assured, but so tiny, so grotesque.


  “Come in, Gaspipe,” commanded Tom-Tom, the dummy.


  TOM-TOM did not look as Gascon had remembered him. The checked jacket was filthy and frayed, and in the breast of it was a round black hole the size of a fingertip. The paint had been flaked away from the comical face, one broad ear was half broken off, the wig was tousled and matted. And the eyes goggled no more in the clownish fashion that had been made so famous in publicity photographs. They crouched deep in Tom-Tom’s wooden face and glowed greenly, like the eyes of a meat-eating animal.


  “You’re the only man I ever expected to figure me out, Gaspipe,” said Tom-Tom. “And even you can’t do much about it, can you? Put away the gun. I’ve been shot at and shot at, and it does nothing but make little holes like this.”


  He tapped the black rent in his jacket-front with a jointed forefinger.


  “As a matter of fact, I was glad to see your notice in the agony column. I think I’d have hunted you up, anyway. You see, we make a fine team, Gaspipe. There are things we can still do for each other, but you must be reasonable.”


  “I’m not here to let you make fun of me,” said Gascon. “You’re just a little freak, brought to life by the chance power evolved by a cracked old intelligence. Once I puzzled it out, I knew that I needn’t be afraid. You can’t do anything to me.”


  “No?” said Tom-Tom, with what seemed a chuckle. “Let me show you something, Gaspipe.”


  His wooden hand moved across the desk-top and touched a button. A section of the wall slid back like a stage curtain, revealing an opening the size of a closet door. The opening was fenced in with a metal grating. Behind it stood Shannon Cole, her long black hair awry, her face pale, her cloth-of-gold pajamas rumpled.


  “Ben!” she said, in a voice that choked. “Did he get you, too?”


  Gascon exclaimed, and turned as if to spring toward the grating. But at the same instant, with a swiftness that was more than a cat’s, Tom-Tom also moved. He seemed to fly across his desk as though flung by a catapult. His hard head struck Gascon’s stomach, doubling him up, and then TomTom’s arms whipped around Gascon’s ankles, dragging them sidewise. Down fell the ventriloquist, heavily and clumsily. The gun flew from his hand, bouncing on the floor like a ball. TomTom caught it in mid-bounce, and lifted it with both hands.


  “I won’t kill you, Gaspipe,” he announced, “but I’ll most emphatically shoot off your kneecap, if you try anything sudden again. Sit up. Put your back against that wall. And listen.”


  “Do what he says, Ben! He means business!” Shannon Cole urged tremulously from behind her bars.


  Gascon obeyed, trying to think of a way to grapple that imp of wood and fabric. Tom-Tom chuckled again, turned back to his desk and scrambled lightly upon it. As before he touched the button, and Shannon was instantly shut from sight.


  “Good thing I kidnapped her,” he observed. “Not only is she worth thousands to her managers, but she brought you to me. Now we’ll have a dandy conference. Just like old times, isn’t it, Gaspipe?”


  Gascon sat still, eyeing the gun. He might have risked its menace, but for the thought of Shannon behind those bars. Tom-Tom, so weirdly strong, might fight him off even if disarmed, then turn on his captive. The dummy that was no longer a dummy seemed to read his mind:


  “No violence, Gaspipe. I tell you, it’s been tried before. When the Dilson mobsters were through laughing at the idea of my taking over, one or two thought that Digs Dilson should be avenged. But their guns didn’t even make me blink. I killed a couple, and impressed the others. I put into them the fear of Tom-Tom.” Again the chuckle. “I’m almost as hard to hurt as I am to fool, Gaspipe. And that’s very, very hard indeed.”


  “What do you want of me?” blurted Gascon, scowling.


  “Now that’s a question,” nodded Tom-Tom. “It might be extended a little. What do I want of life, Gaspipe? Life is here with me, but I never asked for it. It was thrust into me, and upon me. My first feeling was of crazy rage toward the life-giver—”


  “And so you killed him?” interrupted Gascon.


  “I did. And the killing gave me the answer. The only thing worth while in life is taking life.”


  Tom-Tom spread his wooden hands, as though he felt that he had made a neat point. Gascon made a quick gesture of protest, then subsided as TomTom picked up the gun again.


  “You’re wrong, Tom-Tom,” he said earnestly.


  “Am I? You’re going to give me a moral lecture, are you? But men invented morals, so as to protect their souls. I don’t have a soul, Gaspipe. I don’t have to worry about protecting it. I’m not human. I’m a thing.” Sitting on the desk, he crossed his legs and fiddled with the gun. “You’ve lived longer than I. What else, besides killing, is worth while in life?”


  “Why—enjoyment—”


  The marred head waggled. “Enjoyment of what? Food? I can’t eat. Companionship? I doubt it, where a freak like me is concerned. Possessions? But I can’t use clothes or houses or money or anything like that. They’re for men, not dummies. What else, Gaspipe?”


  “Why—why—” This time Gascon fell silent.


  “Love, you were going to say?” The chuckle was louder, and the glowing yellow eyes flickered aside toward the place behind the wall where, Shannon was penned up. “You’re being stupid, Gaspipe. Because you know what love is, you think others do. Gaspipe, I’ll never know what love is. I’m not made for it.”


  “I see you aren’t,” Gascon nodded solemnly. “All right, Tom-Tom. You can find life worth living if you try for supremacy in some line—leadership—”


  “That,” said Tom-Tom, “is where killing comes in. And where you come in, too.”


  He laid down the gun and put the tips of his jointed fingers together, in a pose grotesquely like that of a mild lecturer. “I’ve given my case a lot of time and thought, you see. I realize that I don’t fit in—humanity hasn’t ever considered making a place for me. I don’t have needs or reactions or wishes to fit those of humanity.”


  “Is that why you turn to criminals? Because they don’t fit into normal human ethics, either?”


  “Exactly, exactly.” Tom-Tom nodded above his poised hands. “And criminals understand me, and I understand them better than you think. But,” and he sounded a little weary, “they’re no good, either.


  “You see, Gaspipe, they scare too easily. They die too easily. Just now you overpowered one. They’re not fit to associate with me on the terms I dictate. If I’m going to have power, it will turn what passes for my stomach if I have only people—people of meat and bone—under me.” He made a spitting sound, such as Gascon had often faked for him in the days when the two were performing. “As I say, this is where you come in.”


  “In heaven’s name, what do you mean?”


  “You’re smart, Gaspipe. You made me—the one thing that has been given artificial life. Well, you’ll make other things to be animated.”


  “More robots?” demanded Gascon. “You want a science factory.”


  “I am the apex of science come true. Oh, it’s practical. A couple at first. Then ten. Then a hundred. Then enough, perhaps, to grab a piece of the world and rule it. Don’t bug out your eyes, Gaspipe. My followers bought up the life-making machinery and other things for me. I have lots of money—from that ransom—and I can get more.”


  Gascon was finding the idea not so surprising as at first, but he shook his head over it. “I won’t.”


  “Yes, you will. We’ll be partners again. Understand?”


  “If I refuse?”


  Tom-Tom made no audible answer. He only turned and gazed meaningly at the place where Shannon was shut up.


  Gascon sighed and rose. “Show me this machinery of yours.”


  “Step this way.” Monkey-nimble, Tom-Tom hopped to the floor. He had taken up the gun again, and gestured with it for Gascon to walk beside him. Together they crossed the office to a rear corner, where Tom-Tom touched what looked like a projecting nail head. As with the door to Shannon’s cell, a panel slid back. They passed into a corridor, and the panel closed behind them.


  “Straight ahead,” came the voice of Tom-Tom in the darkness. “Being mechanical, I have a head for mechanics. I devised all these secret panels. Neat?”


  “Dramatic,” replied Gascon, who could be ironical himself. “Now, TomTom, if I do what you want, what happens to me and to Miss Cole?”


  “You both stay with me.”


  “You won’t let them ransom her?”


  A chuckle, and: “I’ll take the ransom money, but she’s seen too much to go free. Maybe I’ll make the two of you a nice suite of rooms for housekeeping—barred in, of course. Didn’t you use to carry me around in a little case, Gaspipe? I’ll take just as good care of you, if you do what I want.”


  The little monster did something or other to open a second door, and beyond showed the light of a strong electric lamp. They passed into a big windowless room, with rough wooden walls, probably a deep cellar. It held a complicated arrangement of electrical machinery.


  Hopping lightly to a bench the height of Gascon’s shoulder, TomTom seized a switch and closed it. There were emissions of sparks, a stir of wheels and belts, and the hum of machinery being set in motion.


  “This, Gaspipe, is what brought me to life. And look!” The jointed wooden hand flourished toward a corner.


  “There’s the kind of thing that was tried and failed.”


  It looked like a caricature of an armored knight—a tall, jointed, gleaming thing, half again as big as a big man, with a head shaped like a bucket. There were no features except two vacant eyes of quartz, staring through the blank metal as through a mask. Gascon walked around it, his doctor-mind and builder-hands immediately interested. The body was but loosely pinned together, and he drew aside a plate, peering into the works.


  The principle’s wrong,” he announced at once. “The fellow didn’t understand anatomical balance—”


  “I knew it, I knew it!” cried TomTom. “You can add the right touch. Gaspipe. That’s the specimen that came closest to success before me. I’ll help. After all, my brain was made by the old boy who did all these things. Through it, I know what he knew.”


  “Why didn’t you save him to help you?” demanded Gascon. He picked up a pair of tapering pincers and a small wrench, and began to tinker.


  “I told you about that once. I was angry. My first impulse was a killing rage. The death of my life-giver was my first pleasure and triumph. I hadn’t dreamed up the plan I’ve been describing.”


  Anger was Tom-Tom’s first emotion. Not so different from human beings as the creature imagined, mused Gascon. What had the lecturer at medical school once quoted from Emmanuel Kant:


  “The outcry that is heard from a child just born was not the note of lamentation, but of indignation and aroused wrath.”


  Of course, a new-born baby has not the strength to visit its rage on mother or nurse or doctor, but a creature as organized and powerful in body and mind as Tom-Tom—or as huge and overwhelming as thia metal giant he fiddled with—


  Gascon decided to think such thoughts with the greatest stealth. If Tom-Tom could divine them, something terrible was due to happen. Stripping off his coat, he went to work on the robot with deadly earnestness.


  MORNING HAD PROBABLY come to the outside world. Gascon, wan and weary, stepped back and mopped his brow with a shirt sleeve. Tom-Tom spoke from where he sat cross-legged on the bench beside the controls.


  “Is he pretty much in shape, Gaspipe?”


  “As much as you ever were, TomTom. If you are right, and this machine gave you life, it will give him life, too.”


  “I can’t wait for my man Friday. Get him over and lay him on the slab.”


  The metal man was too heavy to lift, but Gascon’s hours of work had provided his joints with beautiful balance. An arm around the tanklike waist was enough to support and guide. The weight shifted from one big shovel-foot to the other and the massive bulk actually walked to the table-like slab in the midst of the wheels and tubes, and Gascon eased it down at full length. Now TomTom approached, bringing a spongy-looking object on a metal tray, ah amorphous roundness that sprouted copper wires in all directions. He slid it into the open top of the robot’s bucketlike head.


  “That’s a brain for Friday,” explained Tom-Tom. “Not as complex as mine, but made the same way. He’ll have simple reactions and impulses. A model servant.”


  Simple reactions—and Tom-Tom had sprung up from his birthcouch to kill the man who brought him to life. Gascon’s hands trembled ever so slightly as he connected the brain wires to terminals that did duty as nerves. Tom-Tom himself laid a plate over the orifice and stuck it down with a soldering iron.


  “My own brain’s armored inside this wooden skull,” he commented. “No bullet or axe could reach it. And nobody can hurt the brain of Friday here unless they get at him from above. He’s pretty tall to get at from above, eh, Gaspipe?”


  “That’s right,” nodded Gascon, and in his mind rose a picture of the big metal thing bending down, exposing that vulnerable soldered patch. TomTom and he clamped the leads to wrists, ankles and neck.


  “Get back to the wall, Gaspipe,” commanded Tom-Tom bleakly, and Gascon obeyed. “Now watch. And don’t move, or I’ll set Friday on you when he wakes up.”


  Gascon sat down on a long, low bench next to the open door. TomTom noticed his position, and lifted the gun he had carried into the chamber.


  “Don’t try to run,” he warned, “or I’ll drill you—maybe in the stomach. And you can lie there and die slowly. When you die there’ll be nobody to help Shanny yonder in her little hole in the wall.”


  “I won’t run,” promised Gascon. And Tom-Tom switched on more power.


  Sparks, a shuddering roar, a quickening of all parts of the machine. The shining hulk on the slab stirred and quivered, like a man troubled by dreams. Tom-Tom gave a brief barking laugh of triumph, brought the mechanism to a howling crescendo of sound and motion, then abruptly shut it down to a murmur.


  “Friday! Friday!” he called.


  Slowly the metal giant sat up in its bonds.


  The bucket-head, with its vacant eyes now gleaming as yellow as Tom-Tom’s, turned in that direction. Then, with unthinkable swiftness, the big metal body heaved itself erect, ripping free of the clamps that had been fastened upon it. Up rose two monstrous hands, like baseball gloves of jointed iron. There was a clashing, heavy-footed charge.


  Sitting still as death, Gascon again recalled to mind what Tom-Tom had said, what he had heard at medical school.


  Tom-Tom gave a prolonged yell. and threw up the gun to fire. The explosions rattled and rolled in the narrow confinement of the room. Bullets spattered the armor-plated breast of the oncoming giant. One knocked away a gleaming eye. The towering thing did not falter in its dash. TomTom tried to spring down too late. The big hands flashed out, and had him.


  Gascon, now daring to move, dragged the bench across the doorway. From a corner he caught up a heavy wrought-iron socket lever, as long as a walking stick and nearly as thick as his wrist. All the while he watched, over his shoulder, a battle that was not all one-sided.


  After his final effort to command the newly animated giant, Tom-Tom had not made a sound. He concentrated on freeing himself from the grip that had fastened upon him. Both his wooden hands clutched a single finger, strained against it. Gascon saw, almost as in a ridiculous dream, that immense finger bending backward, backward, and tearing from its socket. But the other fingers kept their hold. They laid Tom-Tom on the floor, a great slab of a foot pinned him there. The two metal hands began to pluck him to pieces, and to throw the pieces away.


  First an arm in a plaid sleeve flew across the room—an arm ripped from Tom-Tom’s little sleeve, an arm that still writhed and wriggled, its fingers opening and closing. It fell among the wheels that still turned, jamming them. Sparks sprang up with a grating rattle. Then a flame of blueness. Gascon turned his back toward the doorway that he had blocked with the bench, to see the thing out.


  With a wanton fury, the victorious ogre of metal had shredded Tom-Tom’s body, hurling the pieces in all directions. To one side, the machinery was putting forth more flame and more. The blaze licked up the wall. The giant straightened his body at last, holding in one paw the detached head of its victim. The jaws of TomTom snapped and moved, as though he was trying to speak.


  “Look this way!” roared Gascon at the top of his voice.


  The creature heard him. Its head swiveled doorward. It stared with one gleaming eye and one empty black socket. Gascon brandished the socket lever over his head, as though in challenge, then turned and sprang over the bench into the dark corridor.


  A jangling din as the thing rushed after him. Hands shot out to clutch. Its shins struck the bench violently, the feet lost their grip of the floor, and the clumsy structure plunged forward and down, with a noise like an automobile striking a stone wall. For a moment the huge head was just at Gascon’s knee.


  He struck. The solder-fastened patch flew away under the impact of his clubbed lever-bar like a driven golf ball. The cranium yawned open, and he jabbed the bar in. Something squashed and yielded before his prodding—the delicate artificial brain. Then the struggling shape at his feet subsided. From one relaxing hand rolled something round—the head of Tom-Tom.


  It still lived, for the eyes rolled up to glare at Gascon, the jaws snapped at his toe. He kicked the thing back through the door, into the growing flames. The fire was bright enough to show him the way back along the corridor. He did not know how Tom-Tom had arranged the panel to open and close, nor did he pause to find out. Heavy blows of the bar cleared him a way.


  Out in the office, he fairly sprang to the desk, located the button on its top, and pressed it. A moment later, Shannon was staring out at him through her grating.


  “Ben!” she gasped. “Are you all right? Tom-Tom—”


  “He’s finished,” Gascon told her. “This whole business is finished.” With his lever he managed to rip the grating from its fastenings, and then dragged Shannon forth. She clung to him like a child awakened from a nightmare.


  “Come, we’re getting out.”


  In the second corridor he stooped, searched the pockets of the senseless triangle-faced one and secured the keys to the car outside. Then he shook the fellow back to semi-consciousness.


  “This house is on fire!” Gascon shouted. “Get your pal upstairs on his feet, and get out of here.”


  Leaving the fellow standing weakly’, Gascon and Shannon got into the open and into the car. Driving along the street, they heard the clang of fire-engines, heading for the now angry fire.


  Shannon said one thing: “Ben, how much can we tell the police?”


  “It isn’t how much we can tell them,” replied Gascon weightily. “It’s how little.”


  WHEN Autumn returned, Ben Gascon was on the air again after all. His sponsors feared that his marriage to Shannon Cole might damage their popularity as co-stars, but radio fans showed quite the opposite reaction. Gascon introduced a fresh note in the form of a new dummy, which he named Jack Duffy, a green-horn character with a husky voice instead of a shrill one and rural humor instead of cocktail-hour repartee.


  Sometimes people asked what had become of Tom-Tom; but Gascon always managed to change the subject, and eventually Tom-Tom was forgotten.


  The Primal City


  Clark Ashton Smith


  IN these after days, when all things are touched with insoluble doubt, I am not sure of the purpose that had taken us into that little-visited land. I recall, however, that we had found explicit mention, in a volume of which we possessed the one existing copy, of certain vast primordial ruins lying amid the bare plateaus and stark pinnacles of the region. How we had acquired the volume I do not remember; but Sebastian Polder and I had given our youth and manhood to the quest of hidden knowledge; and this book was a compendium of all things that men have forgotten or ignored in their desire to repudiate the inexplicable.


  We, being enamored of mystery, and seeking ever for the clues that science has disregarded, pondered much upon those pages written in an antique alphabet. The location of the ruins was clearly stated, though in terms of an obsolete geography; and I remember our excitement when we had marked the position on a terrestrial globe. We were consumed by a wild eagerness to visit the alien city. Perhaps we wished to verify a strange and fearful theory which we had formed regarding the nature of the earth’s primal inhabitants; perhaps we sought to recover the buried records of a lost science. It does not matter what our purpose was.


  I recall nothing of the first stages of our journey, which must have been long and arduous. But I recall distinctly that we travelled. for many days amid the bleak, treeless uplands that rose like a many-tiered embankment toward the range of high pyramidal summits guarding the secret city. Our guide was a native of the country, sodden and taciturn, with intelligence little above that of the llamas who carried dur supplies. But we had been assured that he knew the way to the ruins, which had long been forgotten by most of his fellow-countrymen. Rare and scant was the local legend regarding the place and its builders; and, after many queries, we could add nothing to the knowledge gained from the immemorial volume. The city, it seemed, was nameless; and the region about it untrodden by man.


  Desire and curiosity raged within us like a calenture; and we heeded little the hazards and travails of our journey. Over us stood the eternally vacant heavens, matching the vacant landscape. The route steepened; and above us now was a wilderness of cragged and chasmed rock, where nothing dwelt but the sinister wide-winged condors.


  Often we lost sight of certain eminent peaks that had served us for landmarks. But it seemed that our guide knew the way, as if led by an instinct more subtle than memory or intelligence; and at no time did he hesitate. At intervals we came to the broken fragments of a paved road that had formerly traversed the whole of this rugged region: broad, cyclopean blocks of gneiss, channeled as if by the storms of cycles older than human history. And in some of the deeper chasms we saw the eroded piers of great bridges that had spanned them in other time. These ruins reassured us for in the primordial volume there was mention of a highway and of mighty bridges, leading to the fabulous city.


  Polder and I were exultant; and yet we both shivered with a curious terror when we tried to read certain inscriptions that were still deeply engraved on the worn stones. No living man, though erudite in all the tongues of Earth, could have deciphered those characters; and perhaps it was their very strangeness that frightened us. We had sought diligently during many years for all that transcends the dead level of life through age or remoteness or strangeness; we had longed for the elder science: but such longing was not incompatible with fear. Better than those who had walked always in the common paths, we knew the perils that might attend our ambitious researches.


  Often we had debated on fantastic conjectures of the enigma of the mountain-built city. But toward our journey’s end, when the vestiges of that pristine people multiplied around us, we fell into long periods of silence, sharing the awed taciturnity of our stolid guide. Thoughts came to us that were too great for utterance; the chill of realization entered our hearts from the ruins—and did not depart.


  We toiled on between the desolate rocks and the sterile heavens, breathing an air that became thin and painful to the lungs, as if from some admixture of cosmic ether. At high noon we reached an open pass and saw before us, at the end of a long and vertiginous perspective, the city that had been described as an unnamed ruin in a volume antedating all other known books.


  The place was built on an inner peak of the range, surrounded by snowless summits little sterner and loftier than itself. On one side the peak fell in a thousand-foot precipice from the overhanging ramparts; on another, it was terraced with wild cliffs; but the third side, facing toward us, was no more than a steep and broken acclivity. The rock of the whole mountain was strangely ruinous and black; but the city walls, though equally worn and riven, were conspicuous above it at a distance of leagues, being plainly of megalithic vastness.


  Polder and I beheld the bourn of our world-wide search with unvoiced thoughts and emotions. The Indian made no comment, pointing impassively toward the far summit with its crown of ruins. We hurried on, wishing to complete our journey by daylight; and, after plunging into an abysmal valley, we began at midafternoon the ascent of the slope toward the city.


  It was like climbing amid the overthrown and fire-blasted blocks of a titan citadel. Everywhere the slope was rent into huge, obliquely angled masses, often partly vitrified. Plainly, at some former time, it had been subjected to the action of intense heat; and yet there were no volcanic craters in that vicinity. I felt a vague sense of awe and terror, as I recalled a passage in the old volume, hinting ambiguously at the fate that had long ago destroyed the city’s inhabitants:


  “For the people of that city had reared its walls and towers too high amid the region of the clouds; and the clouds came down in their anger and smote the city with dreadful fires; and thereafter the place was peopled no more by those primal giants who had built it, but had only the clouds for habitants and custodians.”


  Plainly a pre-historic rationalization of the danger of electrical storms.


  We had left our three llamas at the slope’s bottom, merely taking with us provisions for one night. Thus, unhampered, we made fair progress in spite of the ever-varying obstacles offered by the shattered scarps. After a while we came to the hewn steps of a stairway mounting toward the summit; but the steps had been wrought for the feet of colossi, and, in many places, were part of the heaved and tilted ruin; so they did not greatly facilitate our climbing.


  The sun was still high above the western pass behind us; and I was surprised, as we went on, by a sudden deepening of the char-like blackness on the rocks. Turning, I saw that several grayish vapory masses, which might have been either clouds or smoke, were drifting about the summits that overlooked the pass; and one of these masses, rearing like a limbless figure, upright and colossal, had interposed itself between us and the sun.


  I called the attention of my companions to this phenomenon, for clouds were almost unheard-of amid those arid mountains in summer, and the presence of smoke would have been equally hard to explain. Moreover, the gray masses were different from any cloud-forms we had ever seen. They possessed a peculiar opacity and sharpness of outline, a baffling suggestion of weight and solidity. Moving sluggishly into the heavens above the pass, they preserved their contours and their separateness. They seemed to swell and tower, coming toward us on the blue air from which, as yet, no lightest breath of wind had reached us. Floating thus, they maintained the erectness of massive columns or of giants marching on a plain.


  I think we all felt an alarm that was none the less urgent for its vagueness. Somehow, from that instant, it seemed that we were penned up by unknown powers and cut off from the possibility of retreat. All at once, the dim legends of the ancient volume had assumed a menacing reality. We had ventured into a place of peril—and the peril was upon us. In the movement of the clouds there was something alert, deliberate and implacable. Polder spoke with a sort of horror in his voice, uttering the thought that had already occurred to me:


  “They are the sentinels who guard this region—and they have seen us!”


  We heard a harsh cry from the Indian, who stood gazing and pointing upward. Several of the unnatural cloud-shapes had appeared on the summit toward which we were climbing, above the megalithic ruins. Some arose half hidden by the walls, as if from behind a breast-work; others stood, as it were, on the topmost towers and battlements, bulking in portentous menace, like the cumuli of a thunderstorm.


  Then, with terrifying swiftness, many more of the cloud-presences towered from the four quarters, emerging from behind the great peaks or assuming sudden visibility in midair. With equal and effortless speed, as if convinced by an unheard command, they gathered in converging lines upon the eyrie-like ruins. We, the climbers, and the whole slope about us and the valley below, were plunged in a twilight cast by the clouds.


  The air was still windless, but it weighed upon us as if burdened with the wings of a thousand evil demons. We were overwhelmingly conscious of our exposed position, for we had paused on a wide landing of the mountain-hewn steps. We could have concealed ourselves amid the huge fragments on the slope; but, for the nonce, we were too exhausted to be capable of the simplest movement. The rarity of the air had left us weak and gasping. And the chill of altitude crept into us.


  In a close-ranged army, the Clouds mustered above and around us. They rose into the very zenith, swelling to insuperable vastness, and darkening like Tartar gods. The sun had disappeared, leaving no faintest beam to prove that it still hung unfallen and undestroyed in the heavens.


  I felt that I was crushed into the very stone by the eyeless regard of that awful assemblage, judging and condemning. We had, I thought, trespassed upon a region conquered long ago by strange, elemental entities and forbidden henceforward to man. We had approached their very citadel; and now we must meet the doom our rashness had invited. Such thoughts, like a black lightning, flared in my brain, even as my logic tried to analyze the reason for the thoughts.


  Now, for the first time, I became aware of sound, if the word can be applied to a sensation so anomalous. It was as if the oppression that weighed upon me had become audible; as if palpable thunders poured over and past me. I felt and heard them in every nerve, and they roared through my brain like torrents from the opened floodgates of some tremendous weir in a world of genii. Lightning crashed.


  Downward upon us, with limbless Atlantean stridings, there swept the cloudy cohorts. Their swiftness was that of powered aircraft. The air was riven as if by the tumult of a thousand tempests, was rife with an unmeasured elemental malignity. I recall but partially the events that ensued; but the impression of insufferable darkness, of demonic clamor and trampling, and the pressure of thunderous onset, remains forever indelible. Also, there were voices that called out with the stridor of clarions in a war of gods, uttering ominous syllables that man’s ear could never perceive.


  Before those vengeful shapes, we could not stand for an instant. We hurled ourselves madly down the shadowed steps of the giant stairs. Polder and the guide were a little ahead of me, and I saw them in that baleful twilight through sheets of sudden rain, on the verge of a deep chasm, which, in our ascent, had compelled us to much circumambulation. I saw them fall together—and yet I swear that they did not fall into the chasm: for one of the clouds was upon them, whirling over them, even as they fell. There was a fusion as of forms beheld in delirium. For an instant the two men were like vapors that swelled and swirled, towering high as the cloud that had covered them; and the cloud itself was a misty Janus, with two heads and bodies, melting into its column . . .


  After that I remember nothing more except the sense of vertiginous falling. By some miracle I must have reached the edge of the chasm and flung myself into its depths without reason, as the others had. How I escaped is forevermore an enigma.


  When I returned to awareness, stars were peering down like chill incurious eyes between black and jagged lips of rock. The air had turned sharp with nightfall in a mountain land. My body ached with a hundred bruises and my right forearm was limp and useless when I tried to raise myself. A dark mist of horror stifled my thoughts. Struggling to my feet with pain-racked effort, I called aloud, though I knew that none would answer me. Then, striking match after match, I searched the chasm and found myself, as I had expected, alone. Nowhere was there any trace of my companions: they had vanished utterly—somewhere among the crevices.


  Somehow, by night, with a broken arm, I climbed from the steep fissure. I must have made my way down the frightful mountainside and out of that nameless haunted and guarded land. I remember that the sky was clear, that the stars were undimmed by any semblance of cloud; and that somewhere in the valley I found one of our llamas, still laden with its stock of provisions.


  Plainly I was not pursued by clouds! Perhaps they were concerned only with the warding of that mysterious primal city from human intrusion. Some day I shall learn their true nature and entity, and the secret of those ruinous walls and crumbling keeps, and the fate of my companions. But still, through my nightly dreams and diurnal visions, the dark shapes move with the tumult and thunder of a thousand storms; my soul is crushed into the earth with the burden of fear, and they pass over me with the speed and vastness of vengeful gods: I hear their voices calling like clarions in the sky, with ominous, world-shaking syllables that the ear can never seize. Yet I know that, whatever opiate dust invests the atmosphere of the mountaintop, I can build a gas mask to withstand it. Whatever drug made a thunderstorm appear to create such awful menace, I shall overcome it. I’m going back—alone as soon as my chemical analysis of my thermos bottleful of air has given me the power. And I wonder if perhaps I may not find my companions wandering, madly among the ruins.


  Eyes That Watch


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  HE, Sam Conway, was back from Mars now. Back from red, ferric, deserts no Earthly boot had ever touched before. Back from bitter cold and aching dryness.


  Back from dazzling yellow hazes of dust and suspended ice crystals. No more need to wear oxygen armor in a thin, ozone-tainted atmosphere now. Back from solitude, and the endless fight to keep alive out there. Back from the enigma of Martian civilization’s extinction, uncounted ages ago. . . . Back, back, back. . . .


  Home, now! From the window Sam Conway could see a row of maples, orange and golden in the autumn warmth. Kids were playing football in the street. Sam’s oxy-hydrogen rocket ship, blued and battered and burnt, was suspended for all time from massive girders in the Smithsonian Institution. But even that was far away from Bryton, here. It should have been finished, now—the adventure. Sam Conway should have relaxed. Even Ellen Varney was beside him now. That should have helped. It did, a little. Yet only for only for moments at a time.


  Those twenty months of exploration on another world, had become like a phantom in Sam’s thoughts. Faded, distant, contrasting; yet starkly vivid too. Every hour had been a struggle. Extracting food substances from the tissues and juices of strange plants. Roasting native potassium chlorate in a small sun-furnace to extract oxygen from it, and compressing the precious gas into steel flasks. All this had been necessary, the dying Martian atmosphere contained only a low percentage of oxygen.


  It had been a strange hand-to-mouth existence out there—— a kind of game in which a fellow tried always to keep one small jump ahead of Death.


  Hauling a crude little metal wagon, in which his supplies were packed, across the sand for miles and miles at a time, until his brain had reeled. Sleeping in a tiny airtight tent, when afield from his rocket. . . . Sam had never expected to survive those experiences. But he had, somehow; and it had done something to his soul—— hardened it, and maybe killed part of it; and maybe beautified another part. For in spite of everything, those vast, ghostly solitudes of Mars were beautiful——


  And there was more. Climbing the steep wall of an ancient artificial gorge not far from the south polar cap; gripping at odd prickly vines to keep from falling into the hardy thickets below, where tough-shelled worms crawled sluggishly, he had found something in a small, sand-drifted cell that was part of a ruin. Something that meant power.


  What kind of power? All kinds, perhaps. Scientific learning greater than that of Earth. Power like that of gold and jewels, but far exceeding it. Power to wreck and to create, power to destroy worlds. Power, maybe, to sway minds. Sam still could not guess how far it might extend, or how deep——


  No the adventure was not over, yet. It was just beginning. It wasn’t just nostalgia that tied the consciousness of Sam Conway to a planet, millions of miles away, whose people had perished in a strange travail ages ago—— a catastrophe whose marks lay in fused, glassy ruins, and in machines melted and rusted beyond recognition.


  Sam had that secret of power hidden away now in a little aluminum box that had once contained concentrated food rations. And having that secret—though it thrilled him—still made him wish nervously that he also had eyes in the back of his head. . . .


  Ellen Varney’s slim fingers tightened on his arm.


  “Sam!” she said almost sharply. “You’re dreaming again. What is it?”


  He looked at her almost furtively, conscious of the familiar room around him, the old bookcase, the piano with a shaft of sunlight touching it gently; the radio and television cabinet. The colonial rag rugs, bright colored and homey. . . .


  Sam wondered wistfully if sometime soon his power would enable him to preserve in timeless youth the fragile beauty of Ellen Varney. Dark wavy hair, and an earnest face whose wisdom one could never forget. Maybe now even immortality would be possible.


  Sam was nervous. Haste and preoccupation pressed him. But he put on a good show for the girl’s sake. The lines of worry dissolved around his grey, deep-set eyes. He ran stubby fingers through his stiff mop of ash-blond hair, and the tightness of his lips and jaw relaxed into a sheepish grin.


  “Sure I’m dreamin’, Honey,” he chuckled. “What man in my shoes wouldn’t? Three years back I was nobody, working my way as a student engineer. Then Joe Nichols and his experts found out that my reflexes were better than those of anybody they’d tested. And that my brains and my emotional stability were okay. So pretty soon I was flying out there toward Mars—— all for the glory of giving the Joe Nichols Food Products a publicity splurge. And now—— well don’t get the wrong idea of how I feel about it, Ellen—— they’ve made a big-shot out of me. The newspapers, the radio, the scientists. I’ve got a lot to do. I—— you know!”


  Ellen Varney was perhaps sure she did know. She smiled faintly, like the Mona Lisa smiling at the naive of men, and their little-boy vanities. But there was a shadow of worry in her eyes, too.


  “You won’t stay here for supper, then, with the folks and me, Sam,” she said wistfully. “Like old times. . . .”


  Sam couldn’t think of anything nicer. But the pull of something else was much more strong.


  “No, Honey,” he said. “I——”


  “Don’t stumble, Sam,” the girl returned. “Tomorrow night, then?”


  “Maybe. I hope. . . .”


  He kissed her. A moment later he was out in the golden afternoon. He avoided the kids playing football out there in the street just as he used to play. He would have liked to talk to them. But not now.


  He climbed into his car. There he sat quietly for a moment, thinking. The autumn shadows, cast by the houses and trees, were long and blue. They reminded him of the shadows on Mars; and he felt a slight, notunpleasant, chill of loneliness and mystery plucking at his nerves. The sound of the wind, wasn’t so very different here either! Only out there it was shriller and much fainter and more sad, in the thin air, and through the muffling fabric of his oxygen suit.


  Not so long ago Sam had seen those Martian winds shredding plumes of rusty red dust from the desert. He’d seen them blow balled masses of dried, prickly vegetation, like tumbleweeds, across the undulating red plain, and into the deep machine-dug gorges, all but waterless now, that on Earth were called the “canals.”


  He’d seen those dried bundles of weeds collected in rows against the granite masonry of walls that were cold and crumbled in their ancientness but which looked fused along their low crests, like old lava, telling a story of violent and enigmatic calamity.


  Thus Sam Conway’s reveries became unpleasant once more. He wanted to hurry again. He started the car, and drove swiftly out of the village. The tires crunched in dead leaves as he swung into the driveway that led down by the lake. Premonition must have been working in him, accentuating his caution and his haste.


  There was a fair-sized brick building there, an old garage. He unlocked the heavy door and went inside. The large main room of the structure was to be his laboratory; the office, his living quarters.


  He surveyed the dingy interior critically. Everything, so far as he could see, was exactly as he had left it except for a small smear of ash on the floor in the office room. Driveway ash. Part of a man’s footprint. His own? With the panic of a disturbed miser, Sam Conway thought back carefully. It could be his own footprint; but he couldn’t remember—couldn’t be sure!


  His heart began to throb in mounting anxiety at the thought that the lair of his secret might have been entered during his absence. He pulled the shades carefully. Then he clawed his way through the clutter of paraphernalia in the little room—mostly boxes of new laboratory equipment, as yet unpacked. And a few glass jars containing plant samples, and specimens of odd Martian fauna—souvenirs he hadn’t been required to turn over to the scientists.


  He was sweating profusely from panic when he reached the carefully fitted mopboard in the corner after pulling aside a small desk. He pressed part of the wooden ornamentation, and a section of the mopboard turned on hinges. Feverishly he drew his precious aluminum box from the hiding place he had contrived, and unfastened its lid. From within came a reassuring, cryptic gleam; and Sam Conway almost wilted with relief.


  But he wasn’t satisfied yet. His fear of possible burglary wasn’t the result of miserliness alone. He was afraid to have so gigantic a secret as he possessed get beyond himself—yet. And he was well aware that man would kill to own what he owned—and distrusted, withholding it from Nichols and his scientists.


  Carefully he put the aluminum container back, and searched the premises. The windows. The doors. Everything. But he found no telltale marks of intrusion. The footprints, then, in the office room must halve been his own. But he’d bar the windows tomorrow. He’d put alarms on the entrances, and he’d find a safer place for his aluminum box.


  Now he prepared to work, getting his notebooks ready, putting a little collapsible table in the center of the office room, securing the heavy wood shutters of the windows, turning on the lights, and taking the aluminum box, which was his storehouse of miracles, once more from hiding.


  As he sat down at the table, he placed a loaded pistol within easy reach at his elbow. Thus prepared, he lifted his treasure from its homely metal container, and set it lovingly before him. A cube, perhaps four inches square. Like glass. Almost crystal in its transparency, except for a dim misting of pearl. Crowning the cube was a metal pyramid, much tarnished with age, and a dial. That was all. But Sam’s gaze was almost gloating, as his mind filled with mighty visions of his own future. He was no different from any other man in this respect, for the touch of power was on him.


  He turned the dial of the Martian apparatus. Within the cube spots of fire began to move, around and around a glowing center that was composed of myriad parts. It was all like a three-dimensional cinema—illustrating, in this instance, some mystery of the atom—its revolving planetary electrons, its nucleus of neutrons, positrons. . . .


  In a strange eight-fingered hand, which left the rest of its eon-dead owner’s anatomy unpictured, a metal pointer was lifted, indicating this and that. It was like being in school on old Mars, whose people had been extinct for untold millions of years. . . . Maybe this apparatus, which held, in pictured, illustrated form, all the scientific lore of another time and world, had been a kind of school book.


  Sam didn’t understand much of this first lesson—— yet. There were soft clinking noises—perhaps speech—which accompanied the fading, waxing, moving illustrations; but those music-box notes were perhaps forever beyond him as far as meaning went.


  The atomic structure views were replaced at last by pictures of machines and apparatus—and that was a little better. Before his eyes Sam saw complicated pieces of apparatus taken apart and reassembled. He saw complicated processes actually carried out step by step.


  Sam Conway’s concentration was like a frozen hypnosis, and his brain was quick. But in the corners of the room there were faint shadows, and he was conscious of them. Still he took notes, and made drawings feverishly until the strain began to tell. Of course he could always refer back to the machine, repeating the views if necessary.


  It was a month before he began to build. And then his first effort was only to produce a furnace and an alloy; the latter a product of the former. It was harder and more flexible than any steel yet produced. And it was worth money, providing the means to carry on his study and his work.


  Work. . . . . Sam seldom saw Ellen Varney now. He saw little of anybody. He told lies to be alone, and to continue his solitary efforts. His sense of struggle was like being on Mars again fighting for life, plodding through a thin feathery fall of snow there, in the dazing cold, close to the polar regions. And he dreamed of gigantic altruisms—the remaking of civilization.


  In four months after his beginning, he had achieved things. Under a beam of specialized vibrations he saw a mouse do amazing tricks, its brain stimulated temporarily to an intelligence far beyond normal. It was awesome, and frightening too, watching that tiny animal turn—without error, and after it had been shown how only once—the complicated combination lock of a small door beyond which lay food.


  Sam thrilled to the spectacle of the rodent laboring so keenly with its teeth and forepaws. What if the same waves were applied to the brain of a man? He would have tried those waves on himself, but his enthusiasm changed to dread when, with the removal of the beam, the mouse shuddered into a convulsion and died, its nervous system exhausted.


  Biology revealed further mysteries and possibilities. In a glass flask, packed in a radioactive compound, and filled with water to which food substances had been added, Sam grew huge amoebae, whose ancestors had been microscopic. But these creatures were translucent globules, almost a quarter-inch in diameter. Somewhere here, perhaps, lay hidden the secret of life itself. But the amoebae died of a strange disease, the germs of which were perhaps generated out of those same life processes. . . . To be sure of safety, Sam poured sulphuric acid into the culture flask.


  He changed his direction now, back to the atom. Eight weeks more, and he was ready for another test. The main room of the old garage was crowded with apparatus. Then, one night, Sam closed a switch cautiously.


  The result was not much different than the shorting of a high-tension electric current across a broad arc. A snap. An avalanche of rattling blue flame, whose glare made everything look sharp and unreal. Then wires glowed to white heat and crumpled. A huge vacuum tube exploded into an incandescent puff of metallic vapors, superheated. The current was dead now—cut off. The experiment was a failure.


  There were perhaps ten seconds like this—a sort of unsuspected hang—like that of a rifle cartridge whose defective primer cap fails to ignite the powder immediately when the firing pin strikes it. The garage interior was still illuminated, for the lights were on a different circuit. Smoke was blue along the raftered roof, and the red glow had faded from heated metal.


  Then, at a moment beyond all expectation, a searing glare leaped out from between two close-pressed copper electrodes which had been the center of Sam’s experiment. A wave of rays and heat, and stunning electrical emanations. Sam Conway’s mind was far too slow for him to grasp just what happened. He only remembered a little when, battered and scorched, he picked himself up from the concrete pavement after a minute or more.


  The points of the electrodes were shattered, but they still glared, incandescent, providing the only light now, for the light bulbs were shattered. Staring from aching, ray-reddened eyes, Sam saw only that glow, for he was temporarily all but blinded. But there were little pits in that hot copper—— pits out of which the metal must have literally exploded.


  He wasn’t afraid right away. Not until his brain recalled did he realize. That hang, after his apparatus had burnt itself out, then that dash, or whatever you wanted to call it, was atoms breaking down more violently than they had ever done in the crude experimental atomic engines so far developed on earth.


  Now there was another flash from one of those electrodes—just a tiny, incredibly brilliant speck—like a spark that flares and dies, failing to ignite tinder. Almost though. Almost an inconceivable conflagration, that might have spread and spread, from one atom to others.


  Sam’s sore eyes could see the broken roof now, and the springtime stars shining calmly through its splintered rifts. The sky itself was dimly luminous as with diffused light. Suddenly he was afraid of those stars, for they were like watching eyes; watching and inscrutable. And there was ozone—triatomic oxygen—metallically tanging in the atmosphere, mingled with the odor of burnt insulation. Sam wanted to leave the building, to go out into the night and cool his dizzied senses and his blistered body. Yet he had to keep guard to be sure to note anything further that might happen, for he knew what had just taken place.


  Yes, he knew all right! Nature had been probed in its darkest lair by a clumsy hand. Nature had growled back threateningly. It had almost bitten. Almost——? Sam Conway’s ribs seemed to shrink about his wildly pounding heart.


  He leaned against the cracked brick wall, trembling. In memory he was on Mars again seeing those ruined buildings, sheered off, buried by the dust—smelling the metallic reek of ozone that had seeped back through the breath-vent of his oxygen helmet. Even as here, now. Ozone built up from the commoner form of oxygen by electrical discharges!


  And by swift suggestion, Sam’s thoughts went beyond Mars itself. Outside of the Martian orbit was the Path of Minor Planets—the asteroids. Broken up fragments. Perhaps a single world, once, that had been caught in catastrophe. . . .


  There was more, too. What were the rings of Saturn? What cataclysmic circumstance had made them? Atlantis and Mu, the lost continents. Why had they sunk beneath the sea, taking with them their splendid civilizations? And there were the novae far out in interstellar space; normal stars suddenly blazing forth in spectacular ruin. Yes there must be many other inhabited worlds in the universe, other folk, studying, learning to control and curb matter and energy. Sometimes knowledge must get dangerously ahead of itself, lacking a sound foundation of understanding. And then?


  There was silence outside the building. So the crunch of hurrying footsteps in the cinders of the driveway penetrated easily to Sam’s eardrums and excited nerves. A loud knock sounded at the outside door of Sam’s sleeping room.


  He staggered back from his ruined laboratory. From a small chemical cabinet he procured a flashlight. And he drew the pistol he always carried now, from his pocket, before he unfastened the heavy bar of the door.


  It was Ellen Varney out there in the dark. Sam hadn’t seen her in almost a week. He had never permitted her to come here when he was busy. To the rear, down the driveway, the headlamps of the girl’s car made a white lantern-glimmer through the bushes.


  For one frightening instant Ellen saw the pistol muzzle levelled toward her before Sam was able to recognize her and lower the weapon. But she didn’t ask the reason for the gun at all.


  “Sam,” she stammered. “I couldn’t sleep and I heard a funny, sharp explosion. It seemed to be in this direction. And when I looked out of the window I saw a glow in the sky—very faint. But it was in this direction too. I guess I had a hunch, so I drove out here. All the way I could smell ozone in the air. You can hardly see the phosphorescence in the sky from up close at all. But it’s right over What’s wrong, Sam? What have you really been doing?”


  The girl’s tense fears, strong enough to make her come here, after midnight, to his laboratory, emphasized Sam’s own private anxieties.


  “I haven’t been doing much, Honey,” he told her hesitantly, and not too convincingly. “You’d better just run along home to bed. Research causes accidents once in a while. I’ll get everything straightened out all right.”


  But in the reflected rays of the flashlight, the girl’s face and eyes were determined.


  “I won’t go, Sam,” she said very definitely, “until I find out that everything is all right. First place, you’re hurt, and I’d be stubborn for your sake. But there’s more. That glow in the sky. That smell of ozone—not only here, but everywhere here. . . . What does it all mean, Sam?”


  Conway looked nervously toward the heavens. Yes, he could see a halo of light, sure enough. He had thought it was only the diffusion of starshine by the moisture in the atmosphere. Now he knew better. It was a little too bright and too low to be an aurora. It could be like an aurora, of course, something electrical and yet not quite the real, normal thing.


  The breeze outside bore a slight yet unmistakable pungence of ozone too. It was just as Ellen had said. The gas was not only in the lab. It was here, too, as though all the atmosphere in the neighborhood had been affected by some electrical process.


  “Listen!” Ellen said suddenly.


  Sam strained his ears. At first he could detect nothing at all. Then he noticed a dim, lonely humming, that seemed to emanate from the ground, and from the bricks of the laboratory.


  The sound seemed to be getting gradually louder. It made Sam shudder with the mystery of hidden things. And he began to feel, too, a sharp ache in his muscles, quite distinct from the soreness of his minor injury.


  Suspicion grew on him again; suspicion that his latest experiment had been not entirely without lasting effect. Something had happened! Something had been started after all!


  Sam grasped Ellen by the arm. “Come inside, Ellen,” he said. “I’ve got to make a few tests.”


  He did this very quickly, working in the beam of his flashlight, which the girl held for him. Meanwhile he made a complete confession, telling her what he’d found on Mars and what he’d been doing.


  He found now that he couldn’t keep an electroscope charged. This meant that the air was ionized—that it would promptly conduct away any electrical charge that the instrument might hold. And atmospheric ionization meant, or could mean, the presence of radioactivity—of atomic disturbances.


  He tried exposing a bit of photographic film in the dark. In the developing fluids it turned entirely black. There were strong invisible rays then, to affect it; rays coming from the walls, the ground, the very air itself perhaps. Rays probably from bursting atoms. The sound—the humming—must be some incidental phenomenon of their breakdown.


  Dully Sam felt of the walls. Their temperature was already higher than that of the air and they vibrated distinctly with that steady hum. Sam’s whole body felt hot, as though a strange flame was blazing in his own flesh.


  He was sure, then. He had started a slow, progressive form of atomic disintegration in all the materials around him. In his own body too! It hadn’t been the sudden fire of violent incandescence. That might have come. It had just been missed. The igniting spark hadn’t been quite strong enough. Instead there was only a sort of smouldering. But, undeniably, atomic power was being released in a deadly, and uncontrollable if gradual, form.


  The flashlight lay on the table shedding its white beam. Sam saw that Ellen’s face was pale and her eyes glassy.


  Sam had not the faintest idea of what he might do to check what he had started. “Get out of here, Ellen,” he growled thickly. “Beat it! I’ve gone and tried to play God. And now hell’s broken loose! Tell everybody to scram away from here!”


  Very unsteadily the girl arose from the chair where she had seated herself. “I don’t want to go, Sam,” she stammered. “I can’t leave you now.”


  He had to stumble forward then, to catch her before she fell. Her face was hot and damp with a weird fever. Her body had been affected too, by coming into the zone of influence. Sam Conway winced with an awful anguish as he picked Ellen up and tried to carry her toward the open door, and the safer night air outside.


  It was only then that he realized how weak and sick he was himself. Strange rays were tearing at his nerves and brain. His very flesh was slowly—very slowly—giving up its atomic power, in a gradual radioactive decay!


  He stumbled at his first step and fell crashing to the floor. Paralysis rushed over him, and that droning sound was like a death-dirge in his ears. He tried to drag Ellen’s unconscious form toward the door, but the effort was useless. He couldn’t even crawl. He just lay there, panting torturedly, his hot brain working in a chaos of fever. He understood now.


  The death of Mars all over again. The fused walls. The melted machines. The ozone in the air. A slow, creeping smouldering destruction had burnt itself out at last; perhaps when a new balance had been reached in the atoms of the Martian crust. A crust. A cancerous disease moving in an irregular path, depleting air and water. But there still must be a tiny part of the old process of atomic breakdown continuing on Mars today, maintaining, by electrical disturbances, the ozone in the air.


  And he, Sam Conway, had started that same creeping horror here on Earth. It would go along now, spreading and spreading. The walls around him would soon be melting. And there was nothing a man could do to stop it. Not even the science of Mars had been able to save the world that had given it birth. Only in scattered places where the erratic horror had not reached, perhaps in deep crevices in the rocks, had a few plants and low animals been able to survive for a new beginning after most of the fires had died.


  Sam Conway cursed himself for his eagerness and lust for power. He’d been like an old gold miner, he thought savagely, ready almost to kill his own brother to preserve his secret until he could use it for himself. There were too many men like that. And now Ellen and all the rest of the world had to suffer.


  Mu. Atlantis. The asteroids that had perhaps once been a plant, destroyed, maybe, by a much more violent form of atomic breakdown. But who knew just what accidents might have caused these respective catastrophes? Science must sometimes get ahead of itself, without even outside influence. There was always a risk.


  SAM’S mind began to fade out, toward the nothingness of oblivion.


  Then the real miracle began to happen. The violence of it jarred his brain swiftly back toward a semblance of awareness. Suddenly everything around him was spouting blue electric flame. The table, the chairs, the walls, even the grass and trees beyond the open doorway rippled with a sort of aura. The phenomenon lasted for only two seconds. It snapped and growled like the first dash of some gigantic code signal. Then it broke off. Then it began again.


  Once more it stopped. And started.


  Sam, even had his mind been clear, could not have guessed how widespread the phenomenon was. He could not have known that, within a twenty mile radius fuses were blowing out, transformers were smoking in their oil-baths and generators were groaning under a terrific overload, as though their armatures had been gripped by an invisible colossus.


  But Sam could guess some of the might of the new phenomenon. His body convulsed like the body of a condemned culprit in an electric chair as shocks ripped through him. He could not imagine the origin of what was happening now, unless the forces he had unleashed had entered a new phase of destruction.


  Yet this did not seem to be true, for after the first spurt of unknown power had passed, that sonorous hum of doom had been completely strangled. Before the second spurt stopped there was a violent ripping explosion and the tinkling of broken window panes in the adjoining laboratory room. And that constricting paralysis and heat were gone from Sam’s body. There were five bursts of strange energy, in all. Then it was over.


  Prodded by sheer startlement Sam got to his feet and found that, in spite of weakness, he could stand. His brain was clearer, too. Ellen Varney, unconscious before, was trying to rise. He helped her up and supported her against him.


  They stared out of the doorway at the sky. The auroral glow was gone. But they saw, for just an instant, a huge phosphorescent shape, hanging high against the stars. It was a little like a colossal image of a man, but it couldn’t have been solid. It was like the aurora itself—as tenuous, as luminous—a kind of gigantic photograph projected in the air. The arm of the vapory figure extended; then the whole image vanished, as if at a speed far exceeding that of light, to some colossal distance.


  Sam didn’t even speak of the being right away. He helped the girl out of the building into the open.


  “Wait here for a few seconds, Ellen,” he said in a tone that trembled with awe.


  Then he stumbled back into the old garage. All electrical devices were dead, even his flashlight. He had to find his way to the laboratory by burning matches. Every bit of apparatus was in fused ruins now, faintly reddened with heat. But there was no ominous hum in the hot, black stillness. Something deadly had been burned out of diseased substances by counter fire. Even Sam’s own flesh had submitted to a curative force.


  He found his way to one corner of the room, where, beneath a heavy block of concrete, he had prepared a new hiding place for his aluminum box, and the Martian demonstration apparatus it contained. Tugging the block of concrete free, he looked below it, lighting another match. Somehow the lid of the box had been blown off. Within, the Martian machine was the same as before, except that the crystal cube was no longer clear. Instead it was blackened all the way through, like a black diamond. And there were cracks in it that destroyed its usefulness forever. It, too, had been touched by those counter waves of energy. Touching the cube with his fingers, Sam found that it was hot.


  He left the thing in its hole and returned to Ellen, his mind full of colossal realizations.


  The girl’s voice quavered with awe as she spoke there under the quiet stars.


  “We had help, didn’t we, Sam?” she stammered, remembering the cloud in the sky, and what Sam had told her about his work. “Somebody from another world. But who? Where——?”


  “I don’t know, Honey,” Sam answered raggedly. “It wasn’t Martian help. As far as I know, all Martians are dead. Besides, I’ve seen their bones. Manlike, but very slender. The being—pictured in the sky was heavily built.”


  Sam nodded significantly toward the sky.


  “Lots of planets up there,” he continued. “In other solar systems. Lots of different kinds of beings. I suppose some of those races, on planets of the older stars, have really grown up mentally and scientifically, till they know all about time and space and dimensions and energy, and how to handle and conquer them. And I suppose that somehow they keep careful watch across the awful distance because they’ve learned by experience that it may be safer. It’s not just to save the necks of lesser beings but to guard themselves, too. I was messing around with something pretty big, Ellen. You can’t tell how far a danger may sometimes go. A whole universe may be thrown into chaos—”


  Sam’s fists were clenching and unclenching absently. It was better for science to develop gradually, with a race. And even then there would sometimes be mistakes. Atlantis. Mu. The asteroids. Maybe some of the novae.


  “We’d better get back into town, Sam,” Ellen offered practically. “There may be damage done therewith all that’s been happening We’d better see.”


  A chuckle found its way through Sam Conway’s awe. “Yeah,” he said. “Like your car. I see the headlights have gone out. Good thing it’s a diesel, with no electrical ignition to blow, and with a cartridge starter on the motor.”


  But Sam was too grateful over the miraculous escape from final tragedy he’d just witnessed, to worry much about damage suits over ruined electrical equipment.


  And he was very grateful for Ellen, too. He might fly out to Mars some time again, or even farther. But when he touched the girl’s warm shoulder he knew that he was truly home at last.


  In the Earth’s Shadow


  John L. Chapman


  The adventure of a man who sat alone in space for six years!


  FERRIS was in the tiny cupola, admiring the immense sphere of earth above him, when the bell sounded. Galsworth again, no doubt. It had been Galsworth every time for twenty-four hours. What did he want now?


  Ferris went below, preparing himself for the same ugly face, the usual grating voice. He sat before the screens and snapped a switch. The screen colored, took form. He was right.


  Galsworth said: “Fuel Station 12?” As if he didn’t know. When Ferris nodded, the company head announced: “Replacement will be in effect within ten hours. You’ll prepare for the trip.”


  “Replacement” Ferris gasped. “For what reason—”


  “You’ll have the details when you reach earth, Ferris. Be ready when Brooks arrives. He’ll be there shortly.”


  “Brooks! Who’s he? The kid?”


  “You’re asking too many questions, Ferris. Brooks is young, yes, but he’ll fill the position. We’ll explain later. That’s all.”


  It took a few minutes for Ferris to recover. Replacement! After six years of service at the number one fuel station between the earth and moon. Why, he was the only man who could handle Station 12! And Galsworth was sending Brooks, a green kid barely out of SM school. What was the guy thinking of?


  Angered, Ferris got up from his stool and paced the floor. It was easy to picture Galsworth sitting at his desk. He’d be chewing a big cigar, pounding a pudgy fist into his palm, telling young Brooks that Station 12 needed a stalwart lad willing to face numerous cosmic dangers in order that commerce between the earth and moon would not fall below its present status. Only Galsworth would say it like that.


  Well, what was wrong with the present status? Ferris had kept the company heads above water; he hadn’t fallen down on the job. But they apparently weren’t satisfied. Something was wrong, and it seemed that Galsworth was taking it out on Ferris.


  Still perplexed, Ferris entered his living quarters and began packing. He dismissed Galsworth from his mind, wondered whether or not Brooks could meet the task of operating the station. It was a lonely job, sitting there in the cylindrical island of space, watching ships approach and pass in the cold void that housed him. Brooks would grow weary of it, just as Ferris had at first. There wasn’t a more dismal existence in the solar system, but to Ferris it was home, and even the thought of that was comforting.


  The sound of a hissing airlock brought Ferris to his senses. Brooks was ahead of schedule—.


  Ferris went back to the control room. A tall fellow stood there, his hair drooping, his space tunic ripped open at the collar. His face was stonelike.


  “You aren’t Brooks,” said Ferris. “What do you want?”


  “Fuel,” the other dropped a hand to a belt holster. “I need fuel for my ship—a lot of it. And you’re the only fellow in my path who’s got it. Let’s not waste time.”


  “You’ve come to the wrong place,” said Ferris, starting forward. “The barrels here are under government combination seal, and can’t be opened by anyone other than the inspectors who accompany our regular ships.”


  “Nevertheless,” the tall fellow drew his beam gun, “you have fuel in your repulsion tanks, and that’s as good as any.”


  For a moment Ferris stood there, undetermined. Then he remembered a police bulletin not so long ago. A convict had escaped from one of earth’s interplanetary prisons. He understood now.


  “You’re Siegal,” he said.


  The other nodded. “My ship hasn’t the fuel to carry me to the Moon. I don’t like to insist, but I’m going to drain your tanks.”


  “The station will fall,” Ferris warned. “If the repulsion tanks are drained, gravity will take hold.”


  “Unfortunate,” said Siegal, “but it’s me or the station. I’ve brought a hose along—also a container. I’ll give you the pleasure of filling it for me. Hurry.”


  Ferris had no choice, so he did as directed. Siegal had the drop on him, and it was best to play safe. Perhaps he could talk the fellow out of his wild plan. There was a chance.


  “Think you’ll make it to the Moon?” queried Ferris as he loosened a valve and inserted the hose. “It’s a long trek for such a small amount of fuel. Besides, you’ll burn up half the stuff getting started. There’s no launch here, you know.”


  “I left earth without a launch,” said Siegal crisply. “I can do it again.”


  The syphon began a steady flow.


  “You won’t make it,” remarked Ferris. “And if you do get there, what then? There’s no place for you on the Moon. They’ll track you down in a few days.”


  Siegal laughed. “You seem quite certain of all this.”


  “Besides,” went on Ferris, “I’ll tell them all about you. They’ll know just where you are, and they’ll be waiting for you when you reach the Moon.”


  “Not if I destroy your radio,” said Siegal, “and not if you ride the station back to earth.”


  For a long minute there was silence. The only sound was the trickling of the liquid fuel. Ferris became uneasy.


  “That’s murder,” he said at length.


  “True,” agreed Siegal. “That is murder, isn’t it?”


  The container was full. At the point of Siegal’s gun, Ferris carried the fuel to the airlock, where he was forced to don a space tunic and transport the container to the lone ship that was anchored outside. He made several trips, until the station’s tanks were nearly empty. Through vision screens, the glow of the repulsion jets could be seen, receding gradually.


  “The station will move in a matter of hours,” said Ferris. “It’s a devilish trick, Siegal, and I hope they get you for it.”


  “Never mind. Just fill the container again. I want to be sure the tank is empty.”


  Ferris set to work again. As he bent over the tanks, the floor gave a sudden lurch and threw him against the wall. Siegal clutched a door frame and steadied himself.


  “No tricks, Ferris.”


  “But the station’s moving. Can’t you see?”


  “Sooner than you expected. Perhaps you can tell me why.”


  “I don’t know, Siegal. Something’s happened.”


  “It’s all right, Finish your work.”


  Ferris complied. Once more the precious liquid trickled into the container. Minutes passed.


  “Brooks reporting, sir.”


  Siegal turned, astounded. The redheaded youngster stood there, a look of bewilderment on his face. Then Ferris leaped, caught Siegal about the hips and sent him sprawling over the station floor. But the convict was elusive. He twisted free, somewhat dazed, and stood erect. He fired a beam at Ferris, who rolled across the floor in pain. Brooks, realization having dawned upon him, started forward. Siegal emitted a shrill noise, grabbed the container and ran for the airlock. Brooks blocked his way, and went down as the gun struck his skull. Siegal leaped over him, vanishing a moment later beyond the airlock.


  HIS brain in a turmoil, Ferris got slowly to his feet and looked about. The room was empty. No Siegal, no Brooks. The station was tilted at an angle, swaying slightly. It was falling, due to the excess weight applied when Brooks anchored his cruiser.


  Ferris nursed his aching head. The beam had shaved his neck just below the ear, breaking his space tunic’s glass helmet, otherwise doing no harm.


  Ferris made his way to the airlock. Through the heavy glass he glimpsed a portion of Siegal’s ship. Quickly, a plan formed in his mind.


  He removed a metal space suit from a locker, donned it and clumped awkwardly up a stairway leading to the upper level. He crossed to a second airlock, advanced through, and stepped lightly onto the top of Siegal’s ship. He dropped flat and crawled to the supply lock, through which a ship’s food bundles were loaded. He grasped the latch firmly, and waited.


  A minute later the little cruiser moved into space. Behind, Fuel Station 12 continued its earthward fall. Ferris watched it go, his heart heavy. All his belongings went with Station 12, all the things he had called his home for six long years. He wondered about Brooks. The fellow’s cruiser was drifting lifelessly to one side, no doubt having been cut free by Siegal. There was no evidence of Brooks’ whereabouts.


  Ferris clung to the heavy latch as Siegal’s cruiser slipped away in space. Above and all around him hovered the vast outline of earth, the continents and oceans showing dimly through the deep shadows. To the left was the Moon, drifting aimlessly along the great star-curtain.


  Ferris tugged at the latch. It moved a little. He tugged again and it sprang free. Ferris stood up, straddled the circular lock, and pulled back the cover. Air rushed out. Through the narrow hole he saw the tiny storage compartment. Satisfied, he let himself through and dropped to the floor, pulling the cover back in place as he did so.


  The room was small—only a few feet higher than Ferris, not much longer. The sound of the oxygen pumps grew louder for a moment, as the semi-vacuum was being replaced.


  Ferris waited several minutes, then removed the space suit. Finding the air suitable, he stepped to the compartment door, opened it a crack, and peered out.


  Steps led downward to a brief corridor. Beyond the corridor, a portion of the control room was visible.


  Ferris moved out, went down the steps and proceeded cautiously along the corridor.


  He put a hand to his forehead; a sudden dizziness swept through him. He leaned against the wall, rubbing his eyes. There was blood on his sleeve.


  He couldn’t remember how long he waited there; it may have been a number of minutes. He could feel his sickness overcoming him. He was weakening.


  A footstep sounded, and Ferris tried to open his eyes. Then he turned to go back, but a voice stopped him. It was Siegal’s.


  There was no use resisting. Siegal still had the drop on him. The convict led him into the control cabin, forced him into a seat.


  “You’re a good man, Ferris,” Siegal said, “but not good enough. I might be able to use you, though—more or less as a shield when I get to the Moon.”


  Somewhat revived, Ferris looked up. His head still hurt him, but he was able to recollect his surroundings. He thought of Fuel Station 12—it would be nearing earth now. Soon it would strike, and then Galsworth would be notified. Things would begin to happen.


  “Brooks reporting.”


  Siegal swung, shouting angrily. But the youth was on him, knocking the beam gun away, pinning him against the wall of the cabin. Ferris watched dazedly, wondering where Brooks had come from. Nauseating sensations swept him again, and things went black for a moment. He heard Siegal’s yells. A blow was struck, and Brooks tumbled back.


  Ferris pushed himself from the stool and fell over the beam gun. As Siegal bore Brooks to the floor, Ferris rolled over, brought up his arm and pulled the trigger. His aim was bad, but the beam did its work. Siegal simply went limp.


  For a long minute Ferris lay there, looking up at the youthful form of Brooks over him. He grinned.


  “Good work, Brooks. You make a better stowaway than I do.”


  “THIS is the first time,” said Galsworth, “I’ve ever seen bandages on you, Ferris.”


  “I came to talk business, Galsworth. At least, you called me here for that reason, didn’t you?”


  The company head placed a pudgy fist against his palm. “Of course. I thought you’d like to know why you were called in from 12.”


  “Because you wanted to send Brooks there. Well, that’s okay. He’s a good man—”


  “No, not just that. We’ve a passenger pilot’s license for you, if you want it. Something we’ve been planning for some time. You’re the only one of our station operators who has passed the exams.”


  Ferris grew red in the face. “Then, all this was just a—promotion?”


  Galsworth nodded. “When the new Station 12 is situated, Brooks will take over. We’ve better things for you. Willing?”


  To Ferris, it was overwhelming—more so than it had been aboard Siegal’s cruiser. He felt suddenly as if he would faint—the wound—


  He did faint right there in Galsworth’s office, but when he revived Galsworth was still smiling. It was all right—after six years!


  January 1941


  The Lightning’s Course


  John Victor Peterson


  In a glory of pyrotechnic thunder the ship was off—but in seeking revenge the captain made one mistake!


  It was only a robot, tiny, chubby, for all the universe like a Ganymedean monkey. It stood in the dark old mansion alone, stiff, immovable. Its pink, oewhiskered, rubberoid face seemed twisted with abject loneliness . . . Aye, it stood alone and lonely, as if awaiting the return of its master—


  THE SONG pulsed in a vibrant, ominous cadence through the streets of nightclad Certagarni, clashed against the glassite atmosphere—retaining walls of the ancient Martian city, and penetrated faintly into a dimly lighted room of the Earth Embassy where the two earthmen sat smoking, listening.


  One of them spoke in a hoarse whisper which cut out above the dull, endless drone of discontented voices like the scream of a tortured soul:


  “God, if it would only break! Flame across a world—battles to be fought and won!”


  “And lost, Del Andres!” came the other’s calm voice. “If this revolt does come, it’ll be so big that we’ll never stamp it down without the Legion!” His slender fingers rose to caress thoughtfully a close-cropped, golden beard.


  A twisted, bitter smile played on Del Andres’ full, sensitive lips. Strange pain was etched on his dark, handsome face and in the black pools of his eyes flame burned. He remained silent.


  “What are you thinking about, Del?”


  “Battle—and death! War like we had in Alpha Centauri. A blaze of conquest like the Fall of Kackijakaala. What else is there to live for?”


  “There are many things!”


  “Not any more, Frederix. The years have been too cruel.” The dark eyes were staring out into the night, thrusting aside the enfolding curtain of a dozen decades and many trillion miles of outer space. “Oh, why did I stay here fooling around with robots when I could have gone out to Sirius with the Legion—to battle, to glory?”


  “Because you’re needed here. Hear those voices! Of what are they singing? Revolt, of course. And why? Because they think earthmen are wholly to blame for the loss of control of their industry and commerce!”


  “Aren’t they?” blazed Andres. “We think we’re always right, we of Earth. Because we were the first to conquer space we think we should rule its farthest bounds, cosmic policeman, arbitrator of all internal strife from here to the ultimate!


  “We went out to Centauri over a century ago, brought the Vrons out of subjugation beneath the Dwares, gave them freedom after tying up all kinds of trade agreements for our benefit; and then skipped over to Lalande and fixed everything according to our scale of values. And now Sirius!


  “Here in our own system what goes on? I need not mention the names of the men who are undermining and usurping the greatest Martian institutions. Earthmen all!


  “Mars has as much a right to freedom and monopoly on its own civilization as Earth on hers. Because a few greedy men spread tyranny through Certagarni, the Thyles, Botrodus, Zabirnza and other regions, they blame all of Earth. Neither you nor I can say they’re wrong!”


  “It’s deeper than that, Del. The Vrons of Centauri have as great a hand in it as Wilcox, Onupari and the other earthmen here. You’ll find—”


  “Bosh!” snapped Andres, and then that smouldering flame was in his eyes again, something that leaped to the lure of the far places and spoke of the meteoric winds that blow between the worlds. His deep, resonant voice grew strained, lingered on his words: “I wonder—”


  THE PURRING of a bell insinuated itself above the dull droning without. Hunter Frederix arose, switched on the televisorphone.


  “Hello, Dave,” he addressed the face on the video, “what’s up?”


  “Plenty, Hunt. Just received a teletype from Kaa. Revolt has broken out all over Botrodus. Captain Adelbert Andres is commanded to report immediately to eleventh division Kaa to command the defense squadrons. Signed by old ‘Zipper’ Taine himself. And, Hunt, something is screwy in the air over here. The old man’s on a hot jet over something or other. Better get over here quick!”


  “O.K., brother Cravens! Del will break a speed record getting to Kaa; he has the old battle itch worse than ever. I’ll be over to the Station as soon as my gyro’ll make it. Sounds like all hell is about to break in the city!”


  “So? Well, you’d—So long!” Cravens broke off abruptly, and they could see him whirl away from the transmitter as the videos died.


  Snapping off the T V P, Hunter Frederix turned and said slowly, regretfully:


  “Well, this is it!”


  A smile lightninged across Andres’ face.


  “It’s about time! This inactivity was killing me!”


  “Be careful; the best of luck and all that; and may you come back in one piece!”


  “One live piece, Frederix!” he mocked, and his dark face, tanned by long exposure to Centauri’s blazing binary sun, set forth the fierce glint in his eyes and sudden, bitter pain on his lips. “Thank God it matters to some one—”


  “It matters to the world,” Frederix said softly. “After all the Legion is ten light years away, and the Defense Squadrons must keep our system at peace!”


  “Just keep believing that we will. Faith helps a lot sometimes.”


  Their hands clasped warmly.


  “So I’m checking out. If you get near Botrodus, drop in at the Rendezvous; I’ll be there if I’m off duty. You see, I’ve a new robot to show you—something I can’t understand myself—powered by radium; and I know it has intelligence!”


  “O.K., Del. And I may be in sooner than you think. When Dave Cravens gets the jitters something pretty powerful is giving them to him!”


  “Good old Dave. He was with me at Kackijakaala, helped me at the robot controls—but you know about that. Ask him to tell you about the time we were surrounded at Travarga.”


  “He has!”


  “Well. Oh, hell, Hunt, goodbye!” Andres whirled lithely, and with long strides left the room.


  “So long!” Frederix called after him; then turned, swept a mass of Starcharts into the safe, locked it, and turned towards the tiny landing outside where rested his one man gyrotomic . . . towards the beginning of a strange destiny which would weave together the fates of worlds and stars, and bring to him knowledge of greatness such as man had never known before.


  II


  The robot stirred restlessly and moved at length across a room littered with parts of others of its kind. Its blue photocellular eyes peered out into the starshot Martian sky. Could it know that its creator was coming nearer, riding flame through the night?


  SWIFTLY the gyrotomic sped beneath the vaulted ceiling of Certagarni, using the air propellers and gyrovanes as local ordinances demanded for the sake of air conservation, slanting above streets thronging with gesticulating, chanting men wearing the bizarre native dress of old Mars.


  It was no impersonal, cursory glance which Frederix gave that tense mob; rather was it a careful, searching observation. Here and there his keen gray eyes discerned Centaurians, tall, slender men, haranguing the natives. More uneasy grew his anxious heart. Had his words to Andres contained more of the truth than he had realized?


  Beating down through the thick glassite ceiling, clearly audible above the faint purr of his motors, he heard the roar of many gyrotomics, flashed a glance upward and glimpsed an hundredfold of blasts flashing to the east towards Kaa. With revolt so imminent here, had the Station ships been ordered to Botrodus?


  Out into the clear cold Martian night through a photocell-actuated lock he raced, his atomics red-flaring now, towards the Spacestation.


  Ten miles out the great towering structure housing mighty positron guns (anti-spacecraft batteries) rose in the blackness. Dropping down low, he slipped into a small lock behind the hangars and clambered forth beneath the vaulted roof.


  The tall, blond man paused for a moment, listening for the familiar sounds of men playing poker with virile blasphemy over in Barracks, but, save for the hum of generators in the power plant, all was deathly still.


  Strange, he thought, that all the men should go to Kaa, even the mechanics, draftsmen and ordinance men!


  He turned uneasily towards the lighted Communications office, finding it deserted. Now where was Cravens? He should be here at the teletypes, T V P’s and radios. He wouldn’t have gone to Kaa nor deserted his post wilfully.


  Advancing to the silent teletype machine Frederix saw that it was cut off all circuits save the direct Certagarni-Calidao band. What he read on the page brought a mounting fury into his brain:


  “VRON XII DE XIV. CERTAGARNI STATION HELPLESS. SEEDRONA PLANTED. WHAT ARE YOUR ORDERS?


  “XII REPORTING. GREATER CALIDAO ABSOLUTELY IN OUR POWER. INDUSTRIAL SECTIONS SHOULD FALL BY DAWN. BOTRODUS IS IN SAFE FOR KAA WHERE SPACESTATION HAS RESISTED ALL ATTACKS. SEND SHIPS OF YOUR STATION PILOTED BY MARTIAN GROUP IX FOR IMMEDIATE ATTACK ON KAA. UPON DEPARTURE DESTROY ALL GUN EMPLACEMENTS LEST THEY BE RECAPTURED BEFORE THE ADVENT.”


  The messages were dated scarcely ten minutes before. They must have been completed directly after Cravens had called the Embassy. But who had sent the first and received the second?


  There was only one Vron at Certagarni. It couldn’t be he; he was loyal to the Legion.


  Perplexedly Frederix turned towards the inner room. Simultaneously a voice cut across the silence:


  “Looking for someone, Lieutenant?”


  Slowly he turned to confront Captain Meevo of the Defense Squadron—Meevo of whom he had thought but seconds past.


  “Yes, sir. What does this mean? Where are the men?”


  Meevo’s thin, haughty face twisted cruelly. “The men have been taken care of; and this means that the old regime is going out; that a new race shall rule all of this system when the Legion returns from Sirius!”


  “A new race?”


  “Yes. Mine, the Vrons, true blood of Alpha Centauri—”


  Frederix could sense again the mystic alien strength of this man who had joined the Legion years ago during the Liberation; that subtle magnetism at which he had so often wondered, which kept him now from plunging recklessly into that leveled weapon.


  “And just how do you propose doing this?”


  “First, internal revolt, the rekindling of the old fires of worldly and national prejudice by a few well-ordered murders and the wholesale destruction of the spacestations. Even now my good friend Manuel Onupari has a ship waiting in Calidao, waiting to be loaded with seedrona from Jethe’s munitions plant which will blast every station on Earth. Tomorrow night we will put that ship into its orbit.


  “But you shall only see the beginning here, Frederix. Now be so kind as to go out to the control turret.”


  Slowly the young ordnance engineer turned and walked out through the glassite tunnel to the turret overlooking the fortress. His heart was hammering madly and his slender hands nervously clenching and unclenching. He forced himself to speak.


  “And this Advent. What of that?”


  “Three years ago an Armada left Centauri, two thousand light ships armed, as you earthmen say, to the teeth. Three more years and they will be here; and a system ruined by internal revolt will lie helpless for conquest!”


  “God!” burst Frederix.


  “Call on your God, Earthman, and I will call on mine to speed those mighty ships!”


  Frederix forced himself to stop that mad desire to whirl about, to charge Meevo with bare hands. For that would be certain, horrible death with burning disruption in his vitals.


  Now he glimpsed Captain Marlin’s huddled, ray-ribboned body lying near the smashed controls within the tower. Close by Lieutenant Gorman lay in hideous death.


  Strange thoughts passed through his brain. Why did not Meevo, schooled in slaughter, slay him, too?


  But Meevo merely motioned him to enter the room; he did so, then the frail, haughty Vron said slowly, relishing the situation with an alien humor which the other could not understand:


  “You’ve about fifteen minutes, Frederix. Fifteen minutes to realize the fact that you’ll be blown to bits. When the station goes, Certagarni will revolt; in a few weeks, as the other stations go, Mars will fall completely into chaos.


  “A few months and Onupari shall have lain waste the Earth stations. It’s too bad you must miss it all; but you must! So I’m locking you in here where you can view the glorious beginning. This room has been the sanctum sanctorum of these two dead gentlemen; I’ve no doubt you’ll be unable to solve the diallock’s combination. It will give you something to pass the moments away with. So, goodbye, Earthman. May your ancestors welcome you with wine and tribulation!”


  With that alien idiom uttered, the Vron stepped outside. The great durite door crashed shut, the diallock whirled.


  A moment later a small gyrotomic blasted into the night sky and moved swiftly into the northeast towards distant Calidao.


  FREDERIX heard the purring of the electric clock, turned his gaze towards it, and the second hand going ’round, swiftly. He tried the door, turned back into the room. Glassite-durite walls faced him, transparent but comprised of the hardest alloy in the system.


  Flicking on a desk lamp, he rumaged around the room. No weapons, no tools . . . And the minutes were fleeing—ten minutes more—nine!


  And then his eyes fell on a portable cathode ray oscillograph, and inspiration lighted up his rugged, bearded face!


  The door was locked by a high frequency radio wave diallock, the most delicate and most burglar proof lock in the system. Its shielded exterior made it invulnerable to the most advanced instruments of a modern Raffles; but its unshielded inner side—


  Quickly he plugged in the oscillograph on A.C., brought it to the door, adjusted the wires from the jack-top binding posts to the terminal of the lock, stepped up the anode voltage, cut in the sweep circuit and paused for a long moment to still the quivering of his hand as he reached for the diallock.


  His eyes were glued to the greenish fluorescence of the slow-screen tube as he started twirling the combination. Waves pulsed evenly across the grid. And then they jerked almost unnoticeably; a wave-plate had fallen into position! He changed the diallock’s direction back slowly. Another variance in the oscillation. Back, again!


  The clock purring, purring, and somewhere another clock ticking the doom of the station away.


  His whole body was trembling as he made the final turn and was breathlessly rewarded with the sight of a higher frequency wave pulsing smoothly across the tube. The door fell silently open. The clock said a minute to the zero hour!


  He raced across the roof, full in the flare of a swirling beacon. Of course he did not see the crawling, bleeding body in the darkness near the radioroom’s door, did not hear the hoarse, feeble cry:


  “Oh, God, not Frederix!”


  He blasted his ship out through the automatic lock at full speed. Seconds later his radio receiver burst into life:


  “Calling KBM, Kaa. This is Cravens at Certagarni. Meevo and Frederix killed all the men; sent the squadron to attack Kaa. Station will blow into Hell within a minute. Oh, God, get them—Captain Meevo and Lieutenant Hunter Frederix—traitors! The Cen—”


  The weak, quavering voice died away.


  THE NIGHT turned to crimson flame. Boom! A vast concussion shook the earth, the sky. Frederix fought the bucking controls. Behind, the spacestation’s defenses were debris spouting into the upper air, and livid, leaping fire cast macabre patterns upon the distant vaults of Certagarni.


  He sat in the cushioned seat, stunned by the immensity of the deed and by the startling denunciation he had heard as Cravens, with whom he had conversed so much, Cravens who had made the trio of Andres, Frederix and himself rich indeed in the folklore of the stars—Cravens had named him traitor!


  Dave had even taken his transmitter to overhaul the day before. Consequently he could not contact Kaa or Del and protest his innocence, warn them of the awful fullness of the Vron plot, of the Armada. He would probably be shot down should he stumble upon the aerial battle which would soon be waged over Botrodus since Cravens had warned Kaa, the key station there.


  As if in attendance upon his thoughts, his open receiver burst, amid general static:


  “KBM calling all ships. Apprehend all suspicious craft approaching Botrodus; engage if they refuse to give proper clearance. Meevo—Frederix—if you hear my voice, understand that you will be given no quarter—” Suddenly another carrier wave whined into the wavelength; Andres’ angry voice broke in:


  “Blake, you damned fool, Frederix had nothing to do with this!”


  “Captain Andres, unless you have absolute proof, please get off the band—”


  Silence. Heartbreaking silence. KBM took up again, vainly calling Calidao.


  Frederix looked at his directional finder. He was heading for Kaa at nearly a thousand m.p.h. If he changed his course a few degrees and headed for Andres’ Rendezvous on the Kaa-Calidao airline, he could call KBM and straighten the matter out Quickly he made the necessary alterations . . .


  The bitter chill of the Martian night cut through the ship’s hull. Locking the robot controls, Frederix slipped on a beryl-durite oxysuit, locked the glassite helmet in place and turned on the thermo-electric unit.


  Straight out across the Hargoan Swamps he flew, towards the Rendezvous. And he thought of the past, back before his birth when Andrese, as legend ran, had come back from far places, from a memorable battle in Alpha Centauri’s vast system’, wounded in body, and, his legion buddies whispered, in heart. Aye, even in soul. Rumor had it that he had loved with all the native fire and enthusiasm that were his—fighter extraordinary, D’Artagnan of the Legion. Had loved and lost and something within him had died.


  He had for a while lived a hermitary existence in an old Martian ruin on a narrow, arid, mountainous strip cutting across Hargo; but combat, strife, adventure called—


  Reenlistment. Out to Lalande 21,185; for Centauri was in peace. Battle after hellborn battle until that lesser and nearer Lalande had found a newbirth of freedom.


  But Andres had not embarked upon the twelve-year journey across the 8.4 light years to Sirius in the Legion’s stellatomics. He had told Frederix that the day might come when Sol would need him more. And so he remained with the Solarian Defense, clinging to that ancient estate—his Rendezvous where he held communion with his memories and with the ghosts of those who had fallen beside and before his blazing guns—haunting it when on Mars and off duty . . .


  Far to the south Frederix caught the fierce glare of disrupters, of jets flaming in the black, starshot night as furious combat raged. Del, too, was probably there, deep in the bloody game which was his life now—


  Onward, onward.


  DAWN SHOT UP, breaking with all the suddenness of Martian day. To his right Frederix glimpsed a ship bearing down upon him—a Certagarni ship, named doubtless by a Vron-minded Martian.


  Suddenly the savage whine of other atomics crescendoed from above. From the corner of his eye Frederix caught the crimson splurge of a master disrupter from the nose of an insanely-plunging blue ship—a Kaa ship!


  A red finger burned across his right wing, tearing it cleanly free; the ship whipstalled, hung like a stricken, onewinged bird and whirled into a dizzy, whipping spin. Grimly he wrestled with the useless controls, tried to avert the crash, flung his eyes upwards towards the victor, and a scream sundered his lips.


  “DEL!” A useless scream, killed by the higher keening of wind and unleashed jets.


  The craft careened erratically into the swamp, down through infinitely intermeshed trees which broke the velocity of its fall, and crashed sickeningly into the frozen mire.


  Miraculously Frederix retained consciousness and tore his bruised, throbbing body from the shattered cabin, plunged to the slippery ground and screamed madly, flinging his helmet open:


  “Del! Del! Oh, God! Come back!” But the atomics screamed as Andres whirled towards the other Certagarni ship and, embattled, fled into the distances towards Kaa.


  He dragged himself weakly from the frozen, broken ice, reeling in dizziness. Blood was spurting from his nostrils, his breath was shot and rasping in the frigid, ozone-tainted atmosphere. Feebly he fumbled for his helmet catch, closing it after an eternity, and collapsed on a nearby hummock, gulping in the oxygen which meant life.


  He looked at the crumpled, broken ship. Something man had built, gone the way of all his creations. And why? Because of man’s savagery, man’s impetuousity, man’s searching after the vain chimera of glory—”


  Rising, he stumbled into the north, towards the Rendezvous and, beyond, Calidao, Onupari, and that upon which the future freedom of Earth depended—the seedrona in the vaults of Jethe.


  At length he dropped in utter exhaustion. The noonday sun shone upon his inert body near the foothills of a low-lying mountain range.


  Long hours later he awoke, incredibly refreshed, and scrambled upward to the highest summit of the range. A cry of exultation burst from his lips. Before him was a tiny valley on whose farther side clung a huge, rocky pile which only a Martian—or Andres and his kin who had beheld the insane architecture of the hither stars—might call an abode of man.


  The Rendezvous—Del Andres’ Rendezvous, at last!


  III


  Within, the monkey-like robot waited, weapons gleaming in its finely fashioned hands. A stranger was approaching—someone who knew the Master—friend or foe, it knew not; yet something purely intuitive spoke inside it, saying “Friend!”


  DARKLY RED and ominous, the old pile seemed untenanted when first its bloody portico spread beneath his swiftly questing feet. Fantastic, ponderous arches topping offset, fluted columns; weirdly carven facades. An architect’s nightmare; a surrealistic concept of a palace in Hades; but house ne’er seemed so welcoming to a lone man against a world.


  Silence broken only by the faint, thin whisper of a rising wind sweeping red dust through the trellises about the time-scarred walls, indicative of a simoon in the offing.


  Advancing to the great door, he rapped sharply, then tried the latch. To his surprise it yielded. Entering the vestibule, he opened his helmet to a revivifying blast of oxygen fresh from the automatic ozone transformers, and called. The echo of his voice alone came back.


  He found the library dustless and orderly. Trophies hung on the walls: mounted heads and bodies of creatures slain beneath alien suns, ghastly travesties on solarian mammals, creatures envisioned in dreams. Weapons from the far places, taken (as the labels read) at the siege of Kackijakaala in Alpha Centauri, six years distant by the fastest stellatomic.


  How old, then, was Del Andres the magnificent? Man’s allotted span, increased by the elimination of all disease, covers but a hundred and fifty years; yet Andres had seen and fought those years away within the vast systems of Centauri and Lalande, and he seemed still a young man, by appearance no older than Frederix’s thirty years.


  Aye, there were mysteries about Del Andres—rumors about a Vron princess far across space, years ago as time runs.


  Intuitively Frederix moved to luxurious draperies hanging on the walls, moved them aside and a sigh came from his parted lips. The sheer, glorious, breath-taking beauty of the picture revealed stunned him! Third-dimensional it seemed, tinted with an ethereal loveliness, the supreme glory of womankind—


  Haughtiness, perhaps, but the haughtiness that breeds the hope of conquest that would be rich, indeed, in its fulfillment.


  He released the drapes and turned aside with a cry in his heart. Only now did he fully realize the fatalistic spirit which drove Del Andres: the devil-may-care fearlessness, the sheer recklessness, the constant hoping, perhaps, for death.


  Small wonder that Hunter Frederix left that shrine and quested inward, saddened immeasurably by what he had seen and what he had so suddenly realized. For he had seen, in that moment, into the hidden recesses of a great man’s soul.


  The dining salle opened before him, seemingly converted into a species of chambre-des-horreurs since robot parts were strewn all over the place: limbs, wires, sockets, photo-cells, small atomic motors. Robot control was a hobby of Andres’—a robot of his making had, at Kackijakaala, entered and opened the gates of the fortress at which the Legion had hammered futilely for months on end in conquering the Dwares of Centauri and bringing peace and prosperity to the system’s many races—prosperity and the ultimate hope of cosmic conquest!


  He crossed the sill, started hurriedly towards a radio cabinet in the far corner. Simultaneously a door nearby fell silently open and what he saw caused, at first, a smile to flash across his bearded face.


  Into the room came a tiny form, probably three feet tall, hairy and chubby like a Ganymedean monkey, its face a delicate pink, its large eyes an innocent baby-blue, dominating a pudgy simian face. A robot, no less—the robot about which Del had talked—whose comical aspect was not at all in keeping with the grim menace of a paralysis-pellet gun in one manual extremity and a disrupter in the other! Its thick lips parted and a reproduction of Andres’ voice said:


  “Don’t move or I shall be forced to shoot. You will kindly remain as you are until Del Andres returns!” Whereupon the litany continued rapidly in Lalandean and Centaurian and abated.


  Frederix stood frozen in his tracks, his smile gone now. He’d heard of automatic robots before, guarding bleak, desolate outposts in the still watches of extra-terrestrial nights whose weapons would be automatically discharged should anything change the visual pattern on their photocells during or after the warning.


  The suspense was maddening. A radio transmitter and receiver stood scant feet away, and he dared not move to reach them—the means of calling Kaa, of sending angry ships swarming at Calidao, for perhaps (a perhaps that was maddening in its import)—perhaps Onupari had not swept into the void with his cargo of death.


  Andres had spoken of some intelligence manifest in the robot’s actions. Might it then understand if he spoke to it?


  “I am Hunter Frederix, Del Andres’ friend,” he said softly, scarcely moving his lips. The robot remained motionless, irresponsive. Was it merely the sparking of relays or had he described a gleam of something else in those mechanical eyes?


  He talked on, explaining the entire situation. Abruptly, amazingly, the automaton sheathed its weapons.


  Frederix turned towards the radio, astounded by what he had seen, striving to give the exhibition of understanding some explanation which did not admit of a created mentality; then, without, he heard the jetting of a landing gyrotomic.


  A WARM, excited cry cut the silence of the old mansion:


  “Hunt! I thought you’d come here! Oh, I knew Dave was wrong!”


  Del Andres rushed into the room, his dark face agleam, his strong arms outstretched in welcome greeting.


  Frederix caught his hands, crushed them and said nothing.


  “We captured a Vron, learned that they have sent an Armada—”


  “I know,” Frederix said simply. “Oh, I knew they’d come!” Andres raced on. “I warned the Legion years ago; but they knew more than I who lived with the Vrons at Centauri, who—well, it doesn’t matter! What matters is that I know them for what they are: cruel, domineering, the greatest actors in the universe; and when they want something—power or love or gold, it doesn’t matter which for their fancies change in a moment—nothing will stop their mad rush towards that goal—” Suddenly he was staring into the shadowed room whence he had come and there was bitterness in his dark eyes—the bitterness of cruel and undimmed memories.


  “But they must be stopped!” Frederix cried.


  “We’ll stop them!” whispered Andres, his strong, white teeth bared almost wolfishly. “The Legion can’t get back in time; but we’ve worlds to defend, Hunt, and the courage to defend them. But why did Dave Cravens name you traitor?”


  He could talk now. He could empty his bursting heart. Swiftly he recounted everything from those dangerous moments in Certagarni to the present.


  “We’ll win through!” Andres cried, his great hands strong and encouraging on Frederix’s shoulders. “We’ll get the Kaa ships to Calidao; we’ll wireless Earth; we’ll curb it now while it’s not too late! Their armada is years away; much can be done ere it comes!


  “Why, we’ve already downed the Certagarni squadron and reestablished control there and in Botrodus!”


  That supreme confidence banished the hopeless resignation in Frederix’s heart, buoyed him up and gave him newborn hope.


  Andres was smiling, reaching into the young engineer’s open helmet to grasp his golden beard in iron fingers, to tug at it playfully.


  “Getting gray, fella! Must’ve happened when I shot you down!”


  That broke the strain. They grinned boyishly at each other; then Del spun on his heel, walked to the radio cabinet, and simultaneously a carbon copy of his own voice cried in mockery:


  “Don’t move a muscle or I shall be forced to shoot.”


  He started to turn; the robot’s unsheathed pellet gun coughed and Del toppled over against the transmitter, smashing the bared, delicate condensers into nothingness as he dropped into paralysis.


  Frederix stood stunned. “No . . . no . . .” he murmured; and then he was leaping forward, tears of rage and futility in his eyes, to lift Del to a nearby couch, to call to him incoherently.


  He looked then to the robot standing silently nearby. The curses on his lips were never uttered, for flooding into his mind came a strong feeling of sorrow, regret, and the automaton was extending the weapons to him grip foremost, as though their surrender might repair the damage done!


  He tried to fight off the thoughts which thronged the threshold of his mind then. He tried to think of Del and of Onupari and his death cargo, of hellish death rushing across the light years towards Sol; but instead he could think only of the things Del had told him of creating this robot, powering it with a full gram of radium, releasing intelligence.


  That there was intelligence here, he did no longer question. A reasoning intellect which had forbade slaying him and now had done this inexplicable thing. Or did it have complete control of the robot’s form? Had it acted of its own accord or had the robot’s relays automatically caused this dilemma? That final thought brought a counter-thought, a clear and scarrowing affirmation!


  But how could he credit anything existing independent of a flesh and blood body as having intelligence? Must not every life form remain an insoluble psychophysical being?


  And yet—is not the basis of all things electrical? Life and all that pertains to it and the universe? Why not, then, a pure, radioactive intelligence? Could it not have arisen by evolving degrees from the complexity of atomic fluctuations finding genesis in the pitted core of Pallas—where Andres, prospecting to pass empty days away, had found it—a sentient consciousness born in cosmic loneliness out of the very fabric of the universe? Had not One Other thus found genesis?


  The weird new wonder of it strong within him, Frederix looked down at Andres, silent, immovable on the couch. A strange little smile played on sensitive, parted lips beneath the thin black mustache. Frederix wondered if he dreamed—


  Spinning around to the radio, he discovered that to repair it would take hours. Yet he must call Kaa, summon the Service men, and depart in Del’s ship for Calidao, on the slim chance that Onupari might still be there and that he might stay the take-off.


  Atomics moaning above. He rushed to the window. Five ships V-ed into the south, magnificent against a dust-darkened sky, flashing swiftly out of sight under full power. Service ships, so near and yet so far!


  Of course, the ship! Del’s ship would have radio equipment. He rushed out on the impulse, his breath coming fast within his helmet.


  Snapping on the transmitter, he called quickly into the microphone:


  “Frederix calling KBM, Kaa. Calling KBM . . .”


  QRM snapped through his receiver, born of those lowering skies over Botrod us, one of those rare but violent sandstorms come to disrupt radio communication.


  Now a calm official voice answered, badly distorted by atmospheric disturbance:


  “KBM to Frederix. What (brrrrrt) . . . . message?”


  “Andres is paralyzed at the Rendezvous. Send a doctor. Send all available ships to Calidao—”


  “Andres paralyzed . . . . . Rendezvous . . . . Repeat . . . . mess . . . . can’t——”


  Frederix repeated grimly, persistently, but Kaa kept calling:


  “KBM . . . . do not get. . . . repeat . . . . K . . . rrrrrrrr . . .”


  And then QRM blotted even that out.


  DISGUSTEDLY he turned towards the port and the grim old mansion looming large in the cold, storm-born dusk, and hesitated. The message had gotten through. They at least knew Andres’ condition and position; they would doubtless come plunging to the Rendezvous. He must leave a message!


  Moments later he returned to the ship, a disrupter and a freshly-charged paralysis-pellet gun buckled at his waist. Before him scurried the automaton, its tragi-comic simian face turned back to him as if exhorting him to greater speed.


  Gently, awesomely, almost reverently (for is not reverence born in recognition of the mighty and the mystic unknown which man cannot quite understand?), he handed the monkeylike thing into the cabin and followed.


  Blasting off, he set a Mercator course, with all due corrections, for Calidao. Soon he outflew the fringes of the storm and then night fell like a finely-stitched widow’s veil, the stars danced crazily as the air cooled, and he was alone in the darkness, roaring at full speed towards Calidao. Alone, aye, save for the weird little robot standing by his side, whatever life it possessed recording his every movement.


  Gloom and hope held thrall in his soul. Things had seemed soluble with Andres smiling and pledging his support. Now he had weapons and a ship and a strong feeling that Onupari was still in Calidao, but—he was alone! Del was not here to help him. Still, he did have weapons. He might—


  Aye, gloom was fighting a losing battle. A transcendental confidence was stirring his breast—and yet he wondered if it were not telepathic hypnosis finding genesis in the mind of the alien life which was close beside him? What were the limits of its intellect? What aid might it give? He did not dare to even wonder.


  IV


  Who could say what thoughts, emotions, surged through the robot’s mind? Intelligence there was and an undeniable strength inspiring confidence. . . . And something greater—some indefinable prowess beyond, perhaps, the ken of man—


  CALIDAO, city of mystic intrigue, cosmopolitan city where Solarian, Centaurian and Lalandean hold daily intercourse, bartering in lives and souls, and in treasures and alien lore whose origin and significance shall remain forever hidden in the womb of time—


  Thither flashed Frederix in the dead of night, riding the radio beam in from the direction of Kaa. Starshine alone and what light the almost indetectable moons gave illumined the semi-somnolent cosmopolis. Along the main artery, famed Space Boulevard, the varicolored lights of night clubs blazed up through the glassite vaults; the spaceport, a mile and more out of town, shone in a wavering splendour of swirling beacons, pointing white, stabbing fingers into the dark, and the whole was flooded intermittently with brightest green as the great concentration of spacelamps flashed a mighty, guilding column upward and outward to whatever craft might move across the firmament.


  Frederix drove down low over the port, searching for sight of a large black freighter marked with Onupari’s famous (and infamous) boxed-star insignia. Just as he was rewarded by a glimpse of it lying in the ways, just as exultation swept in a warm tide over him, a blindingly-crimson blast seared up from beneath, cutting a great gap in the left wing, waving futilely after him as he careened into the night, his tortured sight seeping slowly back, trying desperately to keep the crippled ship awing.


  He realized that the Calidaoan Vrons and sympathizers bought with golden coins, promises of greatness, and freedom from the “Anarchy of Earth,” had indeed taken dictatorial possession of Calidao and were guarding well the ship of Onupari which would bring death to the Double World.


  Opening the purring atomics wide, he swept in a wide arc far out over the wastes and back to the farther side of the city, and, cutting in the infra-red viewplates, glided to a swift albeit unsteady landing on the verge of the encircling desert.


  He hesitated, but the robot, dropping to the ground, led him unerringly to a small lock opening on one of the back streets. Pausing in the darkness, Frederix peered through the glassite wall.


  A young Martian policeman stood smoking thoughtfully beneath a carbon arc, handsome and proudly erect in his bright, apparently-new uniform, quite alone in this narrow thoroughfare.


  Frederix’s hand dropped to the disrupter, shifted to the needle-gun, and, opening the lock slowly, he aimed and pressed the trigger. Leaping within, he caught the paralyzed youth, lowering him into the shadows of a nearby doorway.


  A surge of commendation beat in his brain—praise for his choice of weapons. For why should one so young and handsome die? Why should any of Sol’s disillusioned billions die because of a few greedy men who had rushed into a bund which would damn the entire system unless someone revealed their duplicity, which had already precipitated all manner of internal strife? Violence would avail naught; they must be shown the plain truth of it so that they might live and be free!


  The robot hurried away now, turned swiftly in a high-arched tunnel which intersected the street, and led Frederix to the fantastically carven front of a large mansion whose portal had been but recently blasted asunder. Over that shattered door was the crest of Jethe the munitions baron, and within the room—


  Nausea seized Frederix’s stomach. Hoary-haired Jethe, dealer in power for peace or war, was sprawled across a paper-strewn table in terrible death, his wizened face and body ribboned into one horrible mess of blood and gore, sliced by a disrupter, signature no doubt of Meevo or Onupari—


  Dizzy with the sheer bestiality of the scene but driven by some manner of apprehension, Frederix threaded his way through the debris to an allwave radio clinging on the farther wall, snapped the switch and dialed to the Kaa frequency.


  A message was coming through, clear now, proof that the sandstorm had subsided and skies were clear. Frederix recognized the cold emotionless voice of Blake, the Kaa chief operator.


  “. . . the message you’ve found may ring true, but in the light of Cravens’ message from Certagarni, proving Frederix to be in league with antiservice factions, we find that we cannot send ships to a possible trap in Calidao until you’ve learned from Andres what’s really behind all this. Please inform us of any developments. Off!”


  Oh, the blind fools! They had found Andres and the message but would do nothing until the paralytic spell had worn away! And Onupari must have been in this room hours before; his ship, prepared for flight, must have long been loaded! He left the place of death at a run.


  The tiny monkey-thing led the way toward Space Boulevard, and into the engineer’s mind an encouraging thought came. Onupari has not left! And Frederix raged inwardly against the callousness, the bloodlust of that fat, swarthy renegade whom he had seen so many times glossing over crimes charged to him by the Embassy.


  The freighter had not taken off yet; the thunder of its atomics would have been easily heard. He might yet—what? If the Service men—If—


  As if they, trying to resuscitate an unconscious man almost an hour’s flight away, could come in time!


  V


  
    
      
        
          	
            Dwells there a thing in all of space

            Without a smile to light its face?

            Intellect: Puck’s dwelling place?

            “What fools we mortals be!”

          
        

      
    

  


  AHEAD he saw an enormous Geissler tube sign flashing alternately with neon’s bright red and argon’s blue:


  THE SPACASINO


  Dine & Dance—Floorshow Tonite


  Joy Rikki & Martian Madcaps


  and simultaneously, he heard voices and the double tread of footsteps down a cross street. The robot slipped intelligently into the shadow of an ornate doorway and he followed.


  Coarse voices—the voices of space-hardened men:


  “We gotta git Manuel out to the ship. ’S been loaded since sundown. What’ll the Envoy think? Cripes, we’re behind schedule now—’most a day!”


  “You git ’im out! Ain’t I tried? Y’know ’ow ‘e is when ’e gits drunk! Give the blighter a bevy of chorines to dance in front of ’im and some vodvil stuff and the blinkin’ fool will set there all the bloomin’ night ’e will, if ’e’s anywheres near tight, an ’ell itself won’t move ’im!”


  . . . The voices became inaudible—Inspiration came to Hunter Frederix then. It was a futile, vain hope. It was a desperate gamble and Death held the odds; but an hour’s delay might mean success. Andres would soon be conscious; the rockets would flash out of Botrodus.


  A wild plan flashed across his brain, and then a pure thought which held in it understanding and acknowledgment—understanding of one man’s weakness and acknowledgment of another’s genius.


  He looked down at the robot, saw the photocellular eyes turned upwards to his face. Despite the seriousness of it all, he smiled crookedly as he caught the automaton up in his arms and hurried across to a doorway marked plainly “Stage Door—No Loiterers!” The door opened as he crossed the photo-electric eye on the threshold, and he came upon a hectic scene: a sweating, cigar-chewing manager upbraiding a group of voluptuous chorines.


  “Listen, girls, please can’t you think up a new routine? This fellow’s a madman when he’s drunk and he might take it in his cranium to tear the joint apart. How’s about that Starshine Sequence?”


  Frederix shouldered his way brusquely through the surprised throng, ignoring the angry remarks which came as his metal suit brushed bare arms and backs. No time for pardons now; seconds meant life or death—“Hey, Mac!” he said by way of introduction. “Could you use an act?” The irate manager surveyed the big, purposeful man inside the oxysuit, grinned and said:


  “Listen, Goldilocks, whatcha think this is—a bearded man’s convention?”


  “Never mind about the customers!” the engineer burst in repartee, smiling though his heart was grim. “I’ve a trained, talking Ganymedean ape here. I’ll give you an act that’ll knock ’em wild if you’ll announce me now and give me a dressing room for about ten minutes. Oke?”


  A system was hanging on the balance in the weighing of a few, short, seemingly lightly-spoken words—the future of many kindred races sprung from a common sun who labored now under greatest stress—And the grinning manager must have sensed the aura of seriousness and power about the unshaven man and his strange companion, for his face grew sober. “What’s the act like, pal?”


  “Ever hear the ‘Saga-of-Sal’ ?”


  “I’ve heard of it!”


  “Tonight you’ll hear it!”


  Frederix’s heart was beating with the power surges of a liquid-rocket’s blast as he hurried into the dressing room, completely removed his helmet, splashed on fiery pseudo-pirate makeup, darkened his golden beard, and then turned his attention to the stoic robot.


  Time flew with the beating of his heart. Removing the robot’s system of speech, he set the disks awhirl, loosening the bolts which held the 144 common units of enunciation in a fixed order. Transcribing his reedy falsetto unto the disks, remembering some of the great poem, extemporizing with his natural flair for poetry, he recited some of the choicest lines; then locked the enunciator unit and lay the robot aside with an air of confidence and satisfaction.


  Carefully he obliterated with makeup any distinguishing signs on the government suit; then hurried out into the wings, the monkey-thing scurrying before—


  
    
      
        
          	
            (The rockets are coming from Kaa, from Kaa,

            Out of Kaa flashing flames in the night.)

          
        

      
    

  


  ALL SPACEMEN have heard the “Saga-of-Sal,” repeated from expedition quarters on Pluto into the English colony in Mercury’s twilight zone, Sal, the throaty torch-singer from dear old Boston at the very sound of whose magic voice the maharajahs of Mars went into ecstasy and who spurned them all to marry a blue midget from Callisto.


  Conceived by some long-dead bard with the virile, full style of a Kipling, it had been handed from mouth to mouth, every minstrel singing it differently; but none of them ever had cause to sing it quite like Hunter Frederix and his futuristic concept of a vaudeville stooge did that wild night in the Spacasino while he waited, his life hanging on a thread, anticipating momentary recognition, praying for the sound of rockets out of Kaa.


  The automaton scampered out in advance and a howl of laughter shook the terra cotta walls. Frederix glimpsed Manuel Onupari rising from a drink-laden table beyond the arc-lamps, a reluctant scowl on his black-jowled, evil face as he argued vehemently with a Vron who was plainly encouraging the renegade’s men to take their leader to the waiting ship.


  But at the sound of applause, Onupari shook himself free and sank back into his seat, exploding in drunken laughter, calling for more wine.


  (Out of Kaa flashing flames in the night—)


  A sigh of relief on his lips, Frederix looked down at that pink, bewhiskered face, unspeakably comical, unspeakably innocent as they swung into the Saga, holding its cues while the crowd roared, giving them full punch under the sensitive direction of the electrical life which seemed to know so much of all things.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “I will take my atomic and sweep through the stars

            And chase all the girlies from Pluto to Mars;

            I’m a knight with a steed which belches out flame;

            I’m a whooper, by golly, Vamose is my name!


            “Monk is my partner—he rides on my knee!

            He flirts with them girlies, what a grand sight to see!

            From Callisto to Luna, from mountain to shore

            We still are a-whoopin’; may the rockets roar!”

          
        

      
    

  


  Whereupon they swung into an animated recital of how they, privateers ranging the void, had heard Sal broadcasting from a Martian station, and, unutterably fascinated by her siren’s call, landed only to be turned over to the Service since she was a Service dame, and to sit in a jail cell and watch her say I do to that Callistan blue midget in a magnificent jail house wedding for dear old publicity’s sake! What a wild, uproarious yarn that was; what shouting, whistling, stomping arose in that semi-barbaric place!


  And the minutes were fleeing—and the miles behind the ships plunging onward—


  MAD THUNDER of applause broken by an equally mad roar. Meevo, pale, wild-eyed, bursting into the club, crying out:


  “Onupari! Planes riding the beam in from Kaa—two hundred miles away! Come on, you drunken fool!” And Meevo jerked the drunken commander to his unsteady feet, slapped his face with an insane violence, threw him into the arms of some less-drunken men and rushed them and his fellow Vron out into the night.


  They were coining! Coming, yes, but fifteen endless minutes away! Half that time would see Onupari’s powerful ship standing out into cosmic space!


  And the native impetuosity of Hunter Frederix could not fail to come. Heated thoughts surged through his brain. His hand strayed to the guns at his side and then he had flung the helmet on to his suit, clamped it down and was gone from the Spacasino like a flash. “Monk,” the robot-extraordinary, tried in vain to match his madly-plunging steps.


  VI


  AND SO he rushed, his oxygen carefully adjusted, out through the massive main-city-lock almost on the heels of Onupari’s helmeted men, and they, for the greater part drunken and stumbling blindly along, heeded him not.


  The rockets were coming from Kaa, out of Kaa flashing flames in the night! But they would be far too late! Onward he ran, his heart screaming protest against the violence of his pace, an endless mile across the desert waste.


  Onupari’s men were streaming up the gleaming aluminum plated ramp now, pouring into the bowels of the ship resting on the ways. Frederix drove forward, a disrupter clenched in his right hand, leaped towards the ramp, yards behind the last man.


  And Meevo, thin, haughty Meevo, stood before him, recognition dawning in his wide, cruel eyes, hand reaching for a disrupter. Frederix heard the faint purring of the warming atomics. The Vron in his way! He must reach the controls, wreck them, even though his life be in forfeit!


  He brought the gun up even as Meevo whipped out his.


  Frederix fired first—right into that glassite helmet—red burst of flame, blood spurting out of a jugular vein severed from nothingness; the Vron’s decapitated body crumpled.


  But the lock crashed shut, and a man loomed within a lighted gun turret.


  The atomics were hissing more loudly now, the intense wave of heat driving Frederix back. A leader flashed past him, fabricating an ionized path for the incredible bolt of lightning which crashed nearby, sucking him into the very heart of a stunning thunderclap.


  He regained his feet unsteadily, tried to run on, intent on escaping the roaring atomics ere they blasted him with their dispersed fury.


  He stumbled, went down, and his mad eyes saw the outdistanced robot coming towards him. A lightning leader flashed, smiting the metallic automaton squarely in the fuel compartment—the radium compartment—


  fusing the whole into a blinding, white hot, leaping electrical aura which strung itself out in a roaring, seething, zigzagging finger which leaped backwards along that ionized pathway towards the ship!


  A tiny voice keened above that mad tumult, shrilling out of that gutted, wrecked automaton:


  “We still are awhoopin’; may the rockets roar!”


  Even as that plaintive, laughing voice cut across the prostrate, half-blinded man’s brain, so spoke more mightily the thunder of the atomics, flinging the mighty hull up the ways into the illimitable starshine. His nerve centers revolted. The agonizing white of after jets initially supercharged; then that excruciatingly painful splash of furious lightning intermeshed and blazing in supernal glory on the ship’s side.


  The very roof of the heavens seemed to cleave in twain. The universe became one crazy, all encompassing roar; the skies were a livid, screaming wave of white, brain singeing, ear bursting agony.


  Frederix was blasted end over end, his bones snapping like matchwood, intolerable pain crushing in on him—


  Vibration upon mad vibration. Reverberation of hell thunder. Pain—unutterable, endless voids of swimming pain—


  Consciousness remained. Sound—crushing sound.


  And, at length, silence.


  THE MAN tried to drag his broken, throbbing, bleeding body from beneath the debris of the hangars against which he had been thrown, which had sheltered him from the highest fury of that unleashed cargo of seedrona, set aspark by the short circuit caused by the disrupting blast of unnatural lightning, radium transformed into flame.


  Frederix looked up into the blackness and strained to see beyond it. A faint, almost ironic smile crossed his pain wracked, bleeding lips. Gone, the minions of those who sought to subjugate a system—gone, the deadly cargo which, treated and compressed, would have destroyed the spacestations and laid the World bare to conquest.


  And, Oh God! at what price to him? What price, indeed?


  But he, what did he matter? He was only a means to the end. The plot was known now. Back on Earth, here on Mars, in all the other solarian havens of life, the Vrons of Centauri would meet defeat; for Solarians would believe him now with Del Andres by his side, Andres who knew the Vrons of Centauri for the strange, changeable, domineering creatures that they were, Andres who called him friend and in whose great heart only friendship was left—aye, they would believe him well!


  When he heard the murmuring of rockets out of Kaa, he was thinking many things: of what the strange life form he had come to know by the lowly name of “Monk” had done—truly the workings of something far greater than man striving for universal betterment. He thought of the earnestness, the striving, the sense of honor and glory and all that is good.


  In essence, what had it been? A consciousness born of the basic fabric of the universe, electricity however strange the form. Something come out of seemingly nowhere to aid a race in its moment of greatest blindness, of greatest need. Come to render a queer, heroic, supernal sacrifice.


  And now, despite the living, shuddering pain within him, a smile twisted his lips. He was thinking of a little voice whispering a very virile tune as it went down into death. He was thinking that even something akin to a god, in its most serious workings for good, might find time to know laughter.


  And he was wishing that that intelligence had not been consumed by the blessed flame of martyrdom. He was wondering what aid it might have given in those moments not far hence when the Armada would come blasting out of the void between the stars.


  Message from Venus


  R.R. Winterbotham


  THE VENUSIANS had one admirable characteristic. When they set out to do a thing, nothing could stop them. Captain Paul Bonnet had said something to this effect to Major Rogers and it made the old man so angry that he almost court-martialed the youth.


  “We’re going to stop them!” the major roared.


  Captain Bonnet glanced up into the sky, already dark with the ballooned bodies of the Venusian bipeds. The creatures looked like huge sausages, except that there was something deadly about them.


  On the approaches to Outpost 53, sweating men labored on the caissons of twelve batteries of Amorg twenty-fives, pouring atomic destruction into a solidly packed mass of Venusians advancing through the wire entanglements.


  Captain Bonnet nodded to the major. “You’re right, sir!” He turned to the members of his crew who were manning an anti-rocket gun. “Did you hear that? Knock ’em out of the sky!”


  The gun coughed Amorg vapor into the sky. A gaping hole appeared directly overhead where the bodies of at least a hundred Venusians were disintegrated. Before the gun could be recharged the hole disappeared, filled by more bulging Venusians.


  Lieutenant Bill Riley wiped the sweat from his face with his soiled coat sleeve.


  “It’s like bailing a boat with a sieve!” he said.


  Major Rogers looked as though he were going to have apoplexy.


  “We’ll get ’em,” Captain Bonnet announced, winking at his lieutenant.


  Lieutenant Riley grinned. There was a great deal in common between the captain and the lieutenant, besides the fact that they were both officers of the same space ship—The Piece of Sky—which now lay ruined on the landing field, its plates dissolved by acid poured from the sky by the Venusians.


  Both officers were young and husky. Both had seen action on the Martian canals and this wasn’t the first meeting they had had with Venusians.


  “If they had any sense they’d know they were licked,” the captain added, casting his steely blue eyes at the entanglements. The place was a grisly sight, strewn with parts of thousands of long-bodied Venusians.


  But the captain knew and the lieutenant knew—perhaps even the major knew—that Outpost 53 was worth any sacrifice the Venusians were willing to make. If this post were captured, the Venusians could control their planet again. There were any number of reasons why it was best that the planet be governed by terrestrials, and not all of them were commercial. The Venusians were murderous, evil, destructive creatures who hated every other living thing in the universe.


  Captain Bonnet checked his casualties. Of his crew of sixty, three were dead and twelve paralyzed by the poisoned darts the Venusians used. The other forty-five were half dead from exhaustion. Three days of fighting was about all any man could stand.


  Captain Bonnet’s men had been in a more or less exposed position during the first part of the battle and their casualties had been heavy while they tried to prevent The Piece of Sky’s destruction. But probably ten percent of the fifteen hundred men who manned Outpost 53 were out of the action now, the majority of them suffering temporary paralysis from dart poison. The captain realized that the attack would continue until the Venusians captured the post.


  The radio power house had been destroyed first of all. Then the space ship had been wrecked. The outpost was cut off from communication with the earth. Reinforcements who could attack the Venusians from above and disperse them would not be due for two months. If Outpost 53 lasted three weeks, it would mean fighting to the last man.


  Lieutenant Riley reached into his bag between coughs of the Amorg gun. He brought out a slender bottle and pulled the cork. He pressed the bottle into Captain Bonnet’s hand.


  “Martian Zingo,” the lieutenant said. “A friend of mine gave it to me for a little service in the Canal campaign on Mars. I’ve been saving it for a special occasion and it looks like this is it. Here’s to our short and merry lives, Captain!”


  NIGHT brought some relief, although the poisoned darts still rained on the outpost and the ground was lighted with flashes of the atom guns.


  Major Rogers, his face drawn with weariness, stomped to the spacemen’s battery.


  “We’ve got to get a man through to earth, Captain,” the major said. “Can’t your ship be fixed?”


  The captain shook his head. “No, sir.”


  “Doesn’t your ship carry a lifeboat?”


  “It does, but you couldn’t make the earth in that—and survive. The lifeboat carries just enough fuel to land on a planet. That fuel would be used on the takeoff.”


  “But if you got off Venus and aimed the boat toward the earth, nothing would keep it from getting there, would it?”


  “No, I suppose not, sir.”


  “Then we’ve got to do it. Yes, yes, I know. It’s suicide. But it’s suicide not to try it. We simply must get a message through to the earth. We’ll ask for volunteers.”


  “No need of that, Major,” the captain said. “I’ll make the trip.”


  “One man couldn’t do it,” broke in Lieutenant Riley. “I’m going along.”


  “You know what it means?” the captain asked his friend.


  “Any spaceman knows what a forty-five million mile trip in a lifeboat means, you mug,” the lieutenant replied. “But I’d rather die quickly in a crash landing than to face what the Venusians probably have thought up for us when they whittle us down to their size.”


  “By gad! You’re both heroes.”


  “Umph!” said Captain Bonnet, who had been a hero before.


  “What’s that?”


  “I was about to say: we’d better get started. It’s getting late.”


  “Good! Take a detail to your ship and get the lifeboat ready. Then you and the lieutenant get some rest. I’ll call you in an hour for the takeoff.”


  THE Piece of Sky’s lifeboat was scarcely one hundred feet in length. It was powered by fourteen rocket valves, fed from detachable fuel containers, so arranged that as fast as a fuel drum was emptied it could be dropped from the rocket. The ship was streamlined from the nose to tail, but it was flattened on the bottom, so that either of two possible types of landing maneuvers could be attempted.


  Attempted was the correct word, for lifeboats of space ships were never the last word in navigable machines. They were to be used only as a last resort under desperate circumstances. No lifeboat had ever been built as a machine for lengthy interplanetary travel. But the universe is foolproof to a certain extent. Any piece of matter is sure to obey the laws of the universe. Captain Bonnet supposed that if the lifeboat succeeded in taking off, and if it were put on the right orbit, it could reach the earth in time to send reinforcements back to Venus.


  As Captain Paul Bonnet and Lieutenant Bill Riley took their places in the ship, Major Rogers explained that the craft had been equipped with a small parachute to be used just before the lifeboat crashed in dropping a message to authorities that Outpost 53 had been attacked and that reinforcements were needed.


  “After you drop the message, you men are on your own,” the major explained.


  “You mean we’re to try to get out of it, if we can?” asked Captain Bonnet dryly. “Humph!”


  A few minutes later the lifeboat’s rockets roared and the craft soared upward through Venusian clouds to deliver a message to Terra.


  Captain Bonnet watched the rockets drain the fuel tank on the takeoff. His gravity gauge told him that he was going to make it. Once beyond Venus and nosed toward the earth, which was approaching conjunction, no more fuel would be needed. The ship would be seized by terrestrial gravity and brought home. There would be a period of uncomfortable warmth as the sides of the ship became red hot in the earth’s atmosphere. A few moments of frantic work dropping the parachute over some populous region of the earth, and then a crash that would mean the end.


  Each man had gone over the details of what he was to do. Each man had told himself that there was no end to this trip except death, yet each man hoped that in some way he could avoid the final disaster. If there were only some way a space ship could be landed without fuel!


  “It’s no use,” Captain Bonnet said. “Up to the end of the Twentieth Century, when all problems dealing with space navigation were worked out, excepting space flight itself, all of the experts agreed that there was no practical way of landing a space ship. It wasn’t until the Twenty-first Century that the spiral landing orbit was discovered and it took another century to discover the Rippler force method of landing a ship intact.”


  “At least the Rippler method’s out,” Lieutenant Riley said dryly. “We’d have to have fifty gallons of fuel to land a fourteen-valve lifeboat on its rocket jets.”


  “Even the spiral landing orbit would require twenty-five gallons,” Captain Bonnet pointed out. “Both methods are out. We’ve got about two gallons of rocket fuel in the tank and we’ll need most of it in the cooling system to keep us from burning up until we can drop the message.”


  Hours ticked swiftly away as the space ship moved closer to the earth. The craft had reached the middle of its course, where terrestrial and Venusian gravities neutralized, with speed to spare. From now on it would accelerate slowly under the pull of the earth’s attraction and it could be expected to enter the earth’s atmosphere at a speed greater than 200 miles a second. The entire trip from Venus to the earth would take about 72 hours. The job of decelerating from 200 miles a second to less than ten would be taken care of in the 1,000 miles of atmosphere lying above the earth. It could be accomplished with no more discomfort than a passenger in a car experiences in a sudden stop. But the last ten miles per second deceleration would mean the overcoming of the force of gravity itself.


  Captain Bonnet considered the danger of the moon interfering with the ship’s flight to earth. He discovered, to his relief, that the moon was out of the way, on the opposite side of the earth. At least he would not have to use precious fuel to keep the craft from landing on the moon.


  He checked the cooling apparatus. It seemed in perfect working condition and should keep the two passengers from roasting alive until the ship crashed. At least this was a comfort.


  Lieutenant Riley, who had been sleeping, opened his eyes.


  “Say, Paul, I’ve an idea!”


  “Yeah? Spill it.”


  “Why couldn’t we keep the ship in an orbit outside the earth’s atmosphere until it is sighted by telescope?”


  “There are two pretty good reasons for that,” Paul Bonnet replied. “In the first place we’ll be going too fast. If we tried to get into an orbit we’d sail right out again. To become a satellite of the earth—and I suppose that’s what you’re thinking of—we’d have to slow ourselves down to exactly the right speed necessary to overcome the earth’s gravity. That would be hard to do with the instruments on this lifeboat, even if we had the fuel necessary to brake. In the second place, if we got close enough to the earth to be seen by a telescope, our orbital speed would be too fast for any ’scope to keep us in focus. We’d be mistaken on photographs for a meteor.”


  “I guess we’re up against it, eh Paul?”


  “I’ve been thinking,” Captain Bonnet said.


  “What’s this, a joke?”


  “There’s one plan that might work—a suicide plan. But even that might be spoiled by an accident.”


  “If there’s a chance we ought to take it.”


  “The message goes overboard first,” the captain said. “After that we save ourselves. I’ve been studying the charts and I know just where we ought to land—that is in which hemisphere.”


  “Yeah? Which?”


  “We’re going to land somewhere in the Pacific.”


  “That’s a nice thought. Who’s going to pick up our message in the middle of the Pacific?”


  “That’s what gave me the idea of our suicide plan,” Captain Bonnet said. “In order to drop the message over a city, we’ve got to float around the earth until we get near one . . .


  Captain Bonnet began to explain his idea. The ship was going to hit the earth’s atmosphere at a terrific pace. The deceleration would be pretty stiff—might be fatal—unless it were done gradually, but spacemen had learned the trick of pancaking a flatbottomed craft on top of the atmosphere, then diving; pancaking again, diving again, until the deceleration was accomplished.


  This method of deceleration usually was accomplished with some use of rockets and it led to the old time spiral landing orbit. The atmosphere was the chief brake and the rockets were used to maneuver the craft into dives and pancakes. A first class cooling system was needed, of course, to carry off the heat of atmospheric friction, but the lifeboat was equipped with a cooling system and there was nothing to worry about from this source.


  But the lifeboat had little fuel. Captain Bonnet, however, had flown airplanes. He knew that braking could be accomplished without fuel if the flat-bottomed ship were used as a plane. He planned to use airplane tactics to slow the ship down to a speed closely approximating the escape velocity of the earth—6.9 miles a second. This would enable the ship to soar over the earth until it was over a good sized city, where the message from Outpost 53 would be dropped.


  “But if we land at that speed—and gravity will see to it we don’t hit much slower—we’ll be buried deep in the ground. Even if we hit the ocean, the deceleration will kill us—”


  “Would it? There have been records of meteors striking the ground so lightly they did little more than raise a cloud of dust.”


  “We’re not a meteor.”


  “We’re practically a meteor and there’s one chance in a million that we can duplicate what a meteor can do, Bill. It’s our only chance.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  ROCKET engineers in developing machines for space travel had found speed the foremost bugaboo. It was the speed a rocket had to attain to leave terrestrial gravity that balked engineers. There also was man’s instinctive fear of going fast, in spite of the assurances of science that speed, in itself, was harmless. It was acceleration and deceleration that killed people.


  One might travel seven miles a second indefinitely and suffer no ill effects, one he got going that rate of speed. However, one might die quickly while attaining it. Drugs enabled spacemen to withstand several gravities of acceleration or deceleration without fatal effects and there were a few of these pills aboard. But any speed change greater than nine or ten gravities would be dangerous under any conditions.


  The craft neared the earth. Already the travelers could make out the dim outlines of the continental areas.


  The gravity gauge registered the earth’s pull strongly and Captain Bonnet calculated that they were nearing the outer limits of the atmosphere. He twisted a valve a fraction of a turn.


  From a steering jet, a tiny needle of flame shot into the ether. From another jet, a second flame glowed for an instant. The space ship turned, wheeling the onrushing earth out of line with the lifeboat’s prow. Now the huge, radiant ball peeked into the craft through the glass window in the floor, but the ship’s direction of travel continued toward it as before.


  Captain Bonnet shut off the valves.


  conserving every ounce of rocket fuel that remained in the tanks. Lieutenant Riley started the cooling mechanism and for an instant the craft became uncomfortably cold.


  This discomfort lasted only a few minutes, however, for the craft soon began to strike the first atoms of the atmosphere and its sides began to glow with heat. The space ship was fast becoming a meteor flashing into the atmosphere of the earth.


  There was a sudden jerk. Once more Bonnet twisted the valve, nosing the streamlined craft downward slightly to allow these atoms of air to strike the sides less forcefully. There was danger of a blackout if the deceleration were too fast.


  The ship dived forward and Bonnet used more precious fuel to turn it broadside again. The craft slowed, this time not so violently.


  The atoms of the atmosphere were audible now as whistling screams as the ship spiraled one thousand miles above the earth.


  Captain Bonnet watched the air speed indicator. For a long time it stood at twenty miles a second—the highest speed it would register. Then it began to slow: nineteen, fifteen, twelve, nine, seven miles a second.


  Instead of decreasing the speed further, he nosed the craft down. The speed increased slightly, and then, like an airplane in flight, he brought the craft slowly broadside by degrees. The effect of the slow turn was to catch the atoms on the flat bottom so that the downward rush was transformed into a horizontal rush. The craft was speeding in an orbit parallel to the surface of the earth. Captain Bonnet had brought the space ship out of a tail spin.


  Instantly he shut off the fuel valves, leaving the remainder of the fuel available for the cooling apparatus.


  Lieutenant Riley looked wide-eyed at the hemisphere beneath the craft.


  “Well, we’re here and we’ve less than a gallon of fuel,” he said. “What next?”


  “Unless there’s an accident, we’re going to land on an ounce or two,” Captain Bonnet replied. “A meteor doesn’t use any fuel, but it has accidents. That tiny bit of fuel is going to keep us from having an accident—I hope.”


  “That fuel is mighty potent,” the lieutenant admitted. “It’s the most powerful explosive known. But old Terra’s gravity is a pretty big thing, too.”


  “For every action there must be a reaction,” Captain Bonnet said. “Strangely, no one ever considered this principle in respect to coming down, as well as going up.”


  “Gravity is action and you’re the reaction in that case,” the lieutenant observed.


  “Not exactly. The escape velocity of the earth is gravity in reverse—if we can twist our minds around to think of it that way. We manufacture the escape velocity with our rocket fuel and use it to neutralize gravity. An object going 6.9 miles a second goes far enough around the earth in a second that the earth’s curvature doesn’t catch up with it, so to speak.”


  “I hope you’re sure of your reactions, although it doesn’t make a lot of difference if we get this message down.”


  “We’re hitting the atmosphere at a speed close to the escape velocity of the earth. If we were going that speed we’d never get any closer to the surface. But we’re being slowed so that we’re falling—not very fast, but fast enough. Our speed around the earth is about 6.9 miles a second, minus a few decimals. Our speed toward the earth isn’t very fast—I’d say a few feet a second. Our only problem now is to stop our forward speed without speeding our downward speed.”


  “I don’t suppose you’re very optimistic about it?” the lieutenant asked, hopefully.


  “No,” the captain admitted, “but we can try. You’ve seen airplanes land at speeds of one hundred miles an hour or more. That was their speed forward. Their speed downward was measured in feet per minute. That’s our problem now. We’ve got to land like an airplane—make a deadstock landifig without crashing.”


  “Oh we might be able to land, but the minute we touch, some of our forward speed is going to get us into trouble. Remember, an airplane has wheels.”


  Captain Bonnet pointed to a small globe painted with a map of the world. His finger touched a dot in the South Pacific near the Antarctic continent at 60 degrees south latitude and 120 degrees west longitude.


  “That’s Dougherty Island,” he said. “Between that island and San Francisco are 6,300 miles of empty Pacific ocean. We’re going to try to land near Dougherty Island at a speed so fast we’ll barely touch the surface of the water. But as we touch the water, the frictional heat of the sides of our space ship will transform the water instantly into steam. The steam will cushion our ship against shock and decelerate us rapidly—but not too rapidly for endurance. The stop will be rough, but we can take it. We ought to be able to stop in 6,300 miles.”


  “Whew! A steam landing!”


  CAPTAIN BONNET kept his hands on the control, ready to use a few drops of precious fuel to keep the craft in its spiral parallel to the surface of the earth. The earth seemed to float upward slowly to meet the space ship.


  The interior of the craft grew uncomfortably hot, but the cooling system worked.


  A vast expanse of white appeared directly below the craft. It was the South Polar ice cap.


  “We’re over James Ellsworth Land,” the captain said, checking his position. “That’s about twenty-three degrees east of the longitude of Dougherty Island. That’s lucky.”


  “Lucky?” said the lieutenant.


  “We can circle the earth once, drop our message over some city and get back on the right longitude,” the captain explained. “It’ll take us about an hour and a half at our present speed to make the circumnavigation. In that time the earth will turn twenty-two and one-half degrees beneath us.”


  The Pacific ocean flashed beneath the craft. The ship struck the continent on the coast of Mexico and skirted above eastern Texas. Over Kansas City, Captain Bonnet jerked a lever to release the message of the beleaguered Venusian garrison.


  The lieutenant watched it fall slowly down toward the ground.


  Then he groaned.


  “We’ve failed!” he said. “The parachute dropped in the Missouri river! The last chance to save the garrison is lost!”


  Captain Bonnet turned to his companion. “It isn’t the last chance—if our landing works!”


  The craft soared northward into Canada, passing some distance west of Hudson Bay. It crossed the Arctic sea, reached Siberia and then zoomed southward, flying dangerously close to the tall peaks of the Himalayas. Each minute saw it moving closer to the earth.


  The craft shot across the Indian Ocean and entered the Antarctic again. The Antarctic continent was reached near Douglas Island and it crossed Enderby and Kemp lands toward the pole.


  The metal monster was scarcely two thousand feet high as it soared over the South Pole. The loss of the natural elevation of the polar plateau left the ship about the same distance above the surface of the earth as it approached the ocean again.


  Captain Bonnet used a few more ounces of fuel to keep the craft in its course, headed always toward the horizon, which at 1,600 feet seemed fifty miles away.


  Down the craft sank, inch by inch, toward the sea. Suddenly Lieutenant Riley shouted and pointed:


  “Dougherty Island! Over there!”


  A black speck rose out of the Pacific dead ahead.


  THE two men already had slipped into their emergency landing harness to protect themselves from the deceleration that was bound to come. They had swallowed pills to protect themselves from the gravitational pressure and now they felt the drug taking hold of their systems.


  The ship seemed to be sailing parallel to the surface of the sea. The tops of the waves reached up and touched the bottom of the craft, and evaporated in a hiss of steam.


  Gracefully, like a huge dirigible airship, the lifeboat dipped down. It shuddered as the disturbed air roared like thunder around it. There was a tremendous drag and a loud explosion as the ship touched the water.


  Both men pitched forward in their harness.


  Captain Bonnet felt the world growing black around him. With superhuman effort he shook off the threatened blackout and sent the last drop of fuel into the lower jets to hold the ship one second more above the waves.


  There was a terrific jar. Tons and tons of pressure exerted itself against the ship and on the men inside. But nothing cracked.


  Outside the window, vision was obscured by clouds of swirling vapor. The craft bounded forward in gigantic, hundred-mile leaps, like a rock skipping across the surface of a huge pond.


  Lieutenant Riley hung limply in his harness, a stream of blood trickling from his nose. Slowly he opened his eyes.


  “We’re alive!” he gasped.


  Then he fainted again.


  The craft slowed down. A startled fishing craft off the Central American coast almost capsized in the wash of the monster from the skies.


  Ahead of them land reared its head above the horizon. Captain Bonnet wondered if the ship would stop in time, but he did not realize how quickly the craft was coming to a standstill. He turned the rudders and steered for shore. A cry came from Lieutenant Riley.


  It was the Golden Gate.


  A PATROL boat met them in the harbor as the space ship, floating in boiling water, came to a stop.


  Captain Bonnet opened the locks and climbed out on the top of the craft. He wore an asbestos space suit to protect himself from the heat of the sides.


  “Have you a wireless aboard?” he called to the patrol.


  “Of course, captain!” came the reply from the patrol boat, as the rescuers saw the insignia of rank on Bonnet’s clothing.


  “Send a message to the nearest interplanetary garrison that reinforcements are needed at Outpost 53 on Venus. Lieutenant Riley and myself just came from there—the situation is desperate. . . .”


  “You don’t mean you came all the way from Venus in a lifeboat?”


  “If you’re going to waste time asking questions, let us come aboard,” Captain Bonnet said. “But get that message in the air at once!”


  Lieutenant Riley followed the captain through the locks into the patrol boat. He lifted his hand and showed a bottle to the captain.


  “Look what a close shave we had,” he said. “This bottle of Martian Zingo was in the lockers all the way from Venus and neither of us suspected it. Lord, if we’d crashed we’d never have been able to sample it!”


  Lunar Station


  Harl Vincent


  A Story of the “Other Side” of the Moon by a master of science-fiction


  BILL BONWITT, the young chief engineer at the mercury mines that bored into the surface of Earth’s moon at the crater Tycho, knew something was wrong. His hobnailed boots beat a swift tattoo on the metal steps as he quick-footed down to the radio room.


  “Crane!” he yelled to the operator. “Have you felt it?”


  His friend grinned up from the ethertype machine. There came a quivering of the floor, then a prolonged but diminishing vibration. “I felt it, sure. That was the transport, blasting away from Tycho, is all. What’s wrong with you—jitters?”


  “Nuts, Crane; it wasn’t the ship. We’re moving; the moon’s on a rampage. Earth’s gone cockeyed overhead. I’ve seen it, felt it.”


  “Wha-a-at!” Crane’s grin froze. He slanted his sorrel-topped head. Damned if I don’t think you’ve got something there.” he conceded after a moment. “I feel it, too; sort of a swing and sway.”


  The operator attacked his keyboard. Tape chattered through the transmitter wildly. “Asking New York to check with Mount Palomar,” he explained soberly. Val Crane’s freckles emerged from their camouflage as his cheeks paled. The moon had gone haywire.


  “Come up above,” urged Bonwitt. “In the dome you can see—”


  “Right,” Crane approved, switching off his transmitter as the tape snipped out, his message completed.


  The berylumin steps resounded again as two pairs of heavy Lunar boots clattered upward. Black velvet of the heavens loomed above the blacker braces of the crystal dome breaking the scene into an intricate network. Earth, a huge ball overhead, was swinging across space, when it should have been stationary.


  “Cripes!” swore Crane. “What the—”


  Luna quaked mightily and Earth slowly swung back to normal with a snap that jarred their insides almost loose.


  Stunned, breathless, they ducked as the Atomic I blazed away from the base of Tycho’s rim, her twin jets spouting trails of blazing magnificence in a double arcing trail earthward. A dazzling sight under ordinary circumstances, inconsequential now.


  A furious chattering of the ethertype below sent them to the room of the radio with more echoing thumpings.


  Crane grabbed the tape, reading aloud as it fluttered through his trembling fingers. “Mount Palomar reports Luna shifted three and one half degrees eastward from normal by unaccountable rotation On her axis, returning suddenly to original position. More later from here. Keep us advised of any further developments there. Atomic, N. Y.”


  “Three and a half degrees!” gasped Bonwitt. “Sixty-six surface miles in as many seconds.”


  Sounds of distress wafted up from still further down in the workings. A metallic crash. Shouts. Bonwitt started down toward the machine shop as Crane hunched once more over his ticker.


  A new drill press, not yet bolted down, had toppled and pinned one of the mechanics to the floor. The man was unconscious; his fellow workers were heaving sweatily to free him. Peterson, the new super of the mines, looked on, bellowing, purpled. He leered at Bill Bonwitt.


  “What the hell happened?” he demanded. “Where were you?”


  Bonwitt flared up; he didn’t like Peterson. “I’m off duty,” he snapped. “Besides, nothing could be done. All that happened is the moon shifted a little on its axis and came back.”


  “I’ll say it shifted! A mile of Tycho’s rim caved in just past our workings. And you in the dome!” A sneer twisted the super’s thin lips. He was looking for trouble.


  Bonwitt bristled anew but curbed his wrath, shrugging it all off.


  “No damage, was there?” he inquired mildly. “No air leaks?” He moved nonchalantly to where they were helping the victim of the accident.


  Peterson followed, watching as they pulled the man out and laid him on a bench. Bonwitt examined the injured man swiftly.


  “No broken bones,” he proclaimed tersely. “Take him to Doc Tonge. He’ll fix him up in a jif.”


  The fellow, tawny of skin, a runt of unguessable age and origin, gasped and opened his eyes. They fixed, glass-hard, on Peterson.


  “Ficora!” he shrieked. “Jombalo!” He slipped again into coma.


  Bonwitt wheeled but Peterson had gone. Queer! Andy Pauchek was the victim’s name on the payroll. A mystery to the rest in the place. No friends; apparently no antecedents. But it was sure he had known the new super before and held something against him. Hated him.


  Bonwitt climbed the stair to consult with Crane.


  THE ethertype told them little they did not know. A few Lunar crags and spires had toppled; crater rims had crumpled. But Earth astronomers had no explanation and were themselves mystified. New York headquarters of Atomic Power didn’t care as long as their workings weren’t wrecked. So that was that. Crane was disgusted.


  Bonwitt told him about Peterson.


  “Screwy,” the ethertype man agreed. “Couple of times he’s wanted to sneak out messages in private code. ‘Can’t do; regulations,’ says I.” Bonwitt chuckled mirthlessly. “Where’d he want to ethertype?”


  “Another odd thing; I don’t know.”


  “What do you mean, you don’t know? No address?”


  “Just an off-wave call number. X2273—not listed.” Crane yawned.


  “The crook!” exploded the young Chief. “Got to snag him.”


  “I’ve been trying to. Thought you’d get wise soon, Bill.”


  Bonwitt frowned. “No copies of his messages?”


  “Naturally not.” Crane lowered his voice. “He got them through.”


  Amazed, the engineer asked: “How?”


  “Gates.” Gates was the relief operator at the ethertype.


  “Lord! Maybe you’re right.”


  “Sh-h!” Crane warned. “Gates is due any minute.”


  “So what’s any of this to do with Luna going haywire?” asked Bill thoughtfully. “If I thought—”


  “Let’s talk about it tomorrow,” whispered Crane as footsteps neared.


  Gates came in, sleepy-eyed, sullen. He ignored them both.


  “Going to turn in,” Crane winked at Bonwitt. “Sleepy. By.”


  “Me, too,” grinned the engineer. But he went up to the dome and mulled things over for hours.


  BONWITT couldn’t connect the moon’s eccentric behavior with Peterson’s. But something was up. If personal, okay; if against Atomic Power, something else again. Looking out first over the moon’s broken desolate surface, then up at the bright orb of Earth, the engineer tried to rationalize things.


  It couldn’t be against Atomic. Mercury is something you just can’t steal. It’s heavy. Atomic is the only big market for it. You can’t make big-time power on Earth without mercury, and Atomic has the monopoly. You have to have a fleet of space ships to transport it—and a market.


  No; something bigger was involved; something simpler.


  Peterson. What was he up to? He had long been a trusted man in various departments of Atomic. Where did Gates fit? The engineer began thinking over his own ten years with the Company.


  Three years on Luna. Rotten. But you have to mine mercury for the terrestrial power plants. The moon was the only place. Lucky for Earth, in 2012, when mercury deposits petered out in Rhodesia, the first rocket to the moon found that Luna’s rays were mostly of purest hydrargarum. Pure metallic mercury, frozen solid in the long Lunar night, liquid in the equally long day.


  And, fortunate for Atomic Power, World Government had granted them exclusive rights to its mining.


  But you couldn’t fit Peterson into any of this. What could he do to the immensely influential Atomic Corporation? Or to Luna? Bill Bonwitt gave it up and went to bed. It was just midnight (Lunar) and only fourteen more days until sunup. Dozing off comfortably, Bonwitt wished he could sleep that long.


  THE ETHERTYPE man awakened him a few hours later. “Wake up, Chief,” he husked, shaking, his teeth a-chatter.


  Blinking, Bonwitt sat up. “What the hell? What time is it?”


  He was climbing into his clothes in a mental hangover of dreams.


  “Six. It’d be daylight back home. That mechanic, Pauchek, is dead. Knife in his throat, Peterson’s gone. So’s Gates.”


  Now Bonwitt was thoroughly awake. “So!” he grunted, tying his last lace. “We go hunting.”


  “Right.” Crane looked out at the bleak lunar landscape through Bon witt’s dome. Earthlit, that landscape. Cold. Airless.


  Bonwitt shivered, looking over at Peterson’s dome across the long transverse passage of the workings. “Where the hell are they?” he asked.


  Crane said suddenly: “Look, Chief.


  See what I see? Two shadows out by the crater wall? Moving.”


  “I do—so help me! Space suits, both of them. What—?”


  The earthlight on Luna, thirteen times that of moonlight on the earth, showed up the men clearly. One was carrying a tripod. This he set up in a moment, swung a tube on its tip skyward—earthward. The tube began spouting vivid white flame in spurts.


  “Code!” shouted Crane. “Continental. But in those five-letter combinations. They’re signalling eastern Asia!”


  “Come on,” husked Bonwitt. “We’re going to search Peterson’s hangout.” They scudded to the other dome.


  CRANE stood guard while Bonwitt searched with a flash. Outside, the signalling continued interminably. The engineer found nothing.


  “They’re starting back,” Crane warned.


  But they weren’t heading here; those space-suited figures sped in the direction of the air-locked hangars of the small lunar ships.


  “After them!” gritted Bonwitt. “This is the pay-off.”


  He and Crane whirlwinded through refinery and undersurface tubes to the hangar. Got there just as the inner seal was opening. They crouched in the shadow of a local ship. A spacesuited figure parked the signalling instrument and yanked off its flexglass helmet. Gates, Peterson, too, removed his helmet.


  “Now for the other side,” rasped the super, diving toward one of the smooth-hulled local ships. “This the one?”


  “Yes. She’s all set.”


  “Good.” Peterson climbed through the entrance port.


  Both men were inside and the port closed behind them.


  “Come on, Crane,” whispered the engineer.


  They took the ship that had hidden them in its shadows. Bonwitt knew these little skimmers. Their control was simple, their gravity propulsion just the ticket here where the down-pull was only a sixth of Terra’s.


  “Damn!” growled Bill. “They’ve five minutes’ start. We have to wait till they’re through the lock.”


  Crane said confidently: “We’ll snatch ’em.”


  The other ship taxied to the airlock and was quickly inside. The inner door swung home. The wait seemed interminable.


  Then the inner door swung back. Bonwitt juggled the magnetic remote control. They were inside. Through. And, in a moment, on the airless surface of Luna. Above, high over Tycho’s vast wall, was the gleaming, torpedo-shaped hull of the super’s ship. Bill went hot after it, more than ever puzzled as to what was going on.


  The other side, Peterson had said. That would mean the opposite side of Luna—never seen from Earth.


  DIRECTLY toward Luna’s south pole and flying high, went Peterson’s ship. Bonwitt drove after him. At this speed they’d soon pass the terminator and be in sunlight.


  “No sense to any of it,” Crane was saying. “Nothing much different on the other side than this side. What can they do around here?”


  “So says me,” agreed Bonwitt. “Anyway—a hope—we’ll learn.”


  “There’s the terminator ahead,” chirped Crane. “Sun glasses!”


  Dark lenses were quickly donned. Tall peaks ahead burst into blazing pinpoints, their blinding splendor deepening the shadows beyond the on-rushing terminator to Stygian inkiness. Dazzling white crawled down the nearing spires and suddenly the sun’s corona smote them like a blow with its glory. Abruptly they were in vivid sunlight.


  Peterson’s ship still sped on before them. One hour; two; three.


  Crane chuckled: “Hell to pay if N.Y. is trying to raise Gates.”


  “He’s through,” Bonwitt returned easily. “Fired; I’ll bet.”


  “Me, too. But, sa-ay! Look at that!” Crane flung up his arms against a glare that blazed suddenly through the forward ports.


  Directly ahead was a broad flat crater that shimmered in the sun’s unobscured rays like a gigantic mirror of polished silver.


  “Mercury!” gasped Bonwitt. “A lake of mercury ten miles across. No one’s ever reported that.”


  “I’ll bet Peterson knew about it. Look, he’s circling.”


  It was so. The engineer flung his little ship off toward the east to avoid detection. They speeded out of the sun’s reflection from that lake of mercury. Its unrippled surface rose rapidly off starboard and was blotted out by the crater wall that enclosed it.


  Then the leading ship had landed. Bonwitt maneuvered to land in the shadow of a huge boulder. Clambering into their space suits, they jumped the twelve feet to the powdery footing underneath. As easily as they’d have dropped two feet in earth gravity.


  Space-suited likewise, Peterson and Gates ducked into the dark opening of a cavern mouth. Bonwitt and Crane sneaked after them. Inside the cave entrance was instant, utter blackness.


  “Crane, where are you?” the engineer asked softly. For reply there came a crash as of the pinnacle of Proclus toppling on his helmet and a swirling burst of stars such as had never graced the firmament.


  After that, Bonwitt slipped into blackness.


  HE awoke with splitting head and a red film before his eyes. Two blurred figures were bending over him. He examined an egg-sized bump on his head with languidly exploring fingers. His helmet was off. The figures were those of Crane and Peterson. Damn! Bonwitt sat up jerkily and the effort set his head swimming and throbbing.


  The super was grinning his sardonic grin; Crane was grimacing a warning. “They’ve got us, old man,” he said. “Might as well make the best of it. Here, let me help you up.”


  With his aid, the engineer rose up and stood groggily swaying. Peterson, legs wide, bristly brows close, sneered at the big Earthman.


  “What’d you hit me with, a tractor? Or was it a meteor that fell?” grunted Bonwitt, gingerly fingering the lump on his head.


  Peterson’s sneer relaxed. “Now you’re using sense,” he approved. “If you’da come up fighting it’da been just too bad for you.”


  The engineer spied a curiously shaped weapon in Peterson’s belt. Entirely unfamiliar but looking mighty dangerous with its ugly flaring snout and the cooling discs along its stubby barrel.


  “All right,” said the super. “Your side-kick’ll tell you more about things here. Play ball and you’re okay. We may even find jobs for the two of you. But no monkey business.”


  The man turned on his heel and disappeared through the arched door. Bonwitt saw they were in a circular chamber lined with bluish metal. His gray eyes questioned Crane.


  “They jumped me and tied me in a knot,” the ethertype man explained. “Gates slammed you down, the rat!”


  “How long was I out?”


  “An hour or so. And you won’t believe what you see here. Can you walk now?”


  Bonwitt took an experimental step. “Sure.”


  “Come on then.” Crane started for the doorway.


  “We’re not locked up? Not guarded?”


  “No, but prisoners all the same. In the damndest place. Wait.”


  They came out on a balcony that limned a seemingly bottomless pit with a huge vertical shaft that dropped centrally from high above and vanished in the depths below.


  “What in hell is it?” demanded Bonwitt.


  “You haven’t seen anything yet.” Crane moved to the cage of a lift.


  “Cripes! An elevator on the moon!” None of it made sense to Bill Bonwitt.


  “We sure stumbled into something, Chief,” agreed Crane.


  As they dropped sickeningly in the cage, the engineer saw that the controls of the automatic elevator were of craftsmanship like none he had ever seen.


  CRANE said: “I don’t understand it, either. They didn’t tell me much, but kept me with them till Gates had landed below. I saw enough to scare the devil out of me, though.”


  “Why do you suppose they didn’t knock us off like they did Andy Pauchek?” wondered Bonwitt.


  “They want us to join up with them. At least Peterson does. Gates would cut our throats in a minute.”


  “M-mm. He’s tough. Let’s see; he came on the job a month before Peterson, didn’t he?”


  “Right, Chief. And they were thick as thieves from the start.”


  “Don’t we ever reach the bottom?” asked Bonwitt impatiently.


  “It’s a long way down but we’re nearly there.” Crane puckered his sandy brows. “Nobody can make cables that long,” he opined.


  Bonwitt examined the controls again. It’s a gravity lift,” he decided. “Nothing like it on Earth. Suppose Peterson’s found an underground civilization here?”


  The ethertype man grinned. “I knew you’d get it. Peterson told me or I’d never have guessed. Until I saw the damn creatures.”


  “You did see them?”


  “Hundreds. They’re queer—like Pauchek.”


  “So-o. That explains a lot. Peterson’s been here before, often. I still don’t get it about Pauchek, though.”


  The lift slowed down and stopped. Crane led the way out onto a second balcony, a gigantic sweeping curve of it.


  They were in a vast hollowed-out space. An inner world within the moon! Damply warm and redolent of life. Its vastness stretched off into the distance, beyond sight. Most amazing was its source of light, an enormous green-white globe that loomed in the near distance. A cold but luminous sun within the moon!


  “It’s real,” chuckled Crane, watching Bonwitt.


  Below them was a wider balcony, a ledge on which were ordered rows of great machines with naked little brown men scurrying in their midst.


  To the right was the great grandad of all of those machines, a huge drumlike affair with tapered helices at crazy angles and with the big steel shaft they’d seen up above projecting from its vertical upper bearing and vanishing through the bore in the rock overhead.


  “Lord!” gasped Bonwitt. “A motor! What can it drive?”


  “You’ll soon learn,” said an oily voice at his shoulder.


  The engineer wheeled to stare into Peterson’s close-set, glittering eyes. Gates, saturnine, contemptuous, was with him.


  “YOU go to Don Peel right away,” the super told Bonwitt. “Crane goes with Gates. To see our ethertype.”


  “But—” Crane started to object.


  “You’ll go with Gates.” Peterson Angered his strange weapon.


  The two ethertype operators disappeared into a passage mouth.


  “Who’s Don Peel?” asked Bonwitt.


  “The king—Gosak, they call him—a simpleton whom I’ve taught a little English. He’s in the palm of my hand, though I handle him with gloves. I want you to play up to him.”


  “Suppose I don’t. Suppose I warn him?”


  “You won’t.” Peterson carelessly sighted his curious weapon on a rock ledge in the passageway. The thing bucked to a screaming hiss that belched from its snout. No more than that, but the rock spurted incandescence and puffed out of existence.


  “No, you won’t shoot your mouth off, Bonwitt.”


  “What’s the idea?” growled the engineer. “What’re you up to?”


  “All in good time, my boy. Here we are; remember what I said.”


  They entered a small, softly lighted room. Two wizened, breech-clouted men bowed to the super and he jabbered unintelligible words. An inner door opened and the two Earthmen went through.


  “Bonji, Don Peel. Bonji, Gosak,” the super mouthed, spreading his pudgy hands and salaaming before a turbaned brown man squatted in the center of a waist-high circular table that surrounded him.


  “Bonji,” this one replied gravely. “This new helper?”


  “Yes, Don, this is Bonwitt. Crane’s with Gates.”


  The little brown man looked out keenly from under overhanging brows, eyes gleaming like a cobra’s. “You sure we can trust?”


  Peterson nodded with assurance.


  Don Peel bared momentarily a mouthful of yellow fangs between lips that writhed hideously. Bonwitt’s stomach went sick.


  “Good; you Ax.” The Gosak dismissed them with a scrawny hand.


  “HAD to do that,” the erstwhile super explained in the outer passage, “to keep him happy. Or his men’d be taking pot shots at you.”


  “That would be nice. They probably will anyway.”


  “No, no. Everything’s hunky-dory now, so long as you co-operate. We go to my hangout now and I’ll give you the dope.”


  So cocksure was the man that. Bonwitt’s ire rose dangerously. He controlled himself with an effort. He’d have to And out what was what, pretend compliance with any plan, and—wait.


  Peterson’s hangout, as he had termed it, was a drafting room and office combined. The desk and drawing table were of curious Lunar construction. There were a few chairs and a filing cabinet. Maps and drawings on the walls. Maps of Earth and Luna; drawings of queer machines and structures. One was a cross-section of the moon as Bonwitt was beginning to know it existed. The core, the inner sun, was not central, he saw.


  “Look, Bill.” Peterson poked a thick finger at this drawing. “Here’s where we are; four hundred miles under the crater called Nemesis.”


  “Four hundred—” Bonwitt gaped, seeing the vertical shaft on the drawing, piercing its way upward through tunnel and many bearings to the surface, “—impossible!”


  “So I thought in the beginning. But much is possible here. That shaft, for instance. The Selenites have its weight almost completely nullified with anti-gravity forces. They know something, the devils.”


  “But the sun, or whatever it is, isn’t pictured central. In fact, it seems to contact one side of the moon’s central cavity.”


  “Naturally. That’s why the same face of Luna is always towards Earth; it’s on the heavy side, of course. Here, sit down, Bill.”


  Peterson indicated a chair, which Bonwitt took. “And,” continued the ex-super, “that sun, as you call it and as it properly is, can be shifted from normal position. That’s what was done last night; that’s why Luna shifted on her axis. A test. I knew, of course, but pretended ignorance back on the other side. Now you’re in it, I can tell you.


  “The brown men are native to the moon but not to our solar system. Their ancestors inhabited the body’s surface when it had an atmosphere and was warm in the light of a distant sun. They burrowed when they learned their planet was to be hurled into space by a cataclysm which was to break up its solar system. And when, in the distant past, their world was captured by ours as a satellite, they had to remain beneath the surface. They burrowed deeper, found this inner realm, this world within a world. The inner sun then was still quite hot; it yet holds nearly enough heat for their comfort and sustenance.


  “Through countless ages, this race has been dissatisfied. They wanted to live outside as did their forbears, but could only go to the surface in spacesuits. They began planning a migration to Earth. The huge motor, the shaft, the crater, are the results. The means.”


  “To migrate?” Bonwitt was incredulous.


  “Yes.”


  “Peaceful, or warlike, this migration?”


  “They plan peace if possible, war if necessary.”


  “And you—where do you fit in? Are you one of these guys who wants to save our world?”


  “Stop it; stop it—until you know. You see, the mercury-filled crater above is to become a great mirror for reflecting sunlight earthward. Along the resultant light beam the Selenites plan to travel in cars which are propelled in concentrated photon streams—”


  “Wait a minute,” the engineer interrupted. ““The crater faces away from Earth.”


  Peterson grinned anew. “Now it does, yes. But the moon will be turned around until it faces Earth.”


  “Turned around!”


  “Just that. That’s the why of last night’s test. The sun inside here is to be shifted by projected forces until the center of gravity of the moon’s total mass is at the proper focus. Then the shell turns over until the crater Gates called Nemesis is in the right position. By now the motor spins the mercury until centrifugal force reverses the natural convexity and the ten mile vat of mercury becomes a big concave mirror.


  “The reflected light beam can be narrowed down to any desired size by changing the concavity—altering the motor speed. Just by shifting Luna’s inner sun.”


  “Why,” gasped Bonwitt, “if all the sun’s heat over a ten mile diameter mirror were focussed on a spot say one mile in diameter on our Earth, one hundred times normal sun energy would be concentrated in this area. Anything would be instantly consumed.”


  “You’ve hit the nail on the head,” said Peterson. “One nail. That’s Gates’s nail, which I intend to pull out. But the Lunarians plan only to make a plane mirror of the mercury crater, which would not overheat anything on Earth but only provide a lane through which their photon cars can pass. They believe they can effect a peaceful colonization.”


  “What do you mean, Gates’s nail?” Bonwitt’s lips set grimly.


  “World conquest! Worse—revenge. He intends to blast all big cities to ruin, then resume the dictatorship that was once his father’s.”


  “His father’s?” Memory came to the young engineer of history. Establishment of the World Government in 1975. Exiling a man who had set himself up as World Dictator. Yes, his name had been Gates. He had died in Siberia. And this Gates was the son—explaining the signalling to Earth. A party of adherents waited there for a millenium or something. But you helped with his signals,” Bonwitt accused.


  “I did,” grinned the older man, “to keep this screwball’s gang together where I can blast them out of existence as soon as I get Gates. Gates discovered inner Luna and, the fool, told me about it. Played right into my hands.”


  Bonwitt shuddered. Here was a double-crosser of the first water. “How do you plan to upset the beans and where do you profit yourself?” he asked.


  “I’ll kill off the Selenites—there’s only a million or so—with a supersonic generator Gates developed. Their brains are susceptible to a certain vibration rate; they’ll die like flies. And Gates won’t be here to interfere. There’ll be no more Selenites; I’ll dictate to Earth. I’ll blast some forests and a couple of villages to show them I can do it. Perfect, isn’t it?”


  The engineer stared. Peterson was a madman, a wholesale killer at heart—worse. “What would be your terms?” Bonwitt asked steadily.


  “Not harsh. I don’t want to be a dictator nor to destroy cities. I hate politics and war both. But I’ll control Earth just the same—with wealth and power. I’ll demand personal title to the moon and to Atomic’s two space ships. To the larger ship for distant planet exploration now under construction as well. Also a billion dollars in gold delivered to me here on Luna. With these advantages, I can do anything I want to. Care to join me or not?”


  Mad, totally mad, this scheme of Peterson’s. But just mad enough to come near succeeding unless he were stopped. The world would, in panic, concede anything if ever he should get as far as turning over the moon and burning forests and villages. For that matter, his madness might then flare up to the point of wreaking wholesale destruction as Gates proposed and intended. Bonwitt would have to play for time.


  “Sure, I’ll join up,” he lied. “Who wouldn’t?”


  PETERSON smiled paternally. “Right; who wouldn’t? And once I get control, see how many more will join up. Beats working for Atomic, doesn’t it?”


  Bonwitt nodded dully. Fantastic as the thing was, the engineer recognized the danger to Crane and himself. The world could take care of itself. But the Selenites? Here were Gates and Peterson both plotting their destruction. For all Bonwitt knew, Gates might be planning the same thing against Peterson. If either won out it would be bad for a certain engineer and an ethertype man. Maybe—


  “I’d like to see your ethertype myself,” he told Peterson. “It’s the one you used to communicate with Peel from the workings, isn’t it?”


  “Huh? How’d you know that?” The super tensed suspiciously, then relaxed. “Oh, Crane guessed, I suppose. Sure, you can see it. Follow me.”


  When they reached the ethertype room, it was to see Gates, wild of eye and disheveled of clothing, standing over Crane with one of the odd pistols in his hand. Crane’s head was missing—blasted away. With a screech of pure animal fury, Bonwitt dived at the killer. Off guard, the big ethertype man went down and his pistol clattered into a corner. But he was up in a flash and the engineer was in for a battle.


  He ducked too late and took a right to his temple that set him spinning and seeing stars. A left cross spun him back and, by enraging him, cleared his head. He clinched to get breath, then flung the big radio man off and drove him against the table. Gates staggered and hung on under a rain of body blows, rallied to come back with a left and a right that both jolted Bonwitt’s jaw. Then he was tearing at the engineer’s eyes with clawed fingers, bearing him to the floor.


  So it was to be that kind of fighting! Bonwitt heaved up and got a full Nelson on his wriggling foe that nearly snapped his spine. He downed Gates, panting, cursing between his teeth. He could see Crane’s poor headless body sprawled there. The sight robbed him of all knowledge of what he was doing and he did not return to normal until the voice of Peterson halted him. Only then did he realize that he had been banging Gates’s head against the metal floor with all the force of a pounding sledge.


  “He’s dead,” gloated Peterson. “Save your strength.”


  Bonwitt saw that it was true. His antagonist’s skull was a thing squashed, unrecognizable. Sick at the stomach, he reeled to his feet.


  Peterson stood regarding him with a cryptic smile, a pistol in either hand, his own and Gates’s. “Good work,” he approved. “Saved me trouble. But we’ll have to get rid of the bodies. Have to tell Peel I’ve sent the two to the workings temporarily.”


  He eyed the panting engineer sharply and was apparently satisfied, for he thrust the two pistols in his belt. But he wasn’t taking any chances with the powerful and alert Bonwitt; he’d been quick to snatch that second pistol out of reach during the fight.


  THE succeeding days were nightmares of uncertainty to Bonwitt. Under Peterson’s eye constantly, no way of getting the upper hand over the man occurred to him. And, could he have done that, he’d still have the Selenites to account to. Besides, even if he could remove Peterson and get himself away, there was little time left in which to do it. It was self-preservation now.


  The big geared down motor was already starting to churn the mercury in the crater above into rotation. Its starting torque must be terrific to get that huge mass of metal in motion. Even to think of so enormous a disc, liquid or solid, in rotation was staggering; the speed must be not in revolutions per minute but a fraction of one turn in that terrestrial measure of time. For, even at one revolution per minute, the peripheral speed of the mass would be 31.416 miles a minute. Not only an impossible figure but far in excess of that needed.


  Time fled on wings. Bonwitt did his best to locate the supersonic wave generator. If he could find this and warn Peel he might circumvent Peterson and perhaps earn from the brown men a gratitude that would pave the way for Earth’s acceptance of them as colonists.


  The more he contacted them the more he liked the little brown folk and the more he sympathized with their wish to get to the good green Earth. Essentially harmless, they were moat admirable in their manner of living and considerate in their relations one to the other.


  Undoubtedly, New York had long since known of the absence of four important men from the Lunar workings. By now, quite likely, they had sent over one of the transports to learn what was wrong. But nothing could be done from there; they didn’t even know of inner Luna.


  Bonwitt’s nerves drew tautly near the breaking point. Peterson was waiting until the last minute to loose his supersonic vibrations on the unsuspecting brown folk. He’d have to wait till the moon had turned over and the beam of reflected sunlight was directed earthward. For the huge machines necessary to these important preliminaries needed many men in their operation. After that, these men could be dispensed with. One man could operate the final controls; one could blast out an entire city if he wished; one could operate the ethertype and make terms. Two were better; perhaps that was why Bonwitt was still alive.


  All too quickly came the day. Huge machines hummed and groaned. The great gelid sun began to roll slowly over the inner surface of the satellite. The outer shell of the moon started rotating. Luna was turning over. The great mirror of liquid metal above was revolving at precisely the speed to produce a plane surface, astronomically plane.


  Peel was at the final control with Peterson beside him, watching the viewing plate. Bonwitt was there, too. Peel’s customary two guards . . .


  The engineer hadn’t had time to find the supersonic wave generator. How could Peterson get away to activate it? Bill’s eyes dropped accidentally to the man’s feet, one of which was edging toward the base of the control pedestal. A hidden button was there; this wholesale murder was to be accomplished by remote control!


  On the vision plate, Earth swung into view. The hitherto unseen side of the moon was facing it. What a furore must be upsetting both amateur and professional astronomers at home! Only a thin crescent was Earth now, with a vast dim area lighted only by moonlight from here.


  Soon there’d be a brilliant circle up there, a circle ten miles in diameter, sharp against the near-blackness. And, if Peterson won, it would close in gradually until there would be a searing, blazing speck consuming everything within its one mile circle. Not if Bonwitt could stop it. The super’s foot, he saw, was nearing the secret button.


  The sense of swaying motion ceased; the moon once more was still, ominously so. Earth rushed forward in the viewplate as the magnification of the radio telescope was multiplied. Peel depressed a lever and, in slightly more than a second of time, there flashed a circle of sunlight that enclosed nighttime New York City and its environs. What a panic this must be starting! Peterson’s foot moved suddenly. In the same instant, Bonwitt flung himself upon him, slamming him to the floor.


  “Peel! Peel!” he yelped, fighting to keep the maniac’s hands from his pistols. “He’ll kill you all. Believe me, Peel!”


  Then, amazingly, there was the screaming hiss of a lunar weapon. Peterson’s head exploded almost in his face with brilliant pyrotechnics. Peel had killed the man and was standing there grinning in most friendly manner, pistol holstered, waiting for the engineer to rise.


  “Thanks, good friend,” Peel was saying. “We knew he traitor but not find machine. Pauchek learn some but not know all. You fix.”


  That explained the incident of the unfortunate machinist. Bonwitt could only goggle at the Gosak of inner Luna as he rose to face him.


  “You fix,” repeated the little brown ruler. “You keep my people safe. Now we ready to talk your people. We go help they. They help we. Not?”


  The Twilight People


  Frank Edward Arnold


  The world was old; vastly old, and incredibly changed; when the accident happened.


  THE world was old that day when two men hurried from the last observatory to announce its approaching end. Vastly old and incredibly changed, scarred and battered by a million catastrophes, it had survived internal disruptions and threats from the void with the same amazing vitality with which its children, the human race, had done. Without accident the planet was good to last for millions of years to come. But the accident had happened.


  “Atlan, are you sure, are you certain, that the collision is unavoidable?” asked the taller man of his companion.


  “We Astronomers are always certain,” said Atlan, a little stiffly. “Our figures are checked and verified. Yeo, old friend, this calamity is certain. Believe me, I am as sorry as you are.”


  “There is no possibility of a mistake?”


  “We Astronomers have made no mistakes for a million years.” Atlan was on his dignity. Only an old friend like Yeo could even presume to ask such a question.


  “Then there is no hope. Admire the Twilight Land while you may, Atlan. You know better than I how much longer we shall live to do so.”


  They had topped a low rise in their hurried stride, bringing them to the rest of the Upper Atlantic valley and within sight of their native City of Armadyne, last home of humanity on the frozen surface of the earth.


  The gentle peace of the Twilight Landscape closed over them and held them as it always did. The eternal glow of the pale-red sun lay softly over the dying forest of fern and lichen, remnants of the ancient Polar jungles, over the low hills, rusty with iron oxides, flanking the river that flowed to the south, over the still, hushed, almost cloudless air of twilight. Little or no organic life stirred there, though the atmosphere of the region seemed quietly alive with a myriad elements that fought for their existence.


  Nothing ever changed or moved out there. The very sun in the sky was changeless, save for its slow revolution around the Polar zone. Ages had slowed down the rotation of the earth till day and night followed each other at intervals which were once called fortnights. Only the fierce glow of the Day-world circled the Twilight belt, ever chasing the grim shadow of the Night Continent on the opposite horizon; and in that peaceful zone where the sun never rose nor set the Twilight People, remote descendants of the human race, lived their uneventful lives absorbed in the pursuits of the mind, with yet a quiet courage that could face death as calmly as eternal life.


  One feature alone changed the scene which man had known for millions of years, one feature that now sent Atlan and Yeo hurrying in trepidation back to Armadyne.


  “I am afraid, Atlan,” murmured Yeo, as they paused on the rise to contemplate the terrifying scene in the sky. “I believe the Twilight People might even survive a collision of worlds, so strong is our sense of survival, yet with that menace over our heads my faith is shaken. I almost begin to think that we are too small and too helpless in the face of such forces.”


  “The world has seen comets before,” replied the other, “and yet it has come out intact every time. But I admit this is the first comet known to have any measurable mass and density.”


  That strange new comet, sprung from a little star that had approached within two lightyears of the sun and then burst, hung across the twilight land and made that peaceful landscape a scene of roaring death. It lay outspread across the sky, a pale, shimmering green cloud of light, trailing five long tails in its fiery wake. A vast, double-headed arrow of destruction; five flaming swords in a cosmic fist, brandished on a curtain of faint-seen stars; an apparition that sent the Night-beasts yowling in terror to their dens, that struck awe into the hearts of the great-grandchildren of men.


  “Terrible,” Atlan murmured, “yet still I think we shall survive.”


  They made their rapid way down the long incline of the valley toward the river. Armadyne reared its proud and graceful height on the further shore in the distance, white walls gleaming softly under the red sun. No shapeless agglomeration of buildings was Armadyne. The city was a single tower rising from the plain, between low hills, to the height of nearly a mile. A dynamic ideal of a city, executed with consummate power, it was the last survivor of the ancient forest of man-made colossi that once flowered over the whole surface of the planet. Shapely and magnificent, it epitomized everything creative that the Twilight People loved and honored; and Yeo, nominal ruler of Armadyne and the whole of the remaining human race, felt his heart constrict at the thought of catastrophe threatening this wonderful creation and all it stood for.


  They reached the great viaduct over the Atlantic River, a great way that ran straight as an arrow across the river and rolled with a flourish to the foot of Armadyne. The viaduct was usually empty, but with the approach of their Counsellor and First Astronomer the people had come out in their thousands to greet them. They congregated in an orderly, multicolored unit at the foot of an heroic statue of Osman, founder and first Counsellor of Armadyne. Yeo’s wife Helia was at the head of them.


  “What news, Yeo?” came Helia’s flutelike voice over the river, raised to broadcast pitch.


  “The worst,” called back Yeo in the same penetrating tone. “It is the end of Armadyne, end of the Twilight People, end of you and I.”


  A deep and silent sigh of sympathy permeated the massed minds of the Twilight People. Though these people were so highly evolved that they could no longer be called human, the same primal emotions moved them all.


  Love and loyalty had not been banished from the world with the evolution of the mind. On the contrary, these qualities had been refined and developed. The announcement of impending doom sent a telepathic current of faith, hope and courage through the minds of them all. Friendly hands gripped those of Yeo and Atlan as they passed into the crowd, which opened to receive and surround them, to turn and march in orderly but informal ranks back to the city.


  The Council of Armadyne met in session one hour later. Its hundred members had received the news telepathically in advance and were all at high mental pitch to hear and consider the facts of the case and decide a course of action on the spot. The arched vault of the Council Chamber, bathed in soft light from invisible sources, was the sole scene of activity in Armadyne that moment. The whole of the Twilight People was present at the session either by telepathy or over the communicator machines. Without preamble, Atlan rose to speak.


  “The erratic course of the comet has now stabilized, and it will not collide with the earth,” he said. “Instead, it will disrupt the gravitation of our planetary system. The mass of the comet will exert a tractive effect upon the moon which the earth will resist. Soon we shall witness a cosmic duel, a duel between two worlds for possession of a third, a rapid and violent duel in which the comet, attempting to drag the moon from its orbit, will be resisted by the earth, that will cling fiercely to its satellite, and with its superior mass the earth will win. But it will win at a terrible cost. When finally wrenched from the grip of the invader the moon will rebound like a steel ball hurled at the walls of Armadyne—straight into the body of the victorious earth. That is the catastrophe we face, my friends, a collision between the earth and the moon. It will occur after two revolutions of the earth, and the facts and figures of it are irrefutable.”


  The telepathic currents vibrated and revibrated as Atlan resumed his seat. They finally sorted themselves out when the Officer of the Upper Levels, the district at the very summit of the tower-city, rose to address Yeo, who sat motionless in the Counsellor’s Chair at the top of the chamber.


  “Since the end of the planet is plainly in sight, may I propose to the Counsellor that we immediately adopt one of the alternative plans for the preservation of the race from just such catastrophes which were drawn up a thousand years ago?” he demanded.


  “Only one such plan exists, and that impracticable,” answered Yeo, “the ultimate collision of the earth and moon, due to the gradual slowing of orbital speeds through the age, would not normally occur for millions of years to come. The plan which was once drawn up for the migration of the race to other worlds depended on recovering the lost secrets of interplanetary travel, a recovery which still may take many hundreds of years. But with the collision occurring within less than a year because of the intervention of the comet, this plan is out of the question.”


  “I would like to make a suggestion,” declared the Communications Officer, who supervised the telepathic and mechanical concourse of the City.


  “Let us hear it.”


  “Many of my junior officers and experimenters have attempted lately to get into touch with the almost legendary land of Subterrania, deep in the body of the earth, where certain races of men are said to have migrated eons ago. Sure enough they found that Subterrania is a real world, and the Subterranians a real people, scientific as are ourselves. There is friendly intercourse taking place between us now. If we informed the Subterranians of our impending calamity I have no doubt they would willingly offer us shelter in the depths of their underground world.”


  There was a mental ripple of excitement. Yeo’s rather melancholy features lightened a little, but then clouded again.


  “It would be a noble gesture of defiance, but I doubt if even Subterrania is deep enough to shelter us from such a collision. What is your opinion, Atlan?”


  “There is a bare chance of survival. The two worlds will grind each other to powder, but the superior mass of the earth may save it from utter disintegration and leave great masses of material floating free in space. If we choose the right place for shelter we may live to see the aftermath.”


  “It is settled. Gothmium, instruct all your junior communicators to redouble the conversations with Subterrania. The Subterranians face destruction as much as we do, and they are our fellow men. If the human race is to be destroyed, even in the depths of the earth, at least we shall face death together. The session is concluded, my friends.”


  Yeo hurried to join Helia in their apartment in the Upper Level, right in the pinnacle of the city. They spoke no words for a while, for their minds were in mutual sympathy and no word was needed. They linked arms fondly, gazed out from the balcony over the Twilight Land they loved so well.


  “We have known all this since our youth,” murmured Yeo, “and our fathers, even our remote ancestors, knew and loved it too What an end the stars have planned for it. What a tragedy that it should end at all.”


  Helia’s graceful head sank back on his huge shoulder. She smiled.


  “Life has been glorious Yeo. Tragedy or no, it has been worth the living, for the human race and for you and I. We can face the end without fear. Can’t we?”


  He made no reply. But he looked long into her eyes, and when at last he smiled it was a smile clear and happy and entirely without trace of his former weary melancholy.


  II


  THE sun had circled twice about the Twilight Land before the arrangements with the Subterranians were completed. That strange underground people, to whom the surface world had for centuries been a legend just as was their world to the Twilight People, had greeted the messages of the upper world with joy and news of the coming catastrophe with sympathy. They declared that in Subterrania there was room and to spare for all humanity and the men of the surface were more than welcome to share it.


  The shafts leading from the surface to the center of the earth had long since been disused. No travelling Subterranian had come within a hundred miles of the surface within living memory, but the tunnels were still known and accurately charted; and the nearest to the Twilight Land broke surface many leagues down the valley of Atlantic River, not far north of the ancient and long-forgotten British Isles. The Communicators of Subterrania gave pictures on the vision screens of a great metal dome in the hollow of two mountains high above the Atlantic, a dome which Gothmium recognized immediately as the one which had been an eternal mystery to those few Twilight men who travelled at odd times as far south. It would be easy to find the dome, easy to sink rapidly from there into the depths of the earth in the huge machines which the Subterranians promised to bring for transport; but between the dome and the Twilight Land lay league upon league of terrible journeying, through strange jungles that lay quiescent under the murderous heat of day but rose to voracious life at set of the blazing sun; through extremes of heat and cold that would tax to the utmost even the powerful constitutions of the Twilight Men, over miles of petrified rock and giant glaciers that lay where once the vast Atlantic Ocean, now shrunken with the general drying-up of the world’s seas to a mere river, had rolled in stormy majesty. The journey, which must be undertaken on foot, since the aircraft of the sedentary people were too small and too few for wholesale transport, would strain their endurance to the limit.


  Yeo felt justified, when fully conversant with these grim facts, in calling a final Council session for the whole of the city, to offer the Twilight People the alternative of facing these hazards to reach the possible security of Subterrania or of remaining to face the end in Armadyne. The response was immediate and unanimous—Subterrania for all, regardless of all dangers on the way, and assured life for all after the collision or if need be, death in company with their brothers below the earth. No sooner was the decision confirmed than Gothmium signalled to his communication officers who, with the instinct for drama which characterized the Twilight People at such moments, switched every communication channel on to the open sky above Armadyne. Every eye was rivetted immediately by the baleful glare of the green, five-tailed comet stretched across the twilight sky, fearsome in its appearance, unholy in its portent. A mental wave sprang at once from mind to mind, a vibration of sheer courage so spontaneous that it could be described only as a cheer; the cheer of a courageous race defying the elemental furies.


  In the whirlwind days of action that followed, Yeo proved that years of uneventful existence had dimmed nothing of his dynamic energy. He was here, there and everywhere he was needed, advising, approving, rejecting, organising and directing. In so self-reliant a people such one-man control was not normally necessary, but in a crisis like this, where people were confronted by an emergency unprecedented, immediate and accurate direction was vital. Yeo gave it. Long before the sun had made another circuit of the Twilight Land the last men above the earth were ready for the exodus, stocked with nutritionconcentrates and armed with rayweapons exhumed from an ancient arsenal, for defense against hostile life in the Atlantic valley.


  They arrayed themselves for the last time in the great squares at the foot of the city. Fifty compact groups of five thousand, each group drawn from its own level of the city and commanded by its officer of the Level. A brave array. A magnificent array of magnificent people, a people who ranged from sturdy youth to vigorous age, a people who knew to the full the meaning of freedom yet ordered themselves with the discipline of soldiers. Yeo cast a proud eye over that gaily-coloured army, over the broad fanformation of aircraft which the Transport Squadron commanded for reconnaissance, felt a thrill of exultation course through him. He shook a fist of defiance at the sinister apparition in the skies, then turned on his heel and strode for the viaduct, Helia at his side. Behind him song welled up from a quarter of a million superb throats, and the Twilight People set out with resolute step toward the sun, out of the land of twilight into the land of day.


  Yeo had chosen the time of departure well. The fortnight-long day of the world was just commencing over the Atlantic valley down to the south, out at the twilight zone in the broad equatorial belt which experienced the rising and setting of the sun. It was many hours of travel, two days in the old way of reckoning, before the twilight army marched out of their native land across the border into the great gorges of the upper Atlantic. In that period, Yeo well knew, his people would grow sufficiently accustomed to the rigours of mountain travel to be ready for the still greater perils of the journey by night. That they were well equipped to face perils and the terrible extremes of heat and cold in the equatorial belt he knew also. It has been said that the Twilight People were not human. They were more than human. Their huge and highly developed brains had huge and powerful physiques to maintain them. Their skins, smooth, fine-grained, hard, almost horny, resisted heat or cold equally well and were strong enough to resist extremes of physical violence.


  Their lack of experience in these matters might prove a handicap, but Yeo felt confident that if Nature intended to operate the age-old law of the survival of the fittest, the Twilight People would prove themselves to the utmost. He flung his fine head up, smiled proudly, and Helia beside him, having caught the current of his thoughts, smiled with him.


  “Satisfied with us?” she asked lightly.


  “Perfectly. With you beside me and the people behind me I am ready to face anything.”


  The sun was well up and the thin air was already heated to an uncomfortable degree under its red glare when the twilight army reached the first broad slopes of the true Atlantic valley. Here Yeo paused on a summit, while the mass of the expedition composed itself for a rest period, and surveyed the immensity of the scene before him, scene of the real odyssey of the Twilight People.


  They stood on the summit of a vast chain of mountains which eased back into the gigantic plateau of what had once been the American continent. The flanks of the mountains rolled gently down and ever down to the south, where the great plains lost themselves in mist long before they rose again to the opposite heights of ancient Europe. Between them Atlantic River flowed broad and strong, down the length of a world till it lost itself in the little Antarctic Sea. Yeo felt a strange tang in his nostrils as he contemplated that mighty vista, a tang which he did not recognize, but which older races would have called sea air. He heard steps behind him. Atlan, Gothmium and Sulpine, the Transport Officer, had come to join their master and friend. For a while they did not speak, but savoured the scene mutely as the warm breeze rasped their skins.


  “Can you believe,” murmured Yeo at last, “that we stand on what was once the shores of a mighty ocean? That these slopes were submerged by waters so vast that no man ever plumbed them?”


  “Yes,” said Gothmium. “It is in the records. And now the ocean and all other oceans are gone, as are nearly all forms of life on the earth. This is a dying planet, my friends.”


  “Quiet, you croaker!” rejoined Atlan good-humouredly. “The oceans have passed and the earth may pass, but life will last as long as the cosmos itself.”


  “Perhaps. But our days, I think, are numbered. Look.”


  He pointed across to the rough-hewn peaks in the distance, to the horizon beyond, to where a new phenomenon entered the weird scene of the dying earth.


  Another mountain had risen amid those summits, a strange mountain unlike any other on earth, for it was not of earth. A white dome, scarred and pitted by a thousand eruptions, it peeped over the shoulders of the ancient continent like a huge and menacing eye.


  “The moon,” cried Atlan. “One more circuit of the earth and then it will fall. We have no time to lose, Yeo.”


  “The people must have their rest. Since we must retreat we’ll retreat in good order. Rest yourselves also, my friend.”


  The march was resumed. Yeo telepathised advice to his army to cease their songs until the easier stretches of the ocean, bed were reached, so that physical resources could be reserved for the arduous descent. The army stopped. It was a vast and silent concourse that poured steadily over the brow of the plateau, striding over rock and boulder, stumbling now and again but rising to press on, but every mind vibrated alike in sympathetic harmony. Well was it said that telepathy had been one of the greatest of human benefits. No song was really needed, save as an exercise in magnificent sound. The quiet air resounded to the tramp of ironshod feet on age-old rock.


  The aerial formations which Sulpine had sent ahead to chart the road to the Subterranian tunnel were soon observed returning in the distance. The leader of the Squadron speeded ahead of the others and landed on a flat patch.


  Towing his little gravity-controlling airship behind him as a boy tows a kite, he made hurriedly for the group of Counsellors around Yeo at the head. Sulpine was among them and he greeted his officer, who saluted and produced a sheaf of documents.


  “Here is the complete chart of the course, recorded and photographed,” he said, and while Sulpine made a swift examination of the papers he turned to Yeo.


  “From our present position, sir, the road is fairly easy going for the first few miles, then you get down amid the real peaks and precipices. I have never seen anything like them in my life. I succeeded in finding a long and dangerous pass which leads by many waterfalls to the very bed of the old-time ocean, but it is very circuitous and in parts so narrow that I wonder if you will get across it. If you succeed you will have to face the jungles which line the river bank. Fortunately they are not too thick and the river flows fairly straight. The tunnel is easy to find. It stands between two peaks above the ruins of the old city of Selmahar. After that—well, it is all in your hands.”


  Here Gothmium intervened, having been approached by one of his own men.


  “News from the Subterranians, Yeo,” he said. “The transport machines are ready and they leave at once for the surface, which they will reach long before we get to the tunnel.”


  “Splendid. Sulpine, send your squadrons ahead with ray weapons and explosive bombs to blast any serious obstacles in our path. As for us—forward!”


  Marching. Hours of marching under a withering sun, while the speeding moon rose in the sky like a pallid skull tinged from the sun with a shade of blood. Upright carriage of stalwart bodies, rhythmic swing of powerful limbs. Lungs of wondrous evolution drew rich floods of oxygen from the thin atmosphere.


  Sturdy skins threw back the rays of the sun, so powerful in the thin air that ancient races would have been overwhelmed. The ceaseless tramp of half a million feet. The crash and thunder of bombs, echoing through an air that had not heard such detonations for ages, as the Transport Squadron blasted great walls of rock from the path of the marching people. Over rock and boulder, over stretches of rough ice, over path arid pass the Twilight Army rolled like a living avalanche.


  The first three thousand feet of descent were not too difficult. The gradient, stretching as it did-for many miles, was smooth and low. Beyond here the real descent began, as Yeo perceived when he and his three colleagues in the van found a great cliff gradually rearing itself on their right while on the further side of them the ground fell away till lost in the distance. The really mountainous stretch was reached. The broad plain narrowed gradually to steep declivity, and the declivity gradually became a path.


  The broad formations of the marching groups thinned out in orderly fashion until the great army marched no more than three or four abreast. Hour followed hour before that mighty concourse was sufficiently narrowed to pass at its regular rapid stride again. The vast ramparts reared up like curtains on their right, aged, dust-covered curtains, scarred and lined with streaks of rust; to the left, not far from the outer lines, the precipice fell in a sheer drop to a depth unfathomable.


  Hour followed hour. The sun had passed its zenith and was moving to the west, but the end of the slow and difficult descent was nowhere in sight. Rest periods were held at necessary intervals, yet soon most of the twilight men were drawing on their second reserves of energy; and they needed to. The path was narrower, in parts precipitous, so that it seemed miraculous that none of the army were lost over the sides. But on they marched. Past cave and craig, past monolith and waterfall, over natural arches and bridges, down and ever down.


  No casualties occurred until the army reached the stupendous fall of waters where the broad Atlantic River hurls its volume over two thousand feet of precipice into the very bed of the ancient ocean after which it was named. Yeo was the first to sight this awe-inspiring spectacle. Striding ahead with Helia beside him and the three officers following, he came to the corner peak where the canyon of a tributary river opened up a mile down-river from the fall. Even at this distance the thunder of waters annihilated the human voice, and Yeo had to convey his awe by telepathy. Sulpine and Gothmium joined them, and for a moment the four stood rapt in contemplation as the main bulk of the first division of the army drew up. They were interrupted by Atlan.


  “We have the canyon to cross, and no means of doing so,” he thought.


  “I will consult with the engineers,” was Yeo’s answering thought.


  The path had broadened out here and rolled round to the right, forming a broad ledge between the sheer bluff of the peak and the canyon of the smaller river. There was space enough here for the army to dispose itself for rest until the engineers had thrown a span across the narrow canyon. Normally the job of throwing a bridge over this little crag would have been brief and easy. But the bridge must be broad, space was restricted and time was limited. Fine wires that were strong as giant steel girders were unreeled from men’s pockets and thrown across; wonderful liquid cements were sprayed over them hardening, thickening and broadening until a roadway lay where empty space was before. A marvellous roadway; but hastily constructed.


  Onward tramped the twilight army. A rhythmic beat of step, stirring to hear, but dangerous to the not-too-dependable foundations of the little bridge. The first five thousand passed, the second, the twentieth, fortieth and forty-sixth. The forty-seventh were halfway over when the little bridge succumbed to the fatally monotonous vibrations and collapsed into the depths.


  III


  NEARLY one thousand men and women fell without scream or cry to their destruction with the bridge. The foremost and hindmost of the group crossing sprang to shelter just in time while the others went to their sudden death with the superhuman lack of fear or fright of their race. Nearly a thousand invaluable lives lost, and more than ten thousand left on the other side of the canyon. As the news was telepathically communicated to Yeo far away in the lead he was appalled.


  “Return and reconstruct the bridge,” was his immediate command to the engineers, but his thoughts were on his appalling negligence. They were interrupted by an urgent telepathic message from the leader of a marooned division beyond the canyon.


  “Don’t send back the engineers, Yeo,” he implored, “time presses, and it would take too long to reconstruct the bridge. We are agreed to return to Armadyne and face the end there. Don’t wait for us—push on to Subterrania.”


  “We cannot leave you behind. There is time enough,” thought Yeo.


  “There is no time to lose. Look at the moon.”


  “Yes,” said Atlan at Yeo’s side, “look at the moon!”


  It was larger—frighteningly so! It had come closer to the earth by many thousand miles and was now many times larger than normal. The craters and mountains were as plain to the naked eye as the mountains about the marching men, and the reddish tinge reflected from the sun made the once-beautiful beacon of night a thing of horror. Yeo’s disturbed emotions were plunged into chaos at the sight. Atlan urged him on, Gothmium and Helia plied him.


  “We must save the majority, but it is terrible to leave the others,” he cried, his mind torn between the two duties.


  “Leave us, Yeo, and long may you survive,” ran thought from the marooned men, “we are returning to Armadyne at once. Our wishes are with you.”


  “Goodbye, friends,” cried Helia, as Yeo still hesitated, “we shall all meet again in ages to come.” Seeing that Yeo’s mind was too stunned by shock of the catastrophe for him to make decisions, she took his arm gently and led him, unresisting, forward, with Atlan at his other side. They said nothing, but conveyed a sympathetic flow of thought through each other’s minds.


  “An elementary principle,” cried Yeo aloud, “too elementary for my inattentive mind. The rhythmic vibrations of marching feet can undermine a bridge. Soldiers in ancient times would regularly change their step. But I never thought of it, and killed a thousand of my people.”


  “Forget that, and think of saving the others,” urged Helia gently.


  Downward. Ever downward. The pass broadened out again to a wide and easy incline. The atmosphere was somewhat thicker down here, nearer as it was to the bed of the ocean, yet it was far thinner than the air of millions of years before. The density of atmosphere meant little or nothing to the marvellously evolved lungs of the Twilight People, but the heat was increasing and causing an imperceptible but nevertheless effective drain upon their energies. With the passing of hours the bloated moon had sunk and now the red sun was sinking slowly in its turn in the west, leaving no sunset coruscations in the colourless sky; and with it the spirit of Yeo was sinking too. The tragedy at the canyon still preyed upon his mind and his thoughts were not lightened by the coming of terrible night. The incline grew now into a great sloping plain and the end of the descent was in sight, for the drab green of the Atlantic jungles flanking the mile-broad river now lay spread out below, but there was little enough time to reach the easier lower levels before the fall of night. Yeo had braced himself for the ordeal of the jungles, but with his mental resistance so lowered he felt himself dreading it. Before the Twilight People had had adequate rest on the plain the night beasts would be prowling.


  “The plains at last,” cried Atlan cheerfully, as the slopes eased out and thick scrub began to ooze from the rocky, barren soil. It was a cheering sight to the tired army under the circumstances, but the vast bed of ocean was no scene of beauty. Grey scrub evolved from ancient lichens spread away to the right, ending on the other side at the banks of the river and melting ahead into the grey-green drab of the forests. Little or no wind stirred the almost lifeless limbs of those growths, but the jungles, though dying, were far from dead. Life pulsed invisibly in the unholy depths, waiting for the fall of night to spring into voracious movements; and by the time the last division of the army reached the plain the sun had vanished in the distance and grey night deepened rapidly into black.


  The tired army struck camp in silence, only their flowing thoughts conveying intelligence and conversation. No tents or shelters were necessary to protect their hardy bodies. They composed themselves for rest on the rocky earth as comfortably as on the downiest couches, in great circular formations for compactness and to assist the men taking up the unaccustomed duty of keeping guard, giving them the smallest possible front to patrol. Tired as he was himself, Yeo insisted on doing his share of guard duty with others of the first division, against the urgings of Helia, which he gently but firmly overruled.


  Silence sank with overwhelming night. Alone with his thoughts and with a task to concentrate upon, Yeo felt his spirits rise a little. Useless to brood on a tragedy now past; the hardships of the descent were as nothing to the danger of the jungles ahead, and the Twilight People needed their Counsellor to be at the peak of his condition if he was to bring them through safely. Unconsciously he straightened his huge body, speeded his long, easy stride around the encampment, exchanged a friendly thought with a passing sentry. A warm, faint breeze smote his nostrils, precursor of one of those torrid hurricanes that sometimes swept the night continent from the sun-heated air of the day world.


  He paused for a moment on a knoll just beyond the encampment, gazed ahead to the jungle depths, barely visible to his intensely keen eyes in the abysmal dark. Miles of this lay before them, miles of peril—


  “And miles of battle I” came a cheerful thought into his unguarded mind. He turned, to recognise the dim form of Atlan beside him.


  “Forgive me invading the privacy of your thought, but it was open to the world and I believe you need company as much as I do.”


  “You are right, Atlan. I thought you were resting, but never mind. What chance do you think we have of surviving?”


  “As good a chance as anything. We may or we may not, but even if the worst happens the human race will carry on. Nothing can defeat it, I tell you. If we are destroyed, millions of our fellow men still live on the worlds of other stars.”


  “Yes, if the old legends are true.”


  “They are true, Yeo. I have seen it in the records. For thousands of years in ancient days whole races migrated to the distant stars, and their descendants live there still. I know it, Yeo, I know it.”


  “I believe you,” Yeo smiled. “Even so, I think it would be a tragedy if life on the earth were to end. Something would be lost to the Universe that it could never have again.”


  “We shall come through.” Atlan gripped his friend’s arm warmly. “Life is as virile as ever. Look—I can see it manifested now!”


  His thought-currents guided Yeo’s in the direction indicated. Far ahead in the night’s black a phenomenon was evident. Light was there, faint, greenish light in little distant clouds, moving and shifting oddly.


  “Light-flies,” murmured Yeo. “The last surviving insects. They and the night beasts prey on each other, but I could wish the night beasts were as harmless.”


  “I know nothing of zoology. What are the night beasts?”


  “The last species to be evolved on earth. Unicellular organisms which have evolved for thirty million years, specks of protoplasmic life which have grown to rival in size the multicellular animals and insects that went before them. They have reached their peak now, but they are nothing more than mere blind appetites come to life. We shall see plenty of them soon.”


  “Very likely. But first we must have rest. Come, it is time the guards were changed.”


  Nothing loth, Yeo followed his friend to the shelter of the encampment, while the second shift took over the guard, and settled his weary body to rest. Hours later the Twilight Army rose, literally like giants refreshed, and marched on into the jungles, into the night.


  Night. Night vast and limitless, extending to the infinity of space. Night like the walls of a yawning abyss, that rose and rose and never ended. Night alive with a stirring, rustling, invisible horde, moving and flittering on every side, softly, but with the swift ferocity of menaee. Rustling and flittering that suggested fangs and claws, menace that suggested ravening appetites. Strong and compact in the frightful depths the twilight army strode like a unit that defied all challenge. In the van Yeo unholstered his ray weapon and sent a telepathic command down the line for everyone to be ready for attack. He fingered the delicate controls of the destructive little instrument in his hand, assured of its readiness. His senses, normally superhuman, scanned the night world around him with unbelievable concentration, seeking a clue to the probable direction of the coming attack from the horrid bedlam of sound in the brush. Every brain tingled with a fearsome yet joyous anticipation. Once the dull senses of the night beasts located the army, battle was a foregone conclusion.


  “Yeo, you are getting ahead of us,” thought Helia, “take care, I beg you.”


  “There is nothing to fear,” thought back Yeo soothingly, “I am armed—” Living murder tore into his body with the force of a projectile, rolled him backwards almost helpless. Something tore at his body. Something ripped at his throat. Something sought blindly and vainly to leash his powerful arms before the raging bolt of his weapon blasted the thing to a steamy vapour. He heard Helia give way to primitive impulse and scream in terror as she sensed the peril of her mate, felt her strong arm haul him to his feet, then calm again and determined they stood shoulder to shoulder, Atlan, Sulpine and Gothmium beside them, and faced the oncoming hordes of night. Down the line of the army the unexpected swiftness of attack had taken many by surprise, bowling men down and tearing them with a myriad fangs, whirling, slashing, eating, engulfing. The night flared red with pulverising heat as ray after ray spread extermination far and wide, clearing scattered ranks of the things and setting up a curtain of destruction before and around the army.


  “Are they thinning yet?” demanded Yeo anxiously, as the five of them plied their weapons with murderous efficiency.


  “They’ll never thin, until we have slaughtered them,” cried Atlan exultantly. Not content with a mere screen of heat, he was picking off the monsters one by one, as their shadowy forms came within his keen sight. Of a sudden, a great flare of light seemed to explode in the sky some way beyond the fiery curtain of the rays. Yeo looked up amazed, to be enlightened by a cry from Sulpine.


  “My Transport men! I called them telepathically from miles ahead and they have come back to lighten our way through the jungle.”


  “Good work! Forward, all of you!” Onward strode the twilight army into voracious night, fighting as it went. The night beasts could no longer pass the flaming barrier, but with the senseless fury of their kind they still plunged forward to their destruction, still blindly seeking prey which was all their dulled instincts understood.


  Methodically the Transport Squadron sowed their flares, lighting up mile after mile of the jungle road with blazing white light. Under that fierce concentration the abysmal night became as noonday, and for the first time in their long lives the twilight men perceived in all their horror the legendary monsters of the night continent.


  Serpents. Nightmare apparitions of gelatinous flesh that hardened on the instant to steel-cable sinew and muscle. Serpentine forms of protoplasm that ripped and tore with tentacular pseudopods as they streaked like lightning through the air, frightful jaws agape for prey. Serpents that were neither reptile, animal nor insect, but giant amoebae evolved to formidable size and appalling activity. Fast as the searing bolts of the twilight army melted them down or tore them to shreds, so did they increase and multiply amid their destruction. In the front line Atlan was picking them off like a marksman, yet for every one of the beastly things exploded to nothing another was merely hit a glancing blow that divided It in two, each half coming on like the first one and growing visibly as they came. The blazing curtain around the army saved it from direct attack, but it was costly in ammunition.


  “How long do you think we can hold them off, Yeo?” demanded Atlan.


  “I cannot imagine. We came prepared for this with abundant firepower, but I doubt if our reserves will last until sunrise. After that—” he did not finish his words but poured volleys of whiteheat into the ravening jaws before him. Atlan redoubled his efforts, then suddenly flung down his weapon with a cry of rage that was echoed by Gothmium.


  “The last shot! We are finished, Yeo.”


  “We are never finished. Look, man, look ahead!”


  In the near distance a pallid green cloud of light was rising, advancing and spreading like a prairie fire. Rapidly it drew nearer; huge writhing things were visible in its mist, and from it issued an angry whine.


  Within seconds the shining things reached the outer ranks of the night beasts, stormed and overwhelmed them. The whining noise rose to a high-pitched scream that echoed above the roar of inhuman battle. Straining men caught glimpses of greenglowing insectile forms, large as the nightbeasts themselves.


  “The light-flies!” cried Yeo, exultantly, “our natural allies. We win, Atlan, we win. Forward, but use your ammunition sparingly.”


  The attack on the outer lines of the army lost some of its whirlwind force. Through the brainless instincts of the night beasts stole a sense of the presence of their hereditary enemies. A second of hesitation, then lightning reaction hurled them back to meet the subtle ferocity of the light-flies with an insensate fury. Far and wide the hideous combat raged, spreading and gradually falling behind the rapidly advancing army. Overhead the Transport Squadron, perceiving the tide of battle, relaxed their efforts and conserved their supply of flares, dropping one every mile or so to keep the jungle road illuminated and locate other herds of night beasts that might be roving. Three hours march brought the van of the army within reach of a stretch of open plain where beasts were few and far between. The army had come through the first area of jungle without serious damage, but the attack had cost them several hundred men and women dead and a few thousand injured. The dead were necessarily left behind, for most of them were already devoured, and the injured were carried without attention, trusting to the surgery of their extraordinary glands to save their lives.


  On the open plain again, Yeo insisted on a brief period of rest, against the urgings of Atlan and Gothmium. Time was precious, he admitted, but life was even more so, and the battered army relaxed gratefully for a spell. Ahead another stretch of jungle must be negotiated before the tunnel at Selmahar was reached. For a while utter silence ruled the night continent, till a gleam rose in the sky.


  IV


  “DAWN already?” murmured Yeo. “Impossible. It is not due for another hundred hours.”


  The dull, reddish gleam rose higher over the barren plain. The leaden sky lightened faintly but perceptibly. Over the edge of the world a long, low arc of dull light became evident. The army surveyed it, perplexed.


  “No, this is not dawn,” cried Atlan suddenly, “this is moonrise, and such a moonrise as the world has never seen. Quickly, Yeo, get the army marching. Seconds mean fife now.”


  Action. No haste or nervous speed but calculated rapidity as the world’s last army rose to its feet and obeyed the literal order of March or Die. Hours more of marching on refreshed and seemingly tireless limbs, while the low arc grew to a high one, grew to mountainous proportions, till half the gigantically swollen mass of the moon bulged over the horizon. Its rise was almost visible, certainly it was perceptible after minute intervals; and ever it grew larger—nearer!


  Wind rose, hot like a breath of the ancient sirocco, attaining gale velocity. Scarcely a mile from the army came the dull roar of rising waters. A few miles ahead the jungle road brought them closer to the flooded banks of Atlantic River, swelling under tidal stress to a thundering torrent. Great waves hurled themselves outwards over the jungle, drawing nearer to the hastening army. A rapid order from Sulpine, broadcast to the Transport Squadron, brought a steady and calculated rain of bombs into the jungle, blasting a new road through the wastes at a safer distance from the river. Rough though it was, it served its purpose, and judicious use of the ray weapons smoothed it to a reasonable surface and cleared away what the bombs did not destroy. Steadily the army drew away from the peril of the rising river; and ever the vast moon grew vaster.


  It filled half the sky. It hovered up there, a perceptible globe, gigantic and terrifying in the sable night. Its every feature, its every mountain and crater and plain, was now visible and distinct.


  The torrid wind grew fiercer. From gale velocity it rose to a tempest, from a tempest to a hurricane. It raged through the shuddering forests, lashing the weary trees, tearing them from their roots, hurling them far over the tops of the jungle to the river. It took the army almost full on its right flank; men roped themselves together with fine steel wire, gripped shoulders of the men ahead and braced themselves against being dragged from their course. Mercifully the hurricane was more with them than against them, but it was far more a hindrance than a help, and had not the sturdier growths of the jungle offered a degree of shelter they would have been compelled to lie and wait—not for the hurricane to end, but the world.


  White fire streaked through the upper air. In slender streams at first, it grew in volume till the sky was one fiery cataract of meteors. As hours passed the silent storm became audible, became a distant rumbling, a chorus of savage warcries as moonfragments hurled themselves with barbarian rage at the helpless body of the earth; and the moon grew steadily larger and still more terrible.


  “There are more mountains ahead,” came Sulpine’s thought into Yeo’s mind, “the Transport men have landed there. They will offer some shelter from this accursed wind, at least. Beyond that is the second plain and the hills of Selmahar.”


  “The last stretch!” came back Yeo’s exultant thought.


  “A message from Selmahar from one of your men, Sulpine,” came Gothmium’s thought a few minutes later. “The Subterranians have reached the surface and are waiting for us in their machines. A few have ventured out, but they suffer so severely from vertigo that they must stay in shelter.”


  “Good news,” called Yeo, in a broadcast thought, “redouble your efforts, my friends! We shall be in Subterrania directly after dawn.”


  The next range of mountains loomed ahead, Low as they were compared to the gigantic slopes leading down to the ocean bed, they offered no small obstacle to the hastening, wearying army. The first divisions hauled themselves painfully up the rise, on to the broad pass which the Transport Squadron had indicated, all plainly visible now in the glaring light of meteor fire. In the near distance explosions were heard, where the bigger meteors had penetrated the thin atmosphere to crash with thunderous concussion on the surface. The air was filled with roaring and thunder. And the moon—


  The Twilight People were courageous; literally without the emotion of fear, but the enormous body now directly over their heads infected them with an altogether strange and unaccustomed feeling, a wild vertigo, an appalling light-headedness as men suffer when poised on the edge of an horrific abyss, ready to fall. They struggled on and ever upward, fighting against their tiring limbs, against the pressure of the raging wind, against the awful sensations experienced with a single glance at the apparition overhead. Yeo, Sulpine and Gothmium kept their heads deliberately averted. Helia, in the shelter of Yeo’s huge right arm, sobbed a little and let her head sink to his chest. Atlan alone, hardened somewhat to the cosmic depths, allowed his eyes to stray upward; and he saw the beginning of the end.


  A world hung upside down in the sky. A world of vast white plains and beetling cliffs, jagged and fantastic in outline, all pointing downward and teetering into collapse. Great gashes suddenly ripped up the crazy surface for hundreds of miles and the mountains began to shake themselves loose. Corresponding to the world above, the world underfoot was quivering and rumbling too. Mountains shook and tottered. The plain behind the army shook like a carpet and erupted columns of fire, engulfing the last two divisions, which had not reached the mountain passes. Two worlds were in collision, smashing each other to pieces.


  “Too late!” cried Yeo in anguish, “Goodbye, my friends, this is the end.”


  “We are not dead yet,” shouted Atlan. “Find caves, shelter—anything!”


  One after another the mountains of the moon shook loose, fell in masses of blazing white. Death rained from the skies and vomited from the body of the earth. Clinging with primal ferocity to that last instinct for organization and discipline which maintained them, the Twilight People plunged down a mountain pass which had not yet opened to disgorge a flaming interior. Further down a series of low caves stretched for miles.


  “Into them!” came Atlan’s mental shout. “These mountains are of iron and the caves are natural hollows. There is the barest chance—”


  “We shall be crushed under them,” cried Yeo.


  “Goodbye, Yeo,” murmured Helia from the depths of his arms. “We have lived gloriously together and we can die happily.”


  His arms tightened about her pain-wracked form. He looked up, glared defiantly at the raging world without. Then thunder of frightful volume burst before him, agony tore through his brain and he lost consciousness.


  The world was very hushed and still when Yeo lifted aching eyes to the open sky and realized that life still pulsed invincible in his body. No thunder split the air now, no deafening uproar tortured the senses. A little breeze whispered through the rugged walls of the caves. Their iron structure was intact. Looking around, Yeo saw others moving, sluggishly at first and still in pain. Helia stirred in his arms. A faint moan escaped her lips, but she was alive and unhurt. Yeo laid her gently down, then strode out of the cave to survey the world.


  The long dawn was rising in the east. By its light Yeo perceived the fantastic tumbled mass of the world around him. Where mountains once lifted their heights were now broad mounds of earth and rubble. Where once the jungles spread their masses new mountains flung up amazing formations, interspersed with strange new meteoric mountains from beyond the earth. Yeo looked up, wondering, for the moon.


  No moon was there. No vast and menacing globe, no silvery beacon of night. But over the grey vault of dawn stretched a shimmering band, a mighty band of light that spanned the earth from one horizon to the other. It moved oddly and perplexingly, this great white rainbow shaded with red, and it cast a soft light over the jagged peaks and tumbled ruins of earth. Yeo stared for a while in wonder.


  “The earth has saved us,” cried Atlan’s exultant voice from the mouth of a nearby cave. He was at the head of a wondering group issuing from the interior “I can see what happened now. The great mass of the earth rent the smaller world to fragments by sheer tidal force; and there is our moon! A circle of rocks and cosmic particles, a lunar ring, like the three rings that encircle the planet Saturn. Did ever the world see a sight so glorious?”


  One answer alone was adequate to express the overflowing emotions of the earth’s last men—a burst of song so joyous, so triumphant, so afire with gratitude for life and the glory of living that it rang from world to world like a great thunder of cheering. More men streamed out of the caves to join the cheers.


  The battered peaks of the neighboring mountain range echoed and reechoed to the spontaneous demonstrations of grateful humanity. Old men and young, leaders and followers, poured out their feelings in unbounded volume. Only Yeo, leader and Counsellor of them all, was too occupied to rejoice with the others, for Helia still lay unconscious in the cave. But as he lifted her, her eyelids fluttered.


  There were steps behind him. Gothmium and two of his officers entered.


  “Another call from the Subterranians,” he announced, smiling good-humoredly, “they say that there have been slight tremors down in the earth, and they want to know if the cataclysm has started yet.”


  Yeo laughed.


  “Tell them that catastrophe has been postponed for millions of years. Time enough for them to help us build a new world together.”


  The Way Back


  Sam Moskowitz


  The Story of a Vagabond of Space Who Found Himself in the Far Galaxies.


  MICHEL DRAWERS crumpled the enormous star-map in his big hairy arms and let it drop from listless fingers. It floated slowly to the ground, scarcely claimed by the infinitesimal gravity of the tiny skyrock.


  Hopelessly he gazed aloft, searching, with an air of finality the immense sweep of the cosmos for some familiar sign—a well known constellation, perhaps, that might be utilized as a sign post of space.


  Unrewarded, he eased himself off a hard, metallic projection he had been seated upon and turned back toward his petite little star-ship—appropriately and affectionately known as “Star-Struck.”


  He had to face cold, inevitable reality. He was lost—lost amid the stark immensity of unfamiliar worlds. Ahead of him lay a long and hopeless search. He must sweep across the void from zone to zone. Exploring the most colossal work of all nature for some clue that might solve this puzzle and show him the way back—the way back home.


  And he smirked as he thought of applying the term “home” to Tellus. A home was something only successful people could boast of in this day and age. Misfit youth could not expect such comfort. Himself, and thousands like him, unable to fit into the scheme of civilization currently preponderant upon Earth must take the only course open to them. Must be vanguards of a new frontier—the greatest frontier.


  Sick with nostalgia and ineffable longing, they must brave the dangers, the rigors of outer space—blast trillions of miles past the solar system on a metal steed that laughed at the limited speeds of light. That roared and romped past universe after island universe. And always the delicate Roxitometer clicked along—searching with tireless, machine-like efficiency for traces of Roxite on the many worlds passed.


  Roxite? That was the fuel that made these star-ships possible. The substance whose elemental atoms could be split with tremendous fury to release an inconceivable flood of power—controlled power—controlled by the comparatively tiny Roxite engines which curbed these terrible energies and directed them into the proper channels of usefulness.


  Centuries ago men had searched for gold. Now gold was merely another metal. Today, men searched for Roxite—a few ounces of which commanded fabulous prices from the great interplanetary corporations on Earth.


  And as gold had eluded the best efforts of most men in past years, so Roxite eluded all but the luckiest prospectors today. There was plenty of Roxite in the universe. But most of it was buried deep within the cores of tremendous suns. Suns that had a surface temperature that made the hottest things on Earth seem like a bitter arctic blast by comparison.


  The thing that counted on Earth these days was brains. Everyone had ample opportunity to develop what brain power they had. The finest schools and universities boasting the most advanced and elaborately presented programs of education ever known were free to the multitudes. But of what value was an ultra fine education when everyone else had one, too? It still settled back to basic ingenuity and natural inborn intelligence when it came to the man who got ahead and the man who stayed behind.


  Five hundred years ago, possessing his present knowledge he might have been one of the world’s greatest men. Today he was just one of millions of others, all of whom could do the same things he could—and some of them could do better.


  What an incomparable paradox he presented. Physically he was more than a match for ninety-nine per cent of all Earth men. His great height and weight, his brutal strength—those thick hairy arms of his could crush the average man in a few minutes. Gigantic muscles didn’t count any more. Of what use sixteen inch biceps when the frailest child could operate the buttons necessary to perform most of the menial duties of life?


  Men like him were pushed by invisible, relentless pressures into the only thing open for them. To operate one of these tiny star-ships and comb the universe for more Roxite—to keep the interplanetary liners blasting.


  Roxite. He had found some. Enough to keep his ship operating as it plunged past millions of starry universes. But not enough to bring back to Earth and collect any sizeable sum.


  But he couldn’t stand this life any longer. The inexpressible loneliness of space. Inconceivable light years from the world that bore him. Six years alone in such vastness was too much for any man.


  Six years of heartrending disappointments as he searched tirelessly for the precious Roxite—and found only a little.


  But this was the end. He was going to make a last desperate attempt to find his way back. Back to a cold, hostile, unfriendly civilization that might, out of charity, provide some lowly position for him—let him work enough to stay alive.


  Still, that was better than this. At least he could look up into the blue ceiling of the sky. Tread over green carpeted fields. Eat real, substantial, solid food and see other people.


  Yes, of a poor choice that alternative was the best.


  But here he was bitter again. Deluging himself with waves of self-pity. The fault was not entirely with Earth and the way of life on Earth. He was equally to blame. He was a throwback. A throw-back to the days when men pushed back new frontiers, blazed new trails for civilization to follow. When brawn had been the equal, if not the superior of brains. But this was a new world. It was built for the many, not the few. Simply because there was a few thousand of misfits among a population of millions was no creditable reason for revamping an entire way of life to the satisfaction of a minor group of disgruntled men. No, progress was relentless, inevitable. The old must bow before the new, and the world must fight on toward its distant dream of tomorrow.


  Funny how a man could become so completely lost. But he had plenty of time to look for the right avenue back to his world. Plenty of time, patience, fuel and food. And he would find it—though it take him the rest of his life.


  So Michel Drawers roared away from a tiny, lonely little rock in a strange distant universe, and, with his seemingly inexhaustible patience explored the sky ways for the section of the milky way in which his solar system might be located.


  And as the months passed his homesickness grew and grew and reached unbearable proportions. A subconscious chant repeated itself and reiterated in pounding rhythms within his brain. He must find a way back, a way back, a way back, a way back, a way back. God! he couldn’t stand this any longer. Where was the way back? Merciful heavens, how much more of this torture could he endure without going mad? And the distant pin-points of light mocked him with cold ferocity. Gloated with aloof disdain. Laughed at his fruitless efforts to escape their mighty trap.


  But the soul of the frontiersman, the conqueror, burnt on. Michel Drawers did not go mad. He simply went on and on and on. Searching, seeking the way back.


  Then, when it seemed that interminable eons had fled past he was awakened from a sleeping period by the piercing, raucous scream of the Roxitometer, pleading to him to arise and investigate its latest discoveries before they flashed past and it was too late.


  In a mad lunge he pulled the space bar all the way back. The forward tubes blasted violently—the ship drew to a theoretical stop. Poised motionless amidst the splendor of a trillion stars.


  Working frantically Michel Drawers made the proper connections. He might find a valuable deposit of Roxite yet. Perhaps there would be something to take back to Earth after all. Perhaps all was not yet hopeless. He might still be rich when he got back—if he got back.


  The powerful little rockets streamed blazing glory again and the little silvery projectile was drawn by the magic of the Roxitometer, down the path of Roxite radiations to some still unknown world from where it emanated.


  And gradually Drawers began to realize that they were heading for a beautiful little globe more than sixty million miles from a medium sized sun. And he prepared to enter the atmosphere of this world—and let the powers of the Roxitometer lead him to the location of the Roxite deposit. He muttered a silent prayer that it might not be located too deeply in the bowels of the planet.


  Now he was holding tight as the “Star-Struck” streamed through the atmosphere of the planet. The landscape began to lay itself out before him. He could make out soft blue forests of alien vegetation—golden streams of unknown liquids. At two thousand feet he halted the ship’s descent. Momentarily he allowed it to float above the terrain of this strange world. Drinking in its wonders with curious eyes.


  He had been drawn to many worlds before by the insistent clangings of the Roxitometer—but never had he witnessed a world of such unutterable beauty and color. Barely a discordant note in the entire scheme of things. Even the winds blew softly, gently, against the hull of his ship. Prompted by an unfathomable urge he tested the atmosphere of the planet. Oxygen and Nitrogen proved present in appreciable quantities—but there was also another—and unknown gas of undetermined qualities.


  He wondered if it were breathable. It had been so long, so very long since he had known anything other than the metallic smell of synthetic air. With gladness he would trade half of his possessions for a few great lungfulls of pure, fresh, untainted air.


  Then it was that Michel Drawers performed a suicidical act. He opened the inner and outer locks of his ship simultaneously and allowed the atmosphere of this unfamiliar world to pour in and mingle with that of the ship. He breathed in deeply, heavily. Lungful after lungful. Nothing happened. The new air had a certain, pleasant perfumed quality—perhaps a characteristic of the new gas. If it were fatally poisonous, at least it was not immediately so.


  Forgotten were thoughts of Roxite and riches. Forgotten was his heartbreaking longing for Earth. Only one instinct possessed him. A desire to set foot upon real soil again. To tread agily forward—to breath in natural air—to view natural, though alien sights. To see streams of liquids bubble past.


  He settled the “Star-Struck” with unprecedented clumsiness down upon the surface of the world—saved from a bad shock by the light gravitational pull of the planet.


  Then, with the demeanor of a school-boy released for summer vacation, his huge frame trod lightly from the ship, and he ambled grotesquely amidst an almost fragile world.


  With ecstatic delight he plucked brilliant, sweet smelling blossoms; plunged his face recklessly into the golden liquid that tumbled in miniature falls down a short sloping hill; marveled at the coolness, the exhilaration of it—and in the midst of this madness the idea struck him that this gleaming liquid was the aqua pura of this world. It took the place of water, in fact it seemed to have every attribute of water except for its golden color, and the few drops that had trickled between his lips left a pure, clean, sweet taste that could be described only by comparing it to the palate of a man, three days on the desert without a drink, suddenly being presented with a tall, cool glass of water.


  It was becoming more and more noticeable that the color motive of this world was not so much green as it was golden.


  And he wandered on. Far, far from the ship he strayed. As if possessed by a strange, uncontrollable mania he laughed and cried by turns. Sometimes he ran, sometimes he walked. Often he leaped incredible distances into the air—floating softly down—his two hundred and fifteen pound bulk landing with only the slightest jar.


  And as suddenly as this crazy thing had come upon him it passed. He stood stock sober; the awful realization of the inconceivable risks he had run swelling his brain like a painful hangover.


  That he was alive and apparently in good health was a miracle. The worlds where a native of Earth might cavort with reckless abandon and utter disregard for existing conditions were few and far between. Swift doom often descended upon those who made light of other worldly conditions.


  Now he saw in every brilliant blossom a lurking death of hideous proportions. He examined their expansive golden-yellow blossoms with critical care. Many of the plants were predominantly blue. Blue and gold. Here flowers with tall, slender, graceful stalks moved gracefully to and fro in the soft breeze. There, gigantic blue planets towered far above his head, with stalks the thickness of trunks and blossoms the circumference of a water-wheel but, throughout, the idea of fragility persisted. And with it a gnawing doubt as to their innocent nature. It seemed more and more that the strange gas that permeated the air had its source here in those blossoms which grew in such abundance, with groves the thickness of forests, and a multiplicity that replaced trees, on this world at least.


  He stumbled on, hid hand wiping again and again at his face as if to scrape away a golden liquid which was no longer there.


  He even breathed with fearful deliberateness—wracking his brain for all he knew and had heard of the effects and varieties of fatal gases.


  But the luck of the gods was with him. No untoward symptoms appeared and as he made his way back to the ship his fears began to dissipate one by one and a new sense of reasonableness replace them.


  Into the clearing he trod—and then recoiled with amazement. Before him stood a human figure! A small man, perfectly, beautifully proportioned, radiating a golden aureole and crowned by curly, yellow locks of hair. He seemed fragile, incredibly delicate; yet he bore himself with buoyant ease, a result of the lighter gravitational pull of the planet, and in his eyes sparkled whirling motes of color that lent to him an air of impeachable intelligence.


  Michel Drawers advanced slowly toward the man. His towering bulk looming massively with strikingly primitive and brutal aspect in comparison to the statuesque, lines and angelic beauty of this native son.


  “Who? Who are you?” Michel Drawers questioned, his loud, rough voice almost artificial in an obvious attempt at impossible gentleness.


  The aura of golden light seemed to thicken about the form of the little man.


  Softly, Drawers thought he heard:


  “I, strange one, am Persum, dweller in the city of Saeve. In all my years I have never known a man like you. From whence do you come?”


  Drawers was rigid, surprise-struck. He had heard or thought he heard words as clear, as plain as words could be—yet he had seen no lips move, knew that no sound, other than his own voice had pierced the air.


  “Telepathy,” he uttered in awe. “Mental telepathy.”


  “Telepathy? Telepathy?” an unspoken voice returned. “We have no such word in our language. What is its meaning?”


  “To communicate without sound—by thought.”


  A look of comprehension dawned upon the golden man’s features.


  “Ah, yes. Here, in my city, all men speak by thought—that is the purpose of this radiance which surrounds me—to help pick up and to transmit thoughts. Apparently your race is not so gifted. I wondered why you writhed your lips peculiarly when you questioned me! Your brain must be a very powerful one indeed to transmit thoughts without any natural aid.”


  Drawers laughed inwardly at the unexpected compliment. Men had often told him that he possessed a marvelous physique, but no one had ever attempted to hint that his brain was other then passably mediocre, even poor. And here, the most intelligent little man he had ever met—not over five feet tall—a man with the power to transmit thoughts telepathically—an achievement that practically no earthman could boast, had told him that he was unusually gifted in a mental sort of a way. It was funny, ironic.


  Suddenly Drawers became almost timid in the presence of this superb little creature. There was almost a god-like quality about him. An innate goodness, kindness, that could be taken for granted.


  “Would you care to partake of our hospitality?” came an inviting thought.


  The invitation brought a gasp of amazement to Michel Drawers’ lips, and also a trace of suspicion.


  This little man before him, who, common sense said must be feeling uneasy, to put it mildly, in the presence of a stranger of hitherto unknown size and undetermined strength—someone who was as different in make-up and physique from his as night is from day—still had been able to suppress his fears sufficiently to extend a cordial invitation.


  “Oh—. I can stay on the ship,” Drawers replied, his mind sparring for additional time to clear its confusion.


  “My people would be very interested in meeting you,” the golden man replied.


  Still, Drawers hung back with obvious reluctance. This man was small, but it wasn’t size that counted, as experience had taught him—it was brains—and this alien had those in super abundance. How was he to know the creature’s motives? Perhaps they might overcome him with some strange ray, and use him for some diabolical experiment.


  Even as the thoughts surged through his mind, a trace of a smile seemed to flicker across the golden man’s features.


  As if he had read his thoughts the golden man challenged.


  “Certainly you are not afraid to accompany me? I should be the one to fear, not you. One of those great arms that hang at your side could overpower me in an instant. You have nothing to fear.”


  Mental argument was an achievement Michel Drawers had never been particularly adept in. He found his fears being chided, and his own subsconscious mind seemed to tell him there was no danger, still—.


  Michel stepped slowly forward to accompany the golden man, his hands tapping his hips for the butts of his low-voltage guns and finding only the empty holsters. He had left them in the ship!


  Without further thought the golden man turned and strode gracefully from the clearing. Michel Drawers lumbered self-consciously along behind, tripping occasionally over vinelike foilage—and with tile light of curiosity growing ever brighter within him.


  Through thick growths of blue plants they trailed. Across chuckling stream’s of bubbling, brilliant liquids; through fields thick with yellow blossoms, and overhead a golden sun hung resplendent in the sky as if to match the make up of the planet.


  Drawers’ attention was suddenly distracted by one of the most unusual plants he had yet seen. This one was golden as were the others but had long, regular veins of blue running like a well formed design up the outside of the blossom. Instinctively he sniffed at it. As he did so he felt his new found companion plucking at his sleeve . . . He paid no notice, preferring to again smell the beautiful blossom. The fragrance affected him like a heady, aromatic perfume. Entirely different from any scent he had ever known before.


  Persum finally distracted his attention by mental urging.


  “Come away, that plant is deadly. I cannot understand why you have not been already overcome.”


  Drawers turned back to Persum in curiosity. “This plant deadly? Why it has a delightful fragrance. The most pleasing I’ve ever smelled.”


  It was obvious that Persum was disconcerted.


  “I do not understand it. A small whiff of the odor exuded by that plant is enough to render any of my race unconscious. A few minutes under its influence often brings death. You are the first man I have ever known who has been able to inhale its gases without succumbing. This is most curious. I must inform others of my race.”


  They walked on, Persum, shaking his head in bewilderment.


  Drawers began to realize that this plant, although affecting him only to the extent that a pleasant perfume affects an individual, could be deadly to the golden people. From Persum’s description of its effects it acted almost like an anesthetic—a few breaths induced temporary unconsciousness, but if released to its influence for more then a few minutes it resulted in death.


  Abruptly a lovely city of golden towers and soaring minarets appeared resplendently before them—a city of incarnate beauty and craftsmanship—a city that might have been designed by a master draftsman—with an eye to blending harmoniously to the surrounding color scheme.


  Drawers stopped for a moment to take in the wonder of it.


  “You like it?” Persum queried.


  “It’s great!” Drawers rumbled enthusiastically.


  “We take delight in the development of our cities,” Persum continued. “There are seven cities, all constructed along the lines of this one. These seven cities contain the total populations of our people; about one hundred thousand people to a city. They are built with great care. The smaller buildings form the general limits of the city, and then we construct the buildings taller toward the center of the city. They are all unlike in structure for we try to give each and every one a distinct artistic touch. We do not believe in building row after monotonous row of dwellings that are of value for efficiency alone. The human pride and joy in beauty amply compensates us for any loss in efficiency.”


  Drawers did not reply. He was gazing in astonishment at the long curved walks that stretched between the taller buildings. Some of them must have been two hundred feet from the ground, with no noticeable railing for safety, and they were hardly more than three feet in width. Dozens of the golden people at this very moment could be seen moving leisurely across these shaky bridges, seeming to take no notice of the great chasm that yawned beneath. Even as Drawers watched, one of the golden people lost his balance, weaved erratically about for a moment, then started to fall.


  Drawers closed his eyes to shut out the horror of the scene. Then he slowly opened them and gaped with astonishment to see a little golden man floating casually down to the ground, and alighting with scarcely a jar. Then he understood! The gravitational pull of this world was not very exacting. Few falls could be fatal here. The golden people had little to fear on that score.


  Then a gigantic wall of auspicious strength and thickness bordering the city caught Drawers’ eye. It seemed to inject a discordant note.


  Questioningly Drawers turned to the golden man and asked. “What is the reason for that enormous wall?”


  A sad, haunted look entered the expressive eyes of the little man. For a moment he did not answer, then replied.


  “Perhaps, in your land you have no Griffs.”


  “Griffs? What are Griffs?”


  As they walked the little man explained.


  “Long ago, there were no violent forms of life on this planet. There were no cities with thick walls about them, and the people of our race lived luxuriously, cradled in the gentle arms of nature. Our home was wherever we happened to be at the time. Art and knowledge flourished and our people were content. Then, one day, an earthquake of violent proportions rocked the land. Great rifts were torn in the ground. And from subterranean caverns, of which we had no knowledge, emerged terrible monsters who lived on flesh and preyed upon my people unceasingly.


  “We have never had strife of any kind on this world. Weapons have always been unknown. There was no way we knew to fight back. In desperation we built great walls around the cities to keep these great monsters away. Only when the sun is at its height do we dare emerge and gather food or wander through the forests we love so much. Sun hurts the Griffs’ eyes and they prefer to do their hunting at night or on cloudy days.


  “Gradually the Griffs have been dying out for lack of food. They are carnivorous and have systematically eliminated most of the lower animal life from our world. My race, except for occasional mishaps have been virtually beyond their reach. There are only a few of them left now, but they prowl perpetually about the walls of the city searching for an opportunity to enter and wreak havoc, or to catch some one of my race as they pass a particularly gloomy spot in the forest.”


  Michel Drawers thought over what the little man had said. He thought too. of the sub-atomic blast used for blasting aside obstacles in search of Roxite. It would not be the first time it had been used as a weapon—a most terrible weapon of destruction.


  However, for the moment he deemed it best net to mention this to Persum, as the little man so quaintly named himself. Perhaps these Griffs were not so easily destroyed. And then again to destroy them might be a fatal error. He remembered how in ages past men had wantonly destroyed the once-numerous mountain lions in reckless numbers, and then had the wild deer, which had been the mountain lion’s natural prey, multiply so that they left no grass for the cattle who should have benefited through the death of the mountain lions.


  Then, too there was the problem of Australia, where an apparently innocuous rodent, the rabbit, had multiplied into a national menace, once there was no natural enemy to check them. He must learn more.


  They stopped before a great golden gate. Persum lifted a small reed to his lips and blew. From it there issued, a long, sweet, piercing whistle. Slowly the gates rolled smoothly open, fitting right into the thick walls beside them.


  Without hesitation Persum walked through the opening. Michel Drawers held back for a moment, blinded by a chance ray of sun-light that bounced off the gleaming sides of one of the buildings.


  Then, he too entered, and the gates, as if by their own volition, closed behind him.


  He was in another world now. Gone was all harshness and crudity. Here there was only beauty and color and gold. Buildings in peerless symmetry dug their way through the low hanging clouds to unknown heights. Spellbinding displays of corruscating lights played in rhythms through curious designs of crystals. Later Drawers learned that this corresponded to music—by sight instead of ear.


  Self-consciously he ambled along the spotless streets behind Persum—streets which seemed to be paved with pure gold. He tried not to notice the open stares given him by the city’s inhabitants. He realized that they did not mean to be impolite. It was simply that a man of his bulk was unique in this civilization.


  More and more as they proceeded he began to take cognizance of the complete absence of transportation of any sort. Everyone here walked. Of course, the slighter gravitational pull made walking considerably less strenuous, but still, that didn’t account for the various groups of golden men he had passed, laboriously pulling great blocks of stone by man power alone—when a small wheeled vehicle, or even one beast of burden would have lightened the load immeasurably.


  He stopped in utter perplexity though, when he saw a group of golden men attempting to lift an enormous stone block into place by the sheer strength of their bodies. They seemed totally ignorant of the enormous saving in strength and labor that might have been enacted by the building of a simple pulley arrangement.


  It was becoming increasingly evident that this race’s knowledge of even the most fundamental laws of mechanics was practically nil.


  But as if in compensation, he noted too, that these people seemed to get along with each other without the slightest friction. Nothing seemed sufficient to arouse anger. He wondered if they were incapable of the emotion.


  The people moved about the streets tending entirely to their own business. There were no doors to any of the dwellings—simply arched openings. Numerous valuable objects such as painstakingly carved chairs, and richly sculptured busts, were present in front of many of the homes. Yet they remained untouched.


  Nowhere, so far, had he seen even one person who might have passed as a peace officer. The golden people seemed to need no enforcement to maintain the effective carrying out of whatever lavra they were governed by. Each and every one of them seemed to take it for granted that he must do what was required as a duty to himself as well as to the community and that’s all there was to it.


  Persum had stopped in front of a grand edifice of such beauty and brilliance that it faded into insignificance the surrounding buildings, fine as they were.


  He followed Persum into the building. Through upward sloping halls that wound around and around up into the vitals of the building and served in lieu of stairways, and into a glistening hall of gold and crystal. The hall was partially filled with others of the golden people.


  Drawers watched in bewilderment as Persum approached the group of little people—apparently officials of the city—and without opening his lips informed them of all that had transpired.


  And now others of Persum’s strange race came forward to greet him. Drawers marveled at the perfection of these golden people. At the unsurpassed, delicate beauty and construction of their forms; the charm and adorableness of their women. Here indeed was a tiny race of perfection, soul-satisfying to the extreme.


  One of the welcoming party bowed low before him.


  “We are pleased to have this opportunity to show you our hospitality,” the man said. “My name is Garanjor, humble Raciv of my people.”


  Drawers gulped impulsively. The highest official of the land was out to greet him. Him, a nobody from Earth who had landed here by accident, in search of Roxite. Perhaps this was some form of a joke? He scrutinized the faces about him. All were serious to the extreme. An air of serenity seemed to pervade. Drawers drew from his brain all he remembered of the proper etiquette for such occasions. Six years in a space-ship—it was easy to forget.


  “I am honored,” was all he could think of.


  Nervously he juggled a small meter, for the determining of the purity of Roxite, in his hands.


  One of the golden people took note of the instrument, and turned to the others with an unmistakable air of excitement. In an instant the entire assembly was crowded about him examining the meter with feverish interest.


  One asked: “This metal—have you any more of it?”


  “Why that’s nothing very much,” Drawers replied. “That’s only common iron. The ground is filthy with this back on Earth. Why do you ask?”


  Persum mentally replied to the question.


  “Here, in this city, Ronir, which is what you call Iron is the rarest of all metals. We use it only in the construction of vital instruments and tools. All other uses, because of its extreme scarcity, are forbidden.”


  “Well, you can have all I have on the ship, if you want it,” Drawers offered generously. “It’s nothing more than trimmings on the inside of the ship. Iron and steel haven’t been of much value since the invention of much superior alloys which have an infinitely greater resistance to heat and cold.”


  “We would be glad to give you anything you request for this metal,” the Raciv offered. “There have been numerous occasions when the possession of a little larger supply of Ronir might have relieved much suffering.”


  “In that case, why don’t you just consider it my contribution to the advancement of science and let it go at that?”


  “I’m afraid you do not understand,” Persum clarified. “Our race will not accept anything of this sort without first arranging a fair exchange.”


  Michel Drawers realized that he must be careful not to offend these people due to his ignorance of their laws. He made an admirable stab at diplomacy.


  “Suppose you give me something that you believe would be a fair exchange.”


  The golden people drew away a moment and conversed telepathically among themselves.


  Then the Raciv walked toward Drawers. There was a resigned expression upon his features, He threw back his shoulders and looked Drawers straight in the eye.


  “I am prepared to turn my leadership over to you in exchange!” came his startling thoughts. The other golden people looked solemn.


  Drawers drew back aghast. Just how precious were these small amounts of iron that he had offered these people, if they were willing to entrust him with their entire government in return.


  P er sum must have read his thoughts for he again explained.


  “At the base of the skull of every new born babe of our race there lies a dormant gland. What use this gland once had we do not know. Through thousands of years of disuse it has atrophied, and the slightest mental exertion causes its inflammation. In almost every case the pressure exerted upon the brain by this swollen gland has resulted in death.


  “At one time hundreds died daily from this dread malady. We tried to operate, but our metals were all too soft to be sharpened to a keen edge, and used for operation. Eventually we discovered Ronir. Minute deposits of this invaluable metal came to light at various times. We melted the crude ore and fashioned it into the vital instruments we needed. Now we operate upon a baby immediately after birth and remove this gland so that it cannot do any harm. The operation is a comparatively simple one. We have mastered various balms that will heal the incision within a few hours. However, we have been unable to discover new deposits of this valuable metal for many centuries now—due, largely to the menace of the Griffis.


  “The instruments we fashioned many centuries ago are almost all worn out. It is estimated that if a new supply of Ronir is not obtained soon, within the next generation or so, our tools will be useless, and then—”


  The inference was obvious. Michel Drawers realized that he was in a mighty uncomfortable position. For once his brain found a suitable solution.


  He faced the Raciv. “I accept your Racivship with thanks.”


  The Raciv handed Michel Drawers an elongated prism of crystal, through which played curious designs of ever-changing color.


  “Please accept this as a sign of your position,” Garanjor asked.


  Drawers received the colorful prism, then quickly stated, “As Raciv, I do not feel capable of performing the duties required of me in this new capacity. For that reason I hereby return the great honor entrusted to me to its original possessor.”


  Quickly he handed the prism back to Garanjor.


  There was a murmur of thought. Apparently the golden people were deeply moved by this noble gesture.


  Michel Drawers gave them no time to reconsider. He emptied his pockets of all the iron and steel objects he carried. There was the meter, a steel measuring rule, and several handy implements he happened to have with him.


  While divesting himself of these objects he took opportunity to examine the golden people more carefully.


  The men were attired only in what seemed to be a glorified pair of trunks—although a few of them wore a crepe-like cloak. Their entire bodies were of a deep golden hue as was their hair. The pronounced aura about each of them, he decided, must be due to the peculiar, unknown gas in the atmosphere. In some way it must affect the radiations thrown off by the body and make them visible to the naked eye.


  The women were beautiful, that’s all there was to it. They had all the same characteristics of the men. Their dress was a satiny, tight-fitting garment that reminded one, more than anything else, of a bathing suit done over for evening wear. Their hair was arranged in such a manner as to give the impression of additional height.


  Both men and women were approximately the same height—about five feet—but built entirely in proportion.


  Further observations were interrupted. The people about him suddenly assumed masks of great concern. One little man left the party. Through one of the windows he could be seen dashing off in the direction of the great wall. Drawers stood puzzled.


  Persum turned to him.


  “Some of our people have just sent a message of distress. They have been accosted by several Griffis and are in serious danger. We don’t know what we can do, though,” he ended hopelessly.


  “Where is all this taking place?” Drawers inquired with an unsuccessful attempt to appear calm.


  Persum gestured for him to follow.


  Back to the gate they swiftly retraced their steps. The gates were slightly ajar. A hundred yards over to the right Drawers could see two of the golden people—one a woman, perched precariously in the branches of a gigantic fern.


  At the base of the fern were two tremendous beasts. Each must have been at least eight feet long. They stood on four bony legs—their bodies big and broad and shaggy as a grizzly bear, which animal they resembled more than anything else, excepting for their incongruously thin legs and grotesquely large mouths. Mouths almost two thirds the size of an alligator and fiercely reinforced by large, yellow fangs.


  The beasts were tearing away at the foot of the fern. It began to shake and shiver and lean heavily to one side. It was obvious that inevitably they would weaken the trunk so that it would give way and drop the two little people to a hideous death below.


  Drawers thought fast. Who was he anyway? Virtually an outcast from Earth. Unwanted and unnecessary. Here, for the first time in his life, someone had treated him as though he were a leader. They pretended, at least, that he was an honored guest. His bulkiness, his crudeness had been discreetly overlooked. Possibly, if he tried, he could distract the attention of those man-eating beasts long enough for the golden people to run to safety behind the walls of the city. He would try. It would be his token of thanks for all their kindness.


  Without a word of his intentions he swiftly pushed himself through the opening in the gate. His earthly muscles covered prodigious distances at each stride across the terrain of this lighter planet. He shouted once, a sort of half-hearted battle cry. The beasts wheeled about at the sound and snarled viciously.


  Drawers slowed up. He was within ten yards of them now. For an instant he sparred for position. Then he flung himself forward at the nearest of the two creatures with all of his earthly speed and bulk. He crashed head on, and surprisingly enough, the animal fell back on its haunches with a sort of dazed expression.


  Drawers’ powerful arms arched about the creature’s neck. His tremendous biceps bulged. Slowly, terribly, he tightened his grip. Applied more and more pressure.


  The Second Griff had been running around and around in circles. It seemed undecided, whether to attack or await the outcome of this struggle.


  The Griff beneath him panted in agony. Madly it thrashed about, flinging him from side to side, but he held on like grim death. Bending its neck back, back. And suddenly, when it seemed that his strength was ebbing and that this creature would never give in, he was rewarded by a loud snap, and the beast’s head hung grotesquely from his hands.


  He let go and the entire body slumped limply to the ground.


  Again he sparred with the other animal, but this one beat him to the attack, catapulting itself straight through the air at him. Drawers side-stepped the charge, and then his right fist descended with crushing force alongside of the Griff’s ribs. There was a cracking noise as its ribs stove in like papier-mache.


  It was squealing terrifiedly, and now Drawers knew his own power and illimitable strength. These Griffs, big and brutal, were hardly a match for him. Born to resist a gravity of more than twice that of his planet his bones were heavier, more compact. His muscles harder, his speed dazzling.


  Again and again he came to grips with the Griff. One® its bestial fangs closed upon his shoulders and he just about tore away, his skin ripped and bleeding. His own breath was coming in great choking gasps, and his legs seemed to sag from the effort, but around and around the Griff he danced, his fists smashing a crescendo pitch of hate and power and destruction. And at every blow he could feel something give. Could hear the wind go whistling out of the weakening Griff. Could sense its great, untamed strength dissipating ounce by ounce.


  Then he closed in for the kill. In a fever of fury he crashed his two big fists in bludgeoning hate to the Griff’s head. It tottered to the ground—dazed. He leaped upon its back and grabbed for its head. Instinctively it eluded him and almost threw him from his perch. He grabbed a fistful of fur and retained his position. In a fit of inspiration, he began pounding sledge-hammer blows on the thing’s back. His arms worked in a sort of savage rhythm, descending and rising in a blur of speed and power. And as he pounded away it seemed that this thing would never die; things were growing hazy . . . he was tired, oh, so tired . . . he was barely conscious of striking and from far, far in the distance his blows echoed back a tirade of destruction.


  “What are you beating at. friend?” came a distant voice.


  Drawers stopped suddenly.


  “There is nothing but a mass of bleeding pulp beneath you.”


  Drawers started to get off the Griff’s back. He staggered erratically. The world began to turn around and round, around and round.


  Someone was leading him. He followed blindly. The next he knew he was lying back amid a mass of billowy perfumed cushions. Someone was forcing a sweet, golden liquid between his lips. He drank greedily, some of the liquid spilling down his shirt. He wiped his lips with his hand and settled back, relaxed.


  Through half-closed eyelids h e peered out at the small golden people. Then, in a tired, happy sort of a voice, rumbled, “I guess those two weren’t hurt.”


  Persum, good old Persum, was standing there. Two radiant beings stood beside him.


  “They are very grateful,” stated Persum by proxy. “They wish to thank you personally.”


  “Aw, ’twas nothing.”


  “Nothing!” came an excited thought wave. “Nothing to kill single-handed and weaponless two of the most terrifying beasts this planet has ever known? Nothing to risk your life to save two alien people whom you did not even know? You are a hero! A great hero! And we are deeply grateful to you.”


  Now the woman came timidly toward him. Drawers breathed heavily with appreciation. A thing of exquisite, unutterable delight. A living poem of brilliance and charm. The most adorable, fascinating, of all the golden people he had met so far.


  She barely topped the five foot mark. She was dressed in a little bathing-suit-like affair that had two bright stripes running up the front, and two small points extending down from the hips. Her eyes were flaked with tiny gold motes of color and seemed filled to overflowing with tender compassion.


  Michel Drawers couldn’t help noticing the feminine, unassumed grace of her movements, the smooth, round contours of her face, her soft, perfectly proportioned curves. The glorysheen of her hair that was arched up a few inches at the brow, and then allowed to fall in glistening strands down and around her shoulders.


  Here were beauty and goodness incarnate.


  Without further consideration Drawers knew he was falling hopelessly in love. Knew it in the maddening fashion that only a man who yearns for the admittedly impossible can know.


  “Thank you,” she was thinking. And then, “Oh, how can I ever thank you enough? You were so brave, so fine, so strong, so daring.”


  “Ah—it was nothing. I mean—” Drawers knew he was speaking tripe. Common everyday, ordinary tripe, but he couldn’t think in the presence of this dazzling little creature. All his senses, except his pounding heartbeat, seemed locked in a state of suspended animation.


  Then he was tired—more tired than he thought anyone could ever be. He tried to sustain himself, but his words lisped off, and nature demanded that he rest. He fell back upon the radiant pillows, asleep before his head had indented its form upon their softness.


  So he couldn’t have seen, as Persum did, the soft, lingering caress that the golden girl bestowed upon his brow before she hastily retired from the room.


  The ensuing days were happy ones for Michel Drawers. He was entertained royally by the elite of the golden people. The dazzling little woman he had rescued, along with Persum, were always at his side, acting as a sort of self-appointed escort service. They showed him their great city, strangely devoid of any mechanical devices or any utilization of natural laws.


  He was introduced to the nation’s leading thinkers who expounded learnedly upon almost incomprehensible theories. He was shown the ideal, simple, quiet life led by most of the populace and noted without being told the general tone of happiness, good will, and the utter lack of crime of any sort.


  The complete and utter lack of sensible equipment convinced him more than ever that he should and could repay in some ways the unusual kindness bestowed upon him.


  It was heart warming to watch the jubilation upon the faces of the workers as he arranged a simple pulley for them, and showed them how their lifting could be done with comparative ease. He shuddered to think of the work that must have gone into building some of those high, glistening towers, with the utilization of only crude man-power.


  He watched the eyes of the scientific men pop with incredulity as he showed them the principle of the wheel. They were chagrined that they could have overlooked so simple a principle, but Drawers knew that the discovery of the wheel on Earth had been nothing but a lucky accident. If man had not discovered it by accident, it might never have been known at all. Then, too, he began to understand the utter lack of mechanical equipment. The wheel was one of the fundamental and most vital of parts in all moving machinery. Without the wheel, it would be difficult to construct a usable pulley, or a feasible vehicle.


  There was another thing he accomplished. He constructed the first wagon these people had ever seen. They viewed it with insatiable curiosity.


  But the sight of the golden men happily pulling their loads through the streets on wagons irked him. These people were not made for hard physical labor. It took a heavy toll. He questioned Persum as to the absence of beasts of burden.


  Persum thought a moment and then said, “There has never been anything but very small animals on our planet as far as we know. Nothing we might use for beasts of burden. Anyway,” he concluded, “why should the animals perform our tasks for us? Why place any poor beast in bondage?”


  “And why not?” asked Drawers. “It would be poetic justice to place the Griffs in bondage and force them to pull your wagons for you.”


  “The Griffs I” thought Persum with a note of astonishment. “Surely you are joking. Who could subdue those savage beasts so that they would labor peaceably? And even then, who would care to drive them and tend to them? It would be sheer suicide.”


  Drawers ignored the last statement. “Have you some strong rope that I might use?” he asked. “Some tough vegetable fiber—perhaps the material you use for pulling those blocks through the street.”


  “Why certainly,” Persum replied. “You are welcome to all you need.”


  “Thank you,” said Drawers. “I have a crazy sort of an idea.”


  That evening Michel paced back and forth in the small, luxuriously furnished apartment the little people had provided for him. It had three square sides and one open. There were apertures for light, but no glass or any other material in them. Neither was there anything other than a drape to serve as a door.


  The temperature on this world was ideal. It stayed perpetually between seventy and eighty-five, hardly ever varying above or below these figures as rated on the Fahrenheit scale. Therefore there was no necessity of window panes to keep out the cold. Even without a door there was infinitely more privacy in these apartments than any man had ever known on Earth. The golden men never entered without first telepathizing their intentions in advance. Nor did anyone ever gaze into another’s apartment or home. These people strictly maintained the ideal that a man’s home is his castle.


  His mind was surging with many thoughts. These Griffs, if he remembered correctly, though fiercely armed, had showed definite, evidences of cowardice. He remembered the way they squealed when hurt. Their furious attempts to escape when soundly beaten. There was a possibility they could be trained. By force, if need be, but surely it would not hurt to try.


  Then, too, those strange blossoms that acted as an anesthetic upon the golden people—perhaps they might act similarly upon the Griffs? It was a theory worth investigating.


  The next morning he left the city, a long coil of hemplike rope around his arm. He found a group of the flowers he was looking for after a brief search, and quickly snapped a number of the largest blossoms at the steins. Their odor lent charm to the beauty of the scenery he passed. It struck him that these flowers were the very personification of the adage “one man’s meat is another man’s poison.”


  As though they knew he was searching for them, the Griffs seemed to elude him. The day wore on and the sun began to set and still he had found no Griffs. He began to wonder if the people of the golden city would be worried as to his whereabouts.


  But as the long fingers of evening began to stretch gray paths across the sky, he was startled out of his thoughts by a fierce squealing. He turned rapidly, and there, emerging from an almost unnoticed cavelike formation was a red-eyed Griff, its teeth gnashing angrily.


  Quickly Drawers formed the rope into a lasso. He gave it a few quick turns around his head and let fly at the Griff. The noose settled around the charging animal’s neck. With a flick of his wrist Drawers tightened the noose, then, utilizing all of his strength, pulled the rope with a jerk to the right. The Griff choked and stumbled momentarily. In a twinkling of an eye Drawers was drowning the beast with the blossoms from the flowers he was carrying. The animal began to cough. It made an attempt to rise, and then settled back. It was panting now. Now its eyelids were closing and its breathing becoming harder and harder.


  Drawers kicked the creature in the ribs. It did not respond.


  Drawers removed the blossoms from the animal’s nostrils. Then he took his rope and securely tied up its great jaws. With the happy whistle of a boy released from school, he made his way back to the city of Saeve, dragging the great beast behind him.


  He almost laughed aloud as he saw the perplexity of the guards at the gate of the wall. They seemed uncertain whether to run as fast as they could or maintain their posts in shivering fright. At all costs they refused to allow Drawers to drag the beast into the city.


  After some persuasion Drawers got them to contact Persum and arrange to have a wagon delivered outside the city.


  During the interim the Griff began to revive. Finally it staggered weakly to its feet, a sick look in its eyes. At the sight of Drawers it bristled menacingly.


  Drawers nonchalantly gave the animal a powerful kick in the ribs that sentit crashing to the ground.


  It gained its feet again, and fumed with rage at its inability to use its well-tied jaws.


  But Drawers did not let this bit of temperament deter him. He whacked the creature across the back with his fist. It sank to the ground again. A look of fear began to enter its eyes.


  Within the next fifteen minutes Michel Drawers gave the animal the beating of his life. When he was through he untied the fastenings from around the creature’s jaws, and waited, his fist held menacingly. The golden guards watching from the gate were stricken by the tenseness of the situation. For a moment the Griff looked at Drawers—then it cringed before him!


  During the next week-thousands crammed the streets to watch a fierce-looking Griff, generation-old enemy of their race, proceeding docilely along the streets of the city, pulling enormous quantities of stone and other supplies with no sign of rebellion. Its once terrible teeth had been blunted and replaced by flat-headed golden caps. A little golden man sat unafraid upon its back directing it with deft prods of his feet. Man had again displayed his superiority over other forms of life.


  Everywhere Michel Drawers went he was hailed with enthusiasm by the golden people. They gave elaborate balls in his honor;—and watched with fascination as he disposed of helping after helping of the multiple-types of tasty vegetables and exotic-flavored fruits which formed the bulk of their diet.


  But in all truth Michel Drawers paid much more attention to the fascinating little golden woman who seemed perpetually at his side. “Trajores,” she said was her name. And he escorted her proudly to the numerous balls and dinners; performed her every whim with celerity.


  He remembered the took of joy on her face when he presented her with a simple bracelet, inset with colorful crystals that he had shaped for her with his own hands out of the malleable gold that could be found in such abundance.


  He remembered, too, how all the other women crowded about her, examining the new creation, the first of its type in the city of Saeve, and how the next day, hammers rang merrily as self-appointed goldsmiths catered to the whims of the eternal feminine and its desire to emulate any new style or fashion.


  Thus, unwittingly, Drawers had made Trajores the first stylist in the world of the golden people. And it pleased him to watch her thrill with pride as she watched the other women, and even some of the men, imitate the first necklace he had made for her, out of a few colored crystals and a wirelike string of gold.


  He took advantage of every opportunity to be near her, accompanying her on long walks through the forest when the sun was high in the sky; satisfying her curiosity as to the manners and ways of life on Barth.


  He enjoyed those hours in her presence and was thankful for the opportunity—but his tong unfamiliarity with women often caused him to ask Persum to accompany him, and the three would stride merrily through the forest, exchanging views on various subjects.


  To his astonishment, Michel Drawers awoke one day to find that a faint but undeniable glow came from his body. The strange gas in the atmosphere was beginning to affect the radiations of his body, too! Other unusual incidents lately had been the sudden regrowth of teeth long since pulled, the disappearance of several warts from his fingers. The gas, whatever it was, had beneficial effects.


  But he did not comprehend the full effect of his change until one day while walking with Persum and Trajores he sensed Trajores thinking. “Were there any other girls that you left on Earth before you came here?”


  “No,” he replied. “I’m afraid that I never was very popular with the ladies.”


  A look of amazement crossed Trajores’ features.


  “You read my thoughts!” she accused. “I had not directed the question mentally toward you!”


  Then she turned and ran back toward the city.


  Michel Drawers gazed after her in perplexity, then turned with a puzzled frown to Persum.


  Persum shook his head in the manner of a man who thinks, “Well, here’s something else that’s got to be attended to.”


  “It is against our custom to attempt to read the thoughts of another person,” he explained. “If we did, no one would have any privacy. But I will explain to Trajores your ignorance of our laws and extend an apology by proxy. I’m sure she will forgive you. She was momentarily embarrassed. Her thoughts were of a somewhat personal nature.”


  But Michel Drawers hardly listened. It was incredible but true that in some manner the golden emanations that now radiated from his body enabled his mind to read thoughts!


  As the days progressed, Michel Drawers became more and more impressed by the utopian way in which this society of golden people was maintained. No man was assigned any work. It was up to the individual to make himself as useful as he possibly could whenever his services were required. His leisure time was left to himself.


  Drawers had seen how these golden people had volunteered for heavy physical labor even before his introduction of the labor-saving pulley wheel, wagon and beast of burden, and the manner in which they had performed, without complaining, this toilsome labor. He had seen how other men were willing to spend hours over hot forges shaping trinkets for the gratification of any women who happened to ask for them.


  These people seemed to sense when their services were required and were always willing to do what was desired.


  The women seemed willing to perform almost any of the regular household duties of cooking, sweeping, remodeling and washing at any time. It seemed to make little difference if they had to assume the extra burden of cooking and washing and cleaning for any of the golden men who were still unmarried or were so unfortunate as to have suffered the loss of their mates. They performed these tasks cheerfully, as their contribution to the welfare of the community.


  All essentials were provided free, as were available luxuries. All worked under an eminently successful cooperative plan that did away with all of the ills of complicated economic systems.


  The Raciv was really nothing more than a coordinator of the various scientists and constructors, helping to lay out the plans for the proper performance of their experiments and buildings, coping with any problem that might arise.


  This race had many bewildering aspects. Drawers had listened, only half comprehending, to their learned men outline a gigantic theory of the universe and its reason for being, a theory that seemed flawlessly logical to his untrained mind. He had watched the golden men take over the manufacture of wheels, wagons, pulleys and trinkets he had introduced and improve upon them at a great rate. He had seen daring members of this delicate golden race emulate his action in capturing a Griff with astounding preciseness. Their adaptability, their gift of learning and improving upon new ideas seemed infinite. But their inability to grasp and utilize the simplest ideas on their own initiative was confounding. There was some quality lacking in their make-up that seemed to prohibit this. Why this was so he did not know. Perhaps it was the result of thousands of centuries of living easily in the forests, working and creating in the mind alone, that, through the ages had made the creative urge in them dormant. It was the only logical explanation to be found.


  But once set upon the proper path that long dead ability might, by degrees, begin to restore itself, and then there would be no limit to the greatness this simple civilization might attain.


  He had gotten probably his greatest kick in introducing amusements for the children. For two weeks he had labored, with several of the golden men assigned to him, in one of the larger working rooms in the city. By the end of that time he had constructed the very first Merry-Go-Round this world had ever known!


  It was crude compared to what the amusement parks now had on Earth, but to these people it was an object of fabulous wonder.


  He had simply constructed a large wheel, attached a few hand supports to it and mounted it on one of the wagons. The Merry-Go-Round was turned by a crude but effective crank, and this unique, whirling, breathless motion proved a source of infinite delight to the children of the city. The Merry-Go-Round was constantly on the go, and dozens of golden men crowded about, examining its manufacture, and returning home and plotting their own.


  The most unusual aspect of this innovation was that the older people took to it as well as did the youngsters. The Merry-Go-Round and later the swing became a regular household addition.


  These simple pleasure devices became the national amusements. It was becoming a common thing to have an open square one day, and the next find it clogged with a vast array of swings and Merry-Go-Rounds, with the golden people, young and old, partaking wholeheartedly in this new pleasure.


  If it had been left to the children to judge, these new amusements were the finest things he had introduced so far; and Michel Drawers could not help realizing how limited these people’s pleasures had been in the past.


  It was a great day, too, when he escorted the Raciv and several of the more important men of state back to the “Star-Struck.” They entered the ship and the lock closed behind them. Then with a blast of rockets the ship had rifled its way through the clouds.


  The Raciv and his officials had gazed in wonder through the ports as the ship rose thousands of feet into the air. Strangely enough they displayed no visible signs of fear (possibly the fact that there was little danger in falling on this world obviated that fear) but nevertheless the novelty of the experience did not escape them.


  One of the little men directed his course. They were riding a wave of telepathic radiations, as spaceships follow a radio beam into port. And the occasion was destined to be a memorable one—one of great consequence. For the first time in centuries the peoples of two cities were to meet one another!


  Contact between the cities had always been maintained thanks to the development of long range telepathy. Thus they were similar in culture, development and habits, but inter-city relations had been impossible due to the long distance between cities and the dread danger of being devoured by Griffs en route.


  It was soul-inspiring to witness the embraces, the thoughts of tearful thankfulness, as the golden people saw their first opportunity in hundreds of years to be reunited in fact as well as spirit.


  The second city’s greatest sculptor, the finest the city of Malopa had ever known, fashioned a golden image of Michel Drawers, which was placed in one of the largest squares. The ensuing weeks were ones of great celebration.


  Drawers would never forget the looks on the faces of the returning party as they rocketed back to Saeve. He knew they would never forget what he had done for them; that they envisaged a greater world of tomorrow, where the seven cities were united in a common bond of understanding and continued progress.


  Even the original object of his voyage, the obtaining of Rexite, was consummated. One morning, accompanied by many of the nation’s leading scientists, he strode to his star-ship, patted it affectionately and then withdrew the great atom blaster. A few minutes of calculating with the Roxitetneter and he located the exact position of the deposit of Roxite.


  The little people watched in awe as he held the powerful blast firmly in his two capable hands and guided its probings down into the bowels of the planet. After many hours of prodigious labor he had drawn enough Roxite from the cavity to sustain him comfortably for the rest of his natural life back on Earth.


  He thought often of Barth new. For though this planet was very beautiful, a peculiar sort of a homesickness, plagued him, and he longed more and more to return and view again the world of his birth.


  He was strolling through one of the gorgeous forest paths with Trajores one day when the urge to confide in her finally beat down his barrier of timidity. He stopped her with a touch of his hand and told her.


  “I have been very happy here with your people.”


  “I am so glad,” she replied mentally.


  That made what he wanted to say extremely difficult. His throat suddenly congested, though he knew that it was only a nervous muscular reaction.


  “Trajores,” he said, gruffly, sadly, “I’ve been thinking of returning to my own planet, Earth. I have enough Roxite to insure a reasonable status of existence. I wish I might stay longer. ——”


  Trajores stood immobile. She seemed to be thinking. Strangely enough a queer battle of emotions mirrored itself in her delicate features. Drawers felt vaguely uncomfortable alone with her. He wondered where Persum had wandered to. He had started out, as usual, with them, but somehow had drifted away, leaving him alone with Trajores.


  “Michel Drawers,” came an urgent thought.


  Drawers riveted his attention upon the radiant woman.


  “I wish you would stay here with me always. I know you would be very happy. I, I,” two great golden tears rolled down her well-molded cheeks, and impulsively she flung herself-into his big arms, and for the first time since hie arrival he heard one of these little people give vent to a sound, it was a sob—and it came from Trajores.


  Drawers stood puzzled. Instinctively he scratched his rough skull.


  “Why. Why?” seemed all he could say.


  “Why, you fool,” came a probing voice, “don’t you realize she loves you!”


  Persum was standing a few feet away, his features rigid in stern sincerity.


  “Love, me? Me, Michel Drawers? Why, I am not handsome. I am ugly. I am not beautiful like your race. I am big and rough and hairy. How can she love a man like me? I could not even communicate by mental telepathy before I came here. I am just a man from another civilization, away because there was no place for me. How can she love me?”


  There was mute appeal in Drawers’ voice. He didn’t know that he was crying like a child. He didn’t know that he had unconsciously fallen to his knees. He didn’t know anything except that Persum had said that this beautiful, adorable, heavenly little creature loved him. Him, Michel Drawers, a big, clumsy oaf, without even a proper knowledge of manners or psychology.


  And as from the distance—clear as a bell—lovely as the strummings of a harpisehord it came to him.


  “Michel Drawers, I love you for what you are. For your innate goodness of soul. For your humble deserving modesty. For your mighty strength. I love you for your bigness, for your naturalness and for something else—some indefinable spark that has made our lives as one, that has caused you to search me out across the inconceivable immensity of a thousand universes. That is all I know, and one other thing. I can never leave you. If you go, I go with you.”


  If you can imagine the emotions of a man unjustly sentenced and finally released from prison after six years of hell; if you can imagine what it would mean to have each of your faults become instead an additional virtue. If you can imagine the joy of having all of your fondest dreams came true—then, and only then, may you comprehend for one fleeting instant, the pounding chaos, the indescribable joy, the interminable relief that permeated Michel Drawers’ being at that moment.


  Those two hairy arms that had pounded the most savage and horrible beasts this world had ever known into bleeding pulp slipped tenderly, reverently about the exquisite form of Trajores. And as Persum slipped discreetly away, lips closed upon lips in the manner of lovers immemorial. And the gods of fate laughed at the importance two nothings in the mighty scheme of things attached to an equally undefinable nothing called love.


  Now Michel Drawers lived in perpetual delirium. A delirium of unreasoning delight. He readied his “StarStruck” for a voyage into space and a renewal of his search to find the way back—the way back with everything worthwhile to take with him.


  And he barely acknowledged the farewells of a fine people, so intense was his desire to leave.


  There was a sort of solemn rigidity in their farewell attitude. A brooding, soft, strange sorrow, and they seemed to wonder, too, to wish as well, thoughts they dared not express. To see their great dream for the reuniting of the cities come crashing down; to view their momentary gains as a hollow mockery in the years to come.


  All this Michel Drawers did not notice. He waved one big arm and with the other pulled back the starting lever. His great frame pressed back in agony at the terrible acceleration of the takeoff. And then he was free—free again of binding gravitation; free to search the space-ways with the woman he loved beside him; free to return to a world that had discarded him, to be again a respected citizen.


  And then he saw Trajores, her lovely form inert; a trickle of golden blood issuing from her mouth, and he was overcome with remorse at his own thoughtlessness. With fear and trepidation he raised her head and pressed a vial of revivifying liquid to her lips. She sighed softly and mustered a feeble smile.


  “It is all right,” she appeared to murmur. “Go on.”


  Michel Drawers stepped back to the controls. There was an air of resolute determination about him. His enormous fingers manipulated the proper switches with unbelievable skill and speed. The petite little “Star-Struck” swerved on her course and turned in a semicircle that encompassed millions of miles.


  Michel Drawers’ mind was comprehending things he had never fully realized before. Trajores must never be taken to Earth. She must be returned to her own world with its kinder gravitation and its lovable golden people. To take her to Earth would be to doom her to a life of indescribable suffering.


  And, too, what would he be on Earth? They would grant him permission to marry, to settle down and live his life a useless cog in society, simply because he had been fortunate enough to return with a large supply of the precious Roxite, not because of what he, himself, was or had been.


  But with the golden people he was not simply a useless hulk of a man. He was Michel Drawers, the man who had introduced the most startling innovations the golden people had known in thousands of years! A man who could hold his head high and look another person squarely in the face. The only man who might rid the planet of the dread Griffs and restore a beleaguered people to their rightful heritage.


  Back in the golden city of Saeve no thought of his mental inferiority was entertained. All treated him with respect. It was a world where for the first time in his life he had found some measure of happiness, and possibly there might also be contentment.


  The shimmering world began to take form beneath them.


  Trajores moved and thought, “Michel, that is not the way back.”


  And Michel Drawers smiled within himself and answered joyously.


  “Yes, Trajores, that is the way back—the only way for you and me.”


  The Vibration Wasps


  Frank Belknap Long


  Enormous, they were—like Jupiter—and unutterably terrifying to Joan—


  CHAPTER I


  OUT IN SPACE


  I WAS out in space with Joan for the sixth time. It might as well have been the eighth or tenth. It went on and on. Every time I rebelled Joan would shrug and murmur: “All right, Richard. PH go it alone then.”


  Joan was a little chit of a girl with spun gold hair and eyes that misted when I spoke of Pluto and Uranus, and glowed like live coals when we were out in space together.


  Joan had about the worst case of exptoritis in medical history. To explain her I had to take to theory. Sim-ply to test out whether she could survive and reach maturity in an environment which was hostile to human mutants, Nature had inserted in her make-up every reckless ingredient imaginable. Luckily she had survived long enough to fall in love with sober and restraining me. We supplemented each other, and as I was ten years her senior my obligations had been clearcut from the start.


  We were heading for Ganymede this time, the largest satellite of vast, mist-enshrouded Jupiter. Our slender space vessel was thrumming steadily through the dark interplanetary gulfs, its triple atomotors roaring. I knew that Joan would have preferred to penetrate the turbulent red mists of Ganymede’s immense primary, and that only my settled conviction that Jupiter was a molten world restrained her.


  We had talked it over for months, weighing the opinions of Earth’s foremost astronomers. No “watcher of the night skies” could tell us very much about Jupiter. The year 1973 had seen the exploration of the; moon, and in 1986 the crews of three atomotor-propelled space vessels had landed on Mars and Venus, only to make the disappointing discovery that neither planet had ever sustained life.


  By 2002 three of the outer planets had come within the orbit of human exploration. There were Earth colonies on all of the Jovian moons now, with the exception of Ganymede. Eight exploring expeditions had set out for that huge and mysterious satellite, only to disappear without leaving a trace.


  I turned from a quartz port brimming with star-flecked blackness to gaze on my reckless, nineteen-year-old bride. Joan was so strong-willed and competent that it was difficult for me to realize she was scarcely more than a child. A veteran of the skyways, you’d have thought her, with her slim hands steady on the controls, her steely eyes probing space.


  “The more conservative astronomers have always been right,” I said. “We knew almost as much about the moon back in the eighteenth century as we do now. We get daily weather reports from Tycho now, and there are fifty-six Earth colonies beneath the lunar Apennines. But the astronomers knew that the moon was a sterile, crater-pitted world a hundred years ago. They knew that there was no life or oxygen beneath its brittle stars generations before the first space vessel left Earth.


  “The astronomers said that Venus was a bleak, mist-enshrouded world that couldn’t sustain life and they were right. They were right about Mars. Oh, sure, a few idle dreamers thought there might be life on Mars. But the more conservative astronomers stood pat, and denied that the seasonal changes could be ascribed to a low order of vegetative life. It’s a far cry from mere soil discoloration caused by melting polar ice caps to the miracle of pulsing life. The first vessel to reach Mars proved the astronomers right. Now a few crack-brained theorists are trying to convince us that Jupiter may be a solid, cool world.”


  Joan turned, and frowned at me. “You’re letting a tew clouds scare you, Richard,” she said. “No man on Earth knows what’s under the mist envelope of Jupiter.”


  “A few clouds,” I retorted. “You know darned well that Jupiter’s gaseous envelope is forty thousand miles thick—a seething cauldron of heavy gases and pressure drifts rotating at variance with the planet’s crust.”


  “But Ganymede is mist-enshrouded too,” scoffed Joan. “We’re hurtling into that cauldron at the risk of our necks. Why not Jupiter instead?”


  “The law of averages,” I said, “seasoned with a little common sense. Eight vessels went through Ganymede’s ghost shroud into oblivion. There have been twenty-six attempts to conquer Jupiter. A little world cools and solidifies much more rapidly than a big world. You ought to know that.”


  “But Ganymede isn’t so tittle. You’re forgetting it’s the biggest satellite in the solar system.”


  “But still little—smaller than Mars. Chances are it has a solid crust, like Callisto, Io, and Europa.”


  There was a faint, rustling sound behind us. Joan and I swung about simultaneously, startled by what was obviously a space-code infraction. A silvery-haired, wiry little man was emerging through the beryllium steel door of the pilot chamber, his face set in grim lines. I am not a disciplinarian, but my nerves at that moment were strained to the breaking point. “What are you doing here, Dawson,” I rapped, staring at him in indignation. “We didn’t send for you.”


  “Sorry, sir,” the little man apologized. “I couldn’t get you on the visi-plate. It’s gone dead, sir.”


  Joan drew in her breath sharply. “You mean there’s something wrong with the cold current?”


  Dawson nodded. “Nearly every instrument on the ship has gone dead, sir. Gravity-stabilizers, direction gauges, even the intership communication coils.”


  Joan leapt to her feet. “It must be the stupendous gravity tug of Jupiter,” she exclaimed. “Hadley warned us it might impede the molecular flow of our cold force currents the instant we passed Ganymede’s orbit.”


  Exultation shone in her gaze. I stared at her. aghast. She was actually rejoicing that the Smithsonian physicist had predicted our destruction.


  Knowing that vessels were continually traveling to Io and Callisto despite their nearness to the greatest disturbing body in the Solar System I had assumed we could reach Ganymede with our navigation instruments intact. I had scoffed at Hadley’s forebodings, ignoring the fact that we were using cold force for the first time in an atomotor propelled vessel, and were dependent on a flow adjustment of the utmost delicacy.


  Dawson was staring at Joan in stunned horror. Our fate was sealed and yet Joan had descended from the pilot dais and was actually waltzing about the chamber, her eyes glowing like incandescent meteor chips.


  We’ll find out now, Richard,” she exclaimed. “It’s too late for caution or regrets. We’re going right through forty thousand miles of mist to Jupiter’s solid crust.”


  CHAPTER II


  THROUGH THE CLOUD BLANKET


  I THOUGHT of Earth as we fell.


  Tingling song, and bright awakenings and laughter and joy and grief. Woodsmoke in October, tall ships and the planets spinning and hurdy gurdies in June.


  I sat grimly by Joan’s side on the pilot dais, setting my teeth as I gripped the atomotor controls and stared out through the quartz port. We were plummeting downward with dizzying speed. Outside the quartz port there was a continuous misty glimmering splotched with nebulously weaving spirals of flame.


  We were already far below Jupiter’s outer envelope of tenuous gases in turbulent flux, and had entered a region of pressure drifts which caused our little vessel to twist and lunge erratically. Wildly it swept from side to side, its gyrations increasing in violence as I cut the atomotor blasts and released a traveling force field of repulsive negrations.


  I thanked our lucky stars that the gravity tug had spared the atomotors and the landing mechanism. We hadn’t anything else to be thankful for. I knew that if we plunged into a lake of fire even the cushioning force field couldn’t save us.


  Joan seemed not to care. She was staring through the quartz port in an attitude of intense absorption, a faint smile on her lips. There are degrees of recklessness verging on insanity; of courage which deserves no respect.


  I had an impulse to shake her, and shout: “Do you realize we’re plunging to our death?” I had to keep telling myself that she was still a child with no realization of what death meant. She simply couldn’t visualize extinction; the dreadful blackness sweeping in—


  Our speed was decreasing now. The cushioning force field was slowing us up, forcing the velocity needle sharply downward on the dial.


  Joan swung toward me, her face jubilant. “We’ll know in a minute, Richard. We’re only eight thousand miles above the planet’s crust.”


  “Crust?” I flung at her. “You mean a roaring furnace.”


  “No, Richard. If Jupiter were molten we’d be feeling it now. The plates would be white-hot.”


  It was true, of course. I hadn’t realized it before. I wiped sweat from my forehead, and stared at her with sombre respect. She had been right for once. In her girlish folly she had outguessed all the astronomers on Earth.


  The deceleration was making my temples throb horribly. We were decelerating far too rapidly, but it was impossible to diminish the speed-retarding pressure of the force field, and I didn’t dare resort to another atomotor charge so close to the planet’s surface. To make matters worse, the auxiliary luminalis blast tubes had been crippled by the arrest of the force current, along with the almost indispensable gravity stabilizers.


  The blood was draining from my brain already. I knew that I was going to lose consciousness, and my fingers passed swiftly up and down the control panel, freezing the few descent mechanisms which were not dependent on the interior force current in positions of stability and maximum effectiveness, and cupping over the meteor collision emergency jets.


  Joan was the first to collapse. She had been quietly assisting me, her slim hands hovering over the base of the instrument board. Suddenly as we manipulated dials and rheostats she gave a little, choking cry and slumped heavily against me.


  There was a sudden increase of tension inside my skull. Pain stabbed at my temples and the control panel seemed to waver and recede. I threw my right arm about Joan and tried to prevent her sagging body from slipping to the floor. A low, vibrant hum filled the chamber. We rocked back and forth before the instrument board, our shoulders drooping.


  We were still rocking when a terrific concussion shook the ship, hurling us from the dais and plunging the chamber into darkness.


  Bruised and dazed, I raised myself on one elbow and stared about me. The jarred fluorescent cubes had begun to function again, filling the pilot chamber with a slightly diminished radiance. But the chamber was in a state of chaos. Twisted coils of erillium piping lay at my feet, and an overturned jar of sluice lubricant was spilling its sticky contents over the corrugated metal floor.


  Joan had fallen from the pilot dais and was lying on her side by the quartz port, her face ashen, blood trickling from a wound in her cheek. I pulled myself toward her, and lifted her up till her shoulders were resting on my knees. Slowly her eyes blinked open, and bored into mine.


  She forced a smile. “Happy landing?” she inquired.


  “Not so happy,” I muttered grimly. “You were right about Jupiter. It’s a solid world and we’ve landed smack upon it with considerable violence, judging from the way things have been hurled about.”


  “Then the cushioning force field—”


  “Oh, it cushioned us, all right. If it hadn’t we’d be roasting merrily inside a twisted mass of wreckage. But I wouldn’t call it happy landing. You’ve got a nasty cut there.”


  “I’m all right, Richard.”


  Joan reached up and patted my cheek. “Good old Richard. You’re just upset because we didn’t plunge into a lake of molten zinc.”


  “Sure, that’s it,” I grunted. “I was hoping for a swift, easy out.”


  “Maybe we’ll find it, Richard,” she said, her eyes suddenly serious. “I’m not kidding myself. I know what a whiff of absolute zero can do to mucous membranes. All I’m claiming is that we’ve as good a chance here as we would have had on Ganymede.”


  “I wish I could feel that way about it. How do we know the atomotors can lift us from a world as massive as Jupiter?”


  “I think they can, Richard. We had twelve times as much acceleration as we needed on tap when we took off from Earth.”


  She was getting to her feet now. Her eyes were shining again, exultantly. You would have thought we were descending in a stratoplane above the green fields of Earth.


  “I’ve a confession to make, Richard,” she grinned. “Coming down, I was inwardly afraid we would find ourselves in a ghastly bubble and boil. And I was seriously wondering how long we could stand it.”


  “Oh, you were.”


  “Longer than you think, Richard. Did you know that human beings can stand simply terrific heat? Experimenters have stayed in rooms artificially heated to a temperature of four hundred degrees for as long as fifteen minutes without being injured in any way.”


  “Very interesting,” I said. “But that doesn’t concern us now. We’ve got to find out if our crewmen are injured or badly shaken up. Chances are they’ll be needing splints. And we’ve got to check the atmosphere before we can think of going outside, even with our helmets damped down tight.


  “Chances are it’s laden with poisonous gases which the activated carbon in our oxygen filters won’t absorb. If the atmosphere contains phosgene we’ll not be stepping out. I’m hoping we’ll find only carbon monoxide and methane.”


  “Nice, harmless gases.”


  “I didn’t say that. But at least they’ll stick to the outside of the particles of carbon in the filter and not tear our lungs apart.”


  “A thought, Richard. Suppose we find nickel carbonyl. That’s harmless until it is catalyzed by carbon. Then it’s worse than phosgene.”


  “There are lots of deadly ingredients we could find,” I admitted with some bitterness. “Gases in solid toxic form—tiny dust granules which would pass right through the filters into our lungs. Jupiter’s atmosphere may well be composed entirely of gases in solid phase.”


  “Let’s hope not, Richard.”


  “We’ve been talking about lung corrosives,” I said, relentlessly. “But our space suits-are not impermeable, you know. There are gases which injure the skin, causing running sores. Vesicant gases. The fact that there are no vesicants on Io and Europa doesn’t mean we won’t encounter them here. And there are nerve gases which could drive us mad in less time than it takes to—”


  “Richard, you always were an optimist.”


  I stared at her steadily for an instant; then shrugged. “All right, Joan. I hope you won’t fall down on any of the tests. We’ve got to project an ion detector, a barometer and a moist cloud chamber outside the ship through a vacuum suction lock, in addition to the atmosphere samplers. And we’ve got to bandage that face wound before you bleed to death.”


  CHAPTER III


  WHAT THE CAMERA SHOWED


  A HALF hour later we had our recordings. Joan sat facing me on the elevated pilot dais, her head swathed in bandages. Dawson and the two other members of our crew stood just beneath us, their faces sombre in the cube-light.


  They had miraculously escaped injury, although Dawson had a badly shaken up look. His hair was tousled and his jaw muscles twitched. Dawson was fifty-three years old, but the others were still in their early twenties—stout lads who could take it.


  The fuel unit control pilot, James Darnel, was standing with his shoulders squared, as though awaiting orders. I didn’t want to take off. I had fought Joan all the way, but now that we were actually on Jupiter I wanted to go out with her into the unknown, and stand with her under the swirling, star-concealing mist.


  I wanted to be the first man to set foot on Jupiter. But I knew now that the first man would be the last. The atmospheric recordings had revealed that there were poisons in Jupiter’s lethal cloud envelope which would have corroded our flesh through our space suits and burned out our eyes.


  Joan had been compelled to bow to the inevitable. Bitterly she sat waiting for me to give the word to take off. I was holding a portable horizon camera in my hand. It was about the smallest, most incidental article of equipment we had brought along.


  The huge, electro-shuttered horizon camera which we had intended to use on Ganymede had been so badly damaged by the jar of our descent that it was useless now. We had projected the little camera by a horizontal extension tripod through a vacuum suction lock and let it swing about.


  I didn’t expect much from it. It was equipped with infra-red and ultraviolet ray filters, but the atmosphere was so dense outside I didn’t think the sensitive plates would depict anything but swirling spirals of mist.


  I was waiting for the developing fluid to do its work before I broke the camera open and removed the plates. We had perhaps one chance in ten of getting a pictorial record of Jupiter’s topographical features.


  I knew that one clear print would ease Joan’s frustration and bitterness, and give her a sense of accomplishment. But I didn’t expect anything sensational. Venus is a frozen wasteland from pole to pole, and the dustbowl deserts of Mars are exactly like the more arid landscapes of Earth.


  Most of Earth is sea and desert and I felt sure that Jupiter would exhibit uniform surface features over nine-tenths of its crust. Its rugged or picturesque regions would be dispersed amidst vast, dun wastes. The law of averages was dead against our having landed on the rim of some blue-lit, mysterious cavern measureless to man, or by the shores of an inland sea.


  But Joan’s eyes were shining again, so I didn’t voice my misgivings. Joan’s eyes were fastened on the little camera as though all her life were centered there.


  “Well, Richard,” she urged.


  My hands were shaking. “A few pictures won’t give me a lift,” I said. “Even if they show mountains and crater-pits and five hundred million people gap at them on Earth.”


  “Don’t be such a pessimist, Richard. We’ll be back in a month with impermeable space suits, and a helmet filter of the Silo type. You’re forgetting we’ve accomplished a lot. It’s something to know that the temperature outside isn’t anything like as ghastly as the cold of space, and that the pebbles we’ve siphoned up show Widmanstatten lines and contain microscopic diamonds. That means Jupiter’s crust isn’t all volcanic ash. There’ll be something more interesting than tumbled mounds of lava awaiting us when we come back. If we can back our geological findings with prints—”


  “You bet we can,” I scoffed. “I haven’t a doubt of it. What do you want to see? Flame-tongued flowers or gyroscopic porcupines? Take your choice. Richard the Great never fails.”


  “Richard, you’re talking like that to hide something inside you that’s all wonder and surmise.”


  Scowling, I broke open the camera and the plates fell out into my hand. They were small three by four inch positive transparencies, coated on one side with a iridescent emulsion which was still slightly damp.


  Joan’s eyes were riveted on my face. She seemed unaware of the presence of the crewmen below us. She sat calmly watching me as I picked up the topmost plate and held it up in the cubelight.


  I stared at it intently. It depicted—a spiral of mist. Simply that, and nothing more. The spiral hung in blackness like a wisp of smoke, tapering from a narrow base.


  “Well?” said Joan.


  “Nothing on this one,” I said, and picked up another. The spiral was still there, but behind it was something that looked like an ant-hill.


  “Thick mist getting thinner,” I said.


  The third plate gave me a jolt. The spiral had become a weaving ghost shroud above a distinct elevation that could have been either a mountain or an ant-hill. It would have been impossible to even guess at the elevation’s distance from the ship if something hadn’t seemed to be crouching upon it.


  The mist coiled down over the thing and partly obscured it. But enough of it was visible to startle me profoundly. It seemed to be crouching on the summit of the elevation, a wasplike thing with wiry legs and gauzy wings standing straight out from its body.


  My fingers were trembling so I nearly dropped the fourth plate. On the fourth plate the thing was clearly visible. The spiral was a dispersing ribbon of mist high up on the plate and the mound was etched in sharp outlines on the emulsion.


  The crouching shape was unmistakably wasplike. It stood poised on the edge of the mound, its wings a vibrating blur against the amorphously swirling mist.


  From within the mound a companion shape was emerging. The second “wasp” was similar to the poised creature in all respects, but its wings did not appear to be vibrating and from its curving mouth-parts there dangled threadlike filaments of some whitish substance which was faintly discernible against the mist.


  The fifth and last plate showed both creatures poised as though for flight, while something that looked like the head of still another wasp was protruding from the summit of the mound.


  I passed the plates to Joan without comment. Wonder and exaltation came into her face as she examined them, first in sequence and then haphazardly, as though unable to believe her eyes.


  “Life,” she murmured at last, her voice tremulous with awe. “Life on Jupiter. Richard, it’s—unbelievable. This great planet that we thought was a seething cauldron is actually inhabited by—insects.”


  “I don’t think they’re insects, Joan,” I said. “We’ve got to suspend judgment until we can secure a specimen and study it at close range. It’s an obligation we owe to our sponsors and—to ourselves. We’re here on a mission of scientific exploration. We didn’t inveigle funds from the Smithsonian so that we could rush to snap conclusions five hundred million miles from Earth.


  “Insectlike would be a safer word. I’ve always believed that life would evolve along parallel lines throughout the entire solar system, assuming that it could exist at all on Venus, Mars, or on one of the outer planets. I’ve always believed that any life sustaining environment would produce forms familiar to us. On Earth you have the same adaptations occurring again and again in widely divergent species.


  “There are lizards that resemble fish and fish that are lizardlike. The dinosaur Triceratops resembled a rhinoceros, the duck-billed platypus a colossal. Porpoises and whales are so fishlike that no visitor from space would ever suspect that they were mammals wearing evolutionary grease paint. And some of the insects look just like crustaceans, as you know.


  “These creatures look like insects, but they may not even be protoplasmic in structure. They may be composed of some energy-absorbing mineral that has acquired the properties of life.”


  Joan’s eyes were shining. “I don’t care what they’re composed of, Richard. We’ve got to capture one of those creatures alive.”


  I shook my head. “Impossible, Joan. If the air outside wasn’t poisonous I’d be out there with a net. But there are limits to what we can hope to accomplish on this trip.”


  “We’ve siphoned up specimens of the soil,” Joan protested. “What’s to stop us from trying to catch up one of them in a suction cup?”


  “You’re forgetting that suction cups have a diameter of scarcely nine inches,” I said. “These creatures may be as huge as the dragonflies of the Carboniferous Age.”


  “Richard, we’ll project a traveling suction cup through one of the vacuum locks and try to—”


  Her teeth came together with a little click. Startled, I turned and stared at her. Despite her elation she had been sitting in a relaxed attitude, with her back to the control panel and her latex taped legs extended out over the dais. Now she was sitting up straight, her face deathly pale in the cube light.


  The creatures were standing a little to the right of the rigidly staring crewmen, their swiftly vibrating wings enveloped in a pale bluish radiance which swirled upward toward the ribbed metal ceiling of the pilot chamber.


  Enormous they were—and unutterably terrifying with their great, many-faceted eyes fastened in brooding malignance upon us.


  Joan and I arose simultaneously, drawn to our feet by a horror such as we had never known. A sense of sickening unreality gripped me, so that I could neither move nor cry out.


  Dawson alone remained articulate. He raised his arm and pointed, his voice a shrill bleat.


  “Look out, sir! Look out! There’s another one coming through the wall directly behind you.”


  The warning came too late. As I swung toward the quartz port I saw Joan’s arm go out, her body quiver. Towering above her was a third gigantic shape, the tip of its abdomen resting on her shoulders, its spindly legs spread out over the pilot dais.


  As I stared at it aghast it shifted its bulk, and a darkly gleaming object that looked like a shrunken bean-pod emerged from between Joan’s shoulder blades.


  Joan moaned and sagged on the dais, her hands going to her throat. Instantly the wasp swooped over me, its abdomen descending. For an awful instant I could see only a blurred shapelessness hovering over me.


  Then a white-hot shaft of pain lanced through me and the blur receded. But I was unable to get up. I was unable to move or think clearly. My limbs seemed weighted. I couldn’t get up or help Joan or even roll over.


  My head was bursting and my spine was a board. I must have tried to summon help, for I seem to remember Dawson sobbing: “I’m paralyzed too, sir,” just before my senses left me and I slumped unconscious on the dais.


  How long I remained in blackness I had no way of knowing. But when I opened my eyes again I was no longer on the dais. I was up under the ceiling of the pilot chamber, staring down at the corrugated floor through what looked like a glimmering, whitish haze.


  Something white and translucent wavered between my vision and the floor, obscuring the outlines of the great wasps standing there.


  “There were five wasps standing directly beneath me in the center of the pilot chamber, their wings a luminous blur in the cube light.


  My perceptions were Surprisingly acute. I wasn’t confused mentally, although my mouth felt parched and there was a dull, throbbing ache in my temples.


  The position in which I found myself and the whitish haze bewildered me for only an instant. I knew that the “haze” was a web the instant I studied its texture. And when I tried to move and couldn’t the truth dawned in all its horror.


  I was suspended beneath the ceiling of the chamber in a translucent, hammock-like web. I was lying on my stomach, my limbs bound by fibrous strands as resistant as whipcords.


  Minutes which seemed like eternities passed as I lay there with fear clutching at my heart. I could only gaze downward. The crewmen had vanished and the wasps were standing like grim sentinels in front of the control panel.


  I was almost sure that Joan and the crewmen were suspended in similar webs close to me. I thought I knew what the wasps had done to us.


  I had talked to Joan about life evolving along parallel lines throughout the Solar System, but I hadn’t expected to encounter life as strange and frightening as this—insectlike, and yet composed of some radiant substance that could penetrate solid metal and flow at will through the walls of a ship.


  Some radiant substance that had weight and substance and could touch human flesh without searing it. Nothing so ghastly strange and yet—indisputably the creatures were wasplike. And being wasplike their habit patterns were similar to those of so-called social wasps on Earth.


  Social wasps sting caterpillars into insensibility, and deposit eggs in their paralyzed flesh. When the wasp-grubs hatch they become ghoulish parasites, gruesomely feasting until the caterpillars dwindle to repulsive, desiccated husks.


  CHAPTER IV


  EDDINGTON’S OSCILLATIONS


  HORROR and sick revulsion came into me as I stared down at the great wasps, with their many-faceted eyes seeming to probe the Jovian mists through a solid metal bulkhead!


  They thought we were Jovian caterpillars I Evidently there were flabby, white larva-shapes out in the mist as large as men—with the habit perhaps of rearing upright on stumpy legs like terrestrial measuring worms. We looked enough like Jovian caterpillars to deceive those Jovian wasps.


  They had apparently seen us through the walls of the ship, and their egg-laying instincts had gone awry. They had plunged ovipositors into our flesh, spun webs about us and hung us up to dry out while their loathsome progeny feasted on our flesh.


  The whitish substance exuding from the mouth-parts of one of the photographed wasps had evidently been mucilaginous web material.


  There was no other possible explanation. And suddenly as I lay there with thudding temples something occurred which increased my horror tenfold.


  Zigzagging, luminous lines appeared on the ribbed metal wall opposite the quartz port and a wasp materialized amidst spectral bands of radiance which wavered and shimmered like heat waves in bright sunlight.


  A coldness itched across my scalp. Dangling from the wasps right foreleg was the web-enmeshed form of the fuel unit control pilot. Young Darnel’s hair was tousled, and his metacloth pilot tunic had been partly torn away, leaving his ribs exposed.


  I had never seen anything quite so horrible. Embedded in Darnel’s flesh was a huge, faintly luminous grub, its rudimentary mouth-parts obscurely visible beneath the drum-tight skin over his breastbone.


  His hands closed and unclosed as I stared down at him. His forehead was drenched with sweat and he writhed as though in unbearable anguish, a hectic flush suffusing his cheeks.


  My throat felt hot and swollen but I managed to whisper: “Darnel. Darnel, my lad.”


  Slowly his eyelids flickered open and he stared up at me, a grimace of agony convulsing his haggard features.


  “Nothing seems quite real, sir,” he groaned. “Except—the pain.”


  “Is it very bad?”


  “I’m in agony, sir. I can’t stand it much longer. It’s as though a heated iron were resting on my chest.”


  “Where did that wasp take you?”


  “Into the chart room, sir. When I struggled in the web it carried me into the chart room and stung me again.”


  I swallowed hard. “Did you experience any pain before that, lad?”


  “I felt a stab the first time it plunged its stinger into me, but when I came to in the web there was no pain. The pain started in the chart room.”


  I was thinking furiously. Stinger—ovipositor. A few species of stinging terrestrial insects possessed organs which combined the functions of both. Evidently the wasps had simply stung us at first—to paralyze us. Now they were completing the gruesome process of providing a feast for their avaricious progeny. One of the wasps had taken Darnel from the web, and deposited a fertile, luminous egg in his flesh.


  It was becoming hideously clear now. The wasp’s retreat into the chart room had been motivated by a desire to complete its loathsome task in grim seclusion. It had withdrawn a short distance for the sake of privacy, passing completely through tile wall out of sight.


  My stomach felt tight and hollow when I contemplated the grub, which had apparently hatched out almost instantly. It seemed probable that Darnell’s anguish was caused by the grub’s luminosity searing his flesh, as its mouth parts were still immobile.


  “Darnel,” I whispered. “The paralysis wore off. They couldn’t sting us into permanent insensibility. The pain may go too.”


  He looked at me, his eyes filming. “I don’t understand, sir. Paralysis?”


  I had forgotten that Darnel wasn’t even aware of what we were up against. He couldn’t see the grub. He didn’t know that we were—caterpillars.


  He was in torment, and I was powerless to help him. I was glad he didn’t know, despite my certain knowledge that I was about to share his fate. I whispered hoarsely: “Gan you see Joan, lad. Is she—”


  “She’s lying in the web next to you, sir. Dawson and Stillmen have been out.”


  “Taken out.”


  “There are two empty webs, sir. Oh, God, the pain—I can’t stand it.”


  The great wasp was moving now. It was moving slowly across the chamber toward the quartz port, between its motionless companions. Its wings were vibrating and it was raising Darnel up as though it were about to hurl him out through the inches-thick quartz into the mist.


  Suddenly as I stared the utter strangeness of something that had already occurred smote me with the force of a physical blow. The wasp had carried Darnel right through the wall—from the pilot chamber to the chart room, and back again.


  Apparently the great wasps could make us tenuous too! Close and prolonged contact with the energies pouring from them had made Darnel’s body as permeable as gamma light. Horribly it was borne in on me that Darnel’s anguish was caused by a pervasive glow which enveloped him from head to foot. It was fainter than the radiance which poured from the wasps and was almost invisible in the fluorescent cube light, but I could see it now.


  The wasp didn’t hurl Darnel out. It simply vanished with him through the quartz port, its wings dwindling to a luminous blur which hovered for an instant before the inches-thick crystal before it dwindled into nothingness.


  The same instant a voice beside me moaned. “Richard, I can’t move.”


  “Joan,” I gasped. “Oh, my dearest—”


  “Richard, I can’t move. I’m in a sort of web, Richard. It’s—it’s like a mist before my eyes.”


  I knew then that Joan was Trussed up on her side, gazing through her web directly at me. I was glad that she couldn’t see the wasps.


  “Joan.”


  “Yes, Richard.”


  “Did you just wake up?”


  “Wake up? You mean I’ve been dreaming, Richard. Those wasps—”


  “Darling, do you want it straight?”


  “You don’t need to ask that, Richard.”


  I told her then—everything I suspected, everything I knew. When I stopped speaking, she was silent for ten full seconds. Then her voice came to me vibrant with courage.


  “We can’t live forever, Richard.”


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking. darling. And you’ve got to admit we’ve had the best of everything.”


  “Some people I know would call it living,” she said.


  “Darling?”


  “Yes, Richard.”


  “I’ve a confession to make. I’ve liked being out in space with you. I’ve liked the uncertainty, the danger—the desperate chances we both took with our lives.”


  “I’m glad, Richard.”


  “I don’t glow outwardly—you know that. You’ve had a lot to contend with. I’ve reproached you, and tried to put a damper on your enthusiasm, and—”


  “You’ve been a wonderful husband, Richard.”


  “But as a lover—”


  “Richard, do you remember what you said to me when we were roaring through the red skies above Io? You held my fingers so tightly I was afraid you’d break them, and your kisses were as fiery as a girl could ask for. And you said I reminded you of someone you’d always loved, and that was why you’d married me.


  “And when I scowled and asked her name you said she had no name and had never existed on Earth. But that I had her eyes and hair and thoughts, and was just as slim, and that when I walked I reminded you of her, and even when I just sat on the pilot dais staring out into space.


  “I knew then that you had always been in love with love, and that means everything to a woman.”


  “I didn’t do so badly then?”


  “Richard, you’ve never done badly at any time. Do you think I could love a man who was all flattery and blather?”


  “I’ve always loved you, Joan.”


  “I know, Richard my darling.”


  “If only it didn’t have to end.”


  “It will be over swiftly, dearest. They’ll take us out into the mist and into one of their nests, but we’ll be beyond pain ten seconds after the atmosphere enters our lungs. Darnel and Dawson are at peace now.”


  “But we could have gone on, and—”


  I broke off in stunned bewilderment.


  The vibrating wings of the wasps beneath me seemed to be casting less massive shadows on the walls of the pilot chamber. The wasps themselves seemed to be—


  My heart gave a sudden, violent leap. For perhaps ten seconds utter incredulity enveloped me. Unmistakably the wasps had grown smaller, dimmer.


  Even as I stared they continued to dwindle, shedding their awesome contours and becoming no larger than ourselves.


  “Good God!” I exclaimed.


  “Richard, what is it?”


  “The wasps, Joan. They’re getting smaller!”


  “Richard, you’re either stark, raving mad, or your vision is swimming from the strain of watching them.”


  “No, Joan. I’m quite sane, and my eyes are all right. I tell you, they’re shrinking.”


  “Richard, how could they shrink?”


  “I—I don’t know. Perhaps—wait a minute, Joan. Eddington’s oscillations.”


  “Eddington’s what?”


  “Oscillations,” I exclaimed, excitedly. “A century ago Eddington pictured all matter throughout the universe as alternating between a state of contraction and expansion. Oh, Joan, don’t you see? These creatures are composed not of solid matter, but of some form of vibrating energy. They possess an oscillatory life cycle which makes them contract and expand in small-scale duplication of the larger pulse of our contracting and expanding universe. They become huge, then small, then huge again. They may expand and contract a thousand times before they die. Perhaps they—”


  A scream from Joan cut my explanation short. “Richard, the web’s slackening. I’m going to fall.”


  Fifteen minutes later we were rocketing upward through Jupiter’s immense cloud blanket, locked in each other’s arms.


  Joan was sobbing. “It’s unbelievable, Richard. We were saved by—by a miracle.”


  “No, Joan—Eddington’s oscillations. Although I’ll admit it seemed like a miracle when those tiny wasps became frightened by enormous us descending upon them, and flew straight through the quartz port into the mist.”


  “What do you suppose made the web slacken?”


  “Well,” I said. “That web was spun out of the bodies of those dwindling wasps. It seems to have been a sort of energy web, since it shriveled to a few charred fibers before we could pluck it from our tunics. Apparently it was sustained by energies emanating from the wasps which burned out the instant the wasps dwindled.”


  “Richard, hold me close. I thought we would never see Earth again.”


  “I’m not sure that we will,” I warned her. “We’ve lost our crew and we can’t even set our course by the stars. Perhaps the direction gauges will function again when the atomotors carry us beyond Jupiter’s orbit, but I wouldn’t bank on it.”


  “Oh, Richard, how could you? You said you liked uncertainty, danger. You said—”


  “Never mind what I said. I’m just being realistic, that’s all. Do you realize how heavily the cards are stacked against us?”


  “No, and I don’t particularly care. Kiss me, Richard.”


  Grumblingly I obeyed. It would have been better if we could have saved our energies for the grim ordeal ahead of us, but it was impossible to reason with Joan when she was in one of her reckless moods.


  The Last Man


  Charnock Walsby


  Here is the opportunity department for newcomers. Every month we will publish short shorts, giving preference to FIRST STORIES. If you have wanted to write science-fiction, now is the time to start. This department will discover the coming favorites.—The Editor.


  THERE was a soft click, followed by a quick dropping in the whine of high speed motors suddenly slowing; levers were snapped back in long serried banks by a man running swiftly in front of them and the life died out of the machine.


  The man stood back, bringing a weary hand across his sweating brow. His work was nearly done. Five minutes more and he would be following the others; but this time, when he had gone, the machine would go on until it ceased of its own accord, because there would be no one left to stop it. He was the last man.


  As the thought passed through his brain he realized the enormity of the act he was about to perform. He was the last human being. In all the cosmos not one living human remained but he, and now, he too was deserting, leaving the universe in which man had been born to flourish for countless aeons of time.


  He had been too busy to think about it. Since the day the machine had been completed over two hundred years ago, every waking hour had been spent tending it; whilst others had been making their farewells to the galaxy they loved so well, he had had no thoughts except for his duties. Even those who had helped him run the machine had had their chance, but not he.


  And now emotion welled up in him like a flood-tide. He, the last of all men, could not leave without saying his goodbye to the creation that had housed man so long.


  He walked over to the glassteel window and peered out. The landscape outside was bleak and barren; huge craggy masses of mountains thrown about anywhere with immense pitted flat plains like old sea bottoms between and around them, were clothed with a layer of hideous green, except where the mountain heights caught the lurid glow of the cinder red sun, whose tip just showed above the horizon, and reflected a dead ruddy brown color. The green blanket was snow, frozen hard as chrome steel. Out there a man would have been frozen immobile in a few seconds. That was why beyond the grey metal walls topped by the glassteel dome of the city there was nowhere any sign of life, vegetation or civilization.


  The city was man’s last retreat on a world soon doomed to fall into the dying red sun. Two hundred million years ago when the human race first settled here the planet was warm with a rich blanket of moist sulphurous atmosphere, green seas and luscious, though foreign, vegetation. The last planet on which man could live, because it was the only live-star satellite left in the whole system, it had been made the home of the human race, but now even this final adobe was untenable.


  He looked up from the desolate landscape to the heavens, which, despite the sun, showed a dull ebony black. Nowhere could be seen in aU the firmament a single star or point of life. Out there, where there had been space and brilliant stars, galaxies and nebulae billions upon billions of years ago, there was now nothing but swirling dust, vast clouds of it whirling slowly about like a stupendous turbulent sea. Dust, the elemental of all matter in the system. Planets had dropped into suns, stars crashed one into the other, luminaries had been born in the far flung nebulae, but in the end all had become dead hulks of matter swinging through space; then with the remorselessness of infinite time the cold worlds and suns had crumbled into fragments, until but one or two spheres remained in a universe of dust. Of the many millions of stars in all the galactic system but a handful remained and of these all but one were dead. The dull cinder red sun hanging on the horizon was that one. The universe had nearly run down.


  During all this man had waged a constant battle with nature, leaving an old planet when it became too great a struggle to maintain life and civilization to settle down upon a new one. Many times had mankind faced defeat, because it seemed no planet fit to colonize could be found; many times annihilation threatened in diverse forms, but always the human race won through; and now, after glorious history so long the number of years ran into thousands of ciphers, there was no place left for man to live. True, he could have still existed by means of his science even in a universe of dust but the machine offered the best way out.


  Man an accident in the staggering vastness of creation, born on a minute planet circling an insignificant sun, a tiny puny animal even on his own world, would outlive the system that had produced him and go on to further heights. An accident, for in all his wanderings in which he had visited every planet and lived upon billions of worlds, man had never found other creatures of his intelligence and evolution. Apparently, tiny Earth in all the cosmos was the origin of intelligent life. But was it accident or design?


  As the last human thought of Earth, a lump of emotion filled his throat. Although that home of mankind had ceased to exist so long ago it was staggering to think of it, yet he could picture that wonderful little world with its blue seas and white rolling waves, its blue skies cloud-flecked, its marvellous sunsets with the heavens rivalling the painter’s pallette, its green fields, snowcapped mountains, forests, rivers and above all its birds and flowers. Even yet, those old, old visual and oral records of Earth’s halcyon days were the most treasured and used of humanity’s possessions.


  The last man bowed his head in silent reverence to the memories of the birthplace of man. Out there where the stars should be was somewhere the remains of Earth. Perhaps they were swirling past him at this very moment. How sad it was saying farewell to the whole cosmos, yet how much more poignant it must have been for those long forgotten descendants who had to say goodbye to the mother world. The universe had been man’s career and battleground, but Earth had been his cradle.


  Raising his hand in greeting the last of all humans took his leave of the system that had housed man since his inception, and turned back to the machine.


  Huge, it reared above him, all bright shining metal, moving parts, gears, coils, cables and glowing electric valves, yet, because it was the race’s salvation, and the sole occupier of his mind for two hundred years, h regarded it as if it were of flesh and blood. During those two centuries it had hardly ever stopped and during all that time, night and day, human beings had entered its vitals, one every ten minutes until all but he of the surviving ten millions had gone through to a new life.


  Each person as he entered the machine was annihilated, his intelligence alone being spared. The intelligence was then transferred into a body formed synthetically on a planet in an atom universe, and, on that microscopic world, man was rebuilding his civilization. Half a thousand million years before, it had been proved that not only were the atoms diminutive solar systems, but that man could transfer himself to them by switching his mind from his existing body to a synthetic one on a small world. To have reduced his body was impossible, but the transfer of his intelligence, which has neither mass nor substance, and therefore not bound by space considerations, was feasible.


  Mankind could desert this dying galaxy for one far greater, one which made the old look lilliputian in comparison, for every speck of dust in the universe they were leaving was a universe itself in the cosmos they were going to. Who could tell to what heights man might not rise in such a creation?


  Long had such a course been put off, until humanity had to decide to descend to the atoms or try to live in dust-filled space. Three hundred years had gone into building the machine, which would transfer men’s minds and build up bodies on tiny worlds by the most remote control ever known, but it had been done and now the machine’s task also was nearly finished.


  The last man was almost as sorry to leave the machine as he was the galaxy. Too long had he worked and lived with it, not to have affection for it. Slowly he set the switches, adjusted dials and levers, then with his hand on the main switch he stopped to give one last look at the gigantic mechanism and with an odd involuntary almost loving gesture he patted its metal side. Down from early Earthman that gesture came, from the days when man rode living machines of flesh and blood (horses) across the centuries. It proved that man was still man and would never change.


  But, unconscious of that, the last man pulled the switch and sprang for the silver door of the annihilator room to join his kind in a new cosmos.


  A Green Cloud Came


  Robert W. Lowndes


  All I could see out the window was green whirls of it—and people where they had fallen!


  HER fingers lightly caressed a button on the long table as she half-turned toward him, At this moment, she was glad they still wore the semi-barbaric accoutrements donned for last night’s festivities, commemorating the conclusion of the final war—weird, fantastic trappings, selected more for adornment than for approximations of ancient military dress—for he would not notice that she was trembling. When at last she spoke, her voice was steady.


  “Please go now, quickly.”


  His hand made as if to clasp her arm, then dropped to his side. For an instant he stood there, words welling to his lips, then, with a half shrug he turned away. She did not move as he strode toward the doorway, glanced out the window; her back was a picture of composure.


  “Natalia!” It was not a command, or yet a call, but a cry of astonishment blended with horror. Gone was her carefully built-up poise as she whirled, then gasped as she saw the look in his eyes. Swiftly she hurried toward the window, but he stood in front of her, blocking her view.


  “What is it, Eric?”


  “Don’t look,” he gasped. For a moment she felt fear coursing through her, fear that at this moment he would wilt, give way to terror. She bit her lips, telling herself she couldn’t endure the sight of it. But, an instant later, the panic had left him; she could see rugged determination flowing back into his being. Almost faint with thankfulness for the strength of him, she relaxed against his body, permitted him to lead her across the room to a sofa.


  “Do you remember Greer?” His voice was analytically thoughtful. “He was the little astronomer who made those startlingly radical predictions about a year ago! Remember how we all checked his data? No one could find anything of the sort, even though w« checked and rechecked a dozen times. The conclusion was the only one that could be drawn under such circumstances; Greer was suffering from delusions. So he was cured by the psychiatry department.”


  Her nose wrinkled in concentration. “Greer? Wasn’t he the one who claimed to have discovered a sort of gaseous cloud in space? Our system was supposed to be approaching it; when it reached our atmosphere, it would prove a deadly poison to all life-forms on this planet.”


  “Yes—that’s it Well, it seems he was right. It’s come—the green cloud. All I could see out that window was the nauseous swirls of it, and the people where they’d fallen in the streets. Neither of us can leave this building.” He snapped on the tele-screen. It lit up; he could hear the faint hum of the machinery, but no images appeared. “Dead!”


  “Eric, it couldn’t be.”


  He paced up and down the floor, clasping and unclasping his hands. “I don’t knew. It came without warning on a night when nearly everyone was out celebrating. No one in the streets er parks could have been prepared for it. Most of the dwellings were probably left with windows opened. It’s only sheer lack that it wasn’t the case here. And luck again that we came back early.”


  “Please sit down,” she begged. He looked at her a moment, then shrugged, came over to the sofa, and sat beside her. “There must have been some, Erie,” she said.


  “The law of averages would seem to indicate that. There might be some who are naturally immune to whatever brand of poison this is; some who escaped as did we; some who were underground, or in forests. But until we learn differently, we must assume that we are the only humans alive.”


  His eyes were haunted. “How could we have missed it?” he whispered. “We checked and re-chocked all the data, and put it to the calculating machines. The answer was the same each time: no such cloud existed.”


  “Perhaps there were some factors that only Greer himself knew. Some small items concerning his calculations which he overlooked in presenting data, not realizing that it had influenced him. If one factor were missing, known only to Greer, then all the machines in the world might well give a negative result.”


  He shook his head. “It’s fantastic—yet, what can we think? If your idea of a missing factor is correct, we’ll never know. Even if Greer is still alive. He was cured of his delusion.”


  She was silent for a moment, then she slipped off her gloves, laid a hand on his arm. “Eric,” she whispered. “I’m sorry it had to happen at a time like this. It may be that Sandra escaped, too. I know what she means to you. If we find her, later, I shan’t stand in the way.”


  He chewed his lips. “That’s all over, now. The first thing we must do is to check up on the food, water, and sanitation system. Just how long the machines will run without human supervision is questionable—not long, at any rate. The robots cannot do everything alone, either.”


  Her eyes were calm and clear, her voice a breath of cool air in the heat of his anguish. “Then let’s do it the same way, Eric. Nothing is going to happen for awhile. Let’s tackle the problem after we’re refreshed.” She moved to free herself from him; he had, automatically, slipped his arm around her waist, drawn her to him. “You—you can use the lab for your quarters. Good night, Eric.”


  He held her back. “Natalia.”


  “Let me go,” she murmured.


  “Natalia, wait. I didn’t tell you all I saw. It was more than—the cloud.” He fell silent, breathing rapidly.


  “Well?” she said.


  “I was reading some of the old books yesterday. Some of them centuries old. The people then, most of them, didn’t live as well as we do but they were very much tike us in some other ways.


  “They—well, sometimes a man would think he had fallen out of harmony with his mate. In this book, the man thought he’d found another woman more suitable to his psyche. He was about to obtain a release—divorce I think they used to call it—when she was injured in an accident. His mate, I mean. The medical experts did not think she could live.


  “He realized then, when it seemed to be too late, that there could never be any other mate for him. They didn’t have psychoadjusters in those days, so, if she died, he would be affected for many years. The only way emotional upsets could wear off was through the primitive process of letting time wear them down, little by little. It all ended well, however, because medical experts discovered that it was only her psyche that made the injury seem fatal; when she found that he still wanted her to be his mate, she recovered.”


  “Eric, what are you trying to tell me?”


  “That I don’t want to be released from you ever. Even if this had never happened, if what I saw out there was only my imagination.


  “I know now that I was only deceiving myself when I sought release from you. Sandra? Well, I rather like her, but she could never take your place. I still wish to be your mate, Natalia.”


  Her eyes answered him, he thought.


  “You’re tired, Eric. But perhaps you’d better not spend the night in the lab after all.”


  He reached down, picked her up in his arms. “In the old days,” he said, “it was considered particularly fine form for a man to carry his mate to their sleeping quarters.”


  She smiled and buried her face against his shoulder. No need to tell him that she, too, had read the old books. Or that she’d rigged up a z-special screen outside that window, projected a carefully-made film on it. After all, she hadn’t seen the green cloud. He’d held her back. And hadn’t he mentioned something about it being his imagination.


  She wouldn’t be too harsh on him, of course, tomorrow morning when all was discovered to be well. And she was positive that he hadn’t noticed her fingers slide over the button as she leaned against the table a moment ago, the button summoning a robot, pre-instructed to dismantle the apparatus.


  24th Century or no 24th Century, men were still such dear fools.


  And Return


  Eando Binder


  THE departure was strangely depressing. Both Dr. Arthur Templeton and young Henry Moore had looked forward eagerly to this moment. Now, with both their wives tearful, they felt oddly disturbed. Their previous enthusiasm dampened to a forced jocularity.


  “Please don’t go!” begged Mrs. Templeton suddenly of her husband. “I have the queerest feeling that I won’t ever see you again!”


  The words struck the group with chill, though undefined apprehension.


  “What! Is the lady a spiritualist?” chided Dr. Templeton gently. “Now, dear,” he went on seriously, “there’s absolutely nothing to worry about.”


  “But you’re risking your lives!” chimed in Mrs. Moore.


  “Someone had to fly the first airplane,” remarked Henry Moore. “And so it is with this new type of space engine. But our ship has proven itself on its trial trip to the moon. There’s no danger.”


  “We’ll be back inside of a month,” promised Templeton, signalling the younger man with his eyes to break away.


  They entered the long, sleek ship. The pneumatic seals clamped shut.


  Inside the ship, sealed off from the world, the two men went to the pilot cabin at the front. Though nervous, Moore handled the controls skilfully and the ship rose with its front and rear under jets hissing steadily. The powerful thrust of atomic energy lifted the huge craft directly off the ground and catapulted it into the air.


  Disaster, like a premonition, nearly struck them at the outset. Fifteen minutes after they had left ground, something huge and gleaming flashed by them so closely that they nearly collided.


  “Great Scott!” exclaimed Moore weakly. “That meteor came pretty close to sending us on a different kind of journey!”


  When they had reached the stratosphere ten miles above Earth, Moore added the thrust of the rear system of rockets. He built up a gradual speed that quickly took them out of Earth’s atmosphere.


  They gazed out upon open, star-strewn space, thrilling deeply. What new limits might they not reach with their super-powerful engine?


  DR. ARTHUR TEMPLETON and Henry Moore had made a brilliant scientific team—Templeton, the keen theorist, and Moore, the skilful technician. Between the two of them, no frontier of science had been safe from their combined attack.


  Their latest and most important result had been the development of an atomic-energy process which produced almost unlimited power. Instead of announcing it, they had decided to be the first to apply it to long-range interplanetary travel. Pluto had never been reached by ordinary space ships.


  After the successful trial flight to the Moon, they had immediately prepared for the extended voyage to Pluto. Food, water and air, and other supplies had been loaded in, enough for a year, which was the margin of safety Dr. Templeton had insisted upon. He had also insisted upon taking along a ton of their neutronized fuel whose disintegration furnished them with power. Moore had thought it rather inane to take along enough fuel to propel them to the next island universe, and enough supplies to last for ten such trips as they were making, but made no objections. They had departed in all secrecy, from their wall enclosed hangar five miles out of the town they lived in.


  THE ship sped into the void. Earth became a huge green balloon that was collapsing as though it had been pricked. Up ahead, red Mars grew brighter as Moore set a course past it. He applied accelerations he had not dared use on the short trip to the Moon. Mars became a disk in 24 hours. They passed it, going on, riding safely above the asteroid belt of midget worlds. These held no interest for the two travellers, but the beautiful picture of mighty, betted Jupiter enlarging in the void held them spellbound. They passed close enough to view the Great Red Spot, which was now somewhat faded, and the eleven moons.


  Then they plunged beyond, where few ships had dared go.


  Here, with an open stretch of three billion miles before him, Moore built up a speed he estimated was 60,000 miles a second. Pluto was reached in a day’s time. It was a disappointing spectacle, but gave them a singular feeling to see the sun reduced to almost star-like proportions. It was less than a week since they had left Earth. They were proud of their achievement, having bridged the spatial gulf to the limits of the Solar System for the first time.


  “It’s been grand!” sighed Moore, realizing that the first thrill was gone and would never be captured again. “As for our engine, it’s come up to all our expectations. In fact, I haven’t really opened it up yet. With atomic-energy, it seems evident that only the speed of light is a limit. Well, I guess there’s nothing left but to return.” He reached for the controls.


  “Wait!”


  The one word from Dr. Templeton was sharp. “While you’re out here, away from the sun’s glare, I want you to measure the speed of starlight. That’s why I had you bring along the Michelson revolving mirror.”


  Moore stared at the strangely earnest scientist. All during the trip he had been preoccupied, deep in some maze of thought that Moore had no inkling of.


  Moore smiled. “You have a sense of humor, doctor. We’ll go back to Earth and announce our new engine and the trip to Pluto, two great new accomplishments. And then, to top it off, we’ll announce that we’ve measured the speed of light near Pluto, when it’s only been done on Earth several dozen times!”


  Dr. Templeton did not smile.


  Moore was suddenly struck by a thought. “For God’s sake, man:” he exploded. “You don’t expect it to be anything but 186,800 miles per second, as computed by Michelson and others?”


  “This is starlight!” Templeton returned cryptically.


  “What difference does that make? Light is light.”


  “I don’t know. But measure it and see. Try Sirius’ light.”


  Moore stared for a moment, then shrugged. With his usual skill, he set up the necessary mirrors to reflect a single beam of light back and forth several hundred times. The revolving mirror at the end of the circuit would be rotated by an electric motor.


  “You know,” said Moore half grumblingly after many hours of delicate adjustments, “this is a senseless experiment. If the result is anything but 186,300, do you realize that the entire structure of astro-physical theory would be undermined, shattered?”


  “Do you realize it!” asked Templeton seriously.


  Moore shook his head sadly and started the experiment. With the ship held stationary in space by its gyroscopes, he turned off the cabin lights and fixed his first mirror to catch the beams of Sirius. Then he started the revolving mirror. A low whine filled the cabin. It was an eerie scene with only the dim beams of Sirius lighting the two men’s tense faces.


  When the revolving mirror had reached the speed at which it should twist a light beam enough to produce the usual interference bands of light and dark, Moore peered into the eyepiece. There was no interference!


  “Lord!” he breathed, shaken.


  “Speed up your mirror!” suggested Templeton.


  Moore gradually applied velocity till the mirror was rotating at twice the required rate. He looked in the eyepiece again. Still no interference bands! He shut the machine off, staggered to his feet and turned on the cabin lights.


  “Can’t rotate the mirror any faster or it would fly apart,” he muttered. He had a punch-drunk expression. “What does it mean?” he whispered hoarsely. “It can’t be true! Light out here can’t travel at twice and more the accepted rate, as measured on Earth. What does it mean, doctor!”


  A look of triumph shone from the latter’s face. But it was curiously intermixed with a vague sadness. “It means,” Templeton said slowly, “that one universe has been destroyed and another must take its place!”


  He looked out of the port as if he could see out there the accepted universe crumbling to ruin. Then he turned back to Moore.


  “Our entire conception of the universe outside the Solar System is based on visual interpretation. Science had to use light as the foot-rule with which to measure the cosmos. The accepted theory of the astro-universe today, on Earth, is based primarily on the speed of light. Einstein speaks of the uniform speed of light, an absolute value that enters each of his equations.”


  Templeton waved at the mirror apparatus.


  “But, as we’ve seen, the absolute velocity of light is a myth! Every measurement on Earth was made with an earthly source of light. No one thought of taking a beam of star light and measuring its velocity, after it had come across abysms of space.”


  “It would be next to impossible on Earth, because of diffusion of the weak starbeam,” Moore murmured. “That’s why it was never tried. But this is so fantastic! I can hardly believe it yet! Light from Sirius with a velocity at least twice as great as we thought on Earth!”[1]


  “What of the stars, then, whose beams have traversed thousands of times that distance?” Moore continued.


  “Exactly, what of them?” nodded the scientist. “Simply and briefly, the light from many of the further stars is arriving here in the Solar System at almost infinite velocity!”


  Young Henry Moore was making strange, moaning sounds, as if he had been an accomplice in some hideous crime. The fall meaning of this discovery beat into his brain.


  “We’ve just smashed a universe!” he cried. “Annihilated it! Every measurement of the cosmos made on Earth is wrong, wrong! No allowance for the acceleration of light has ever been made. Therefore, our entire scale of extra-terrestrial values is a deception—an illusion. All the planets are nearer. The sun is nearer. The Solar System has shrunk! Not a great deal—just a few thousand miles in each case—but that shrinkage, applied to the entire cosmos—”


  He stopped, appalled. He held his hands over his head as though he expected any moment to feel the universe crash about his ears.


  Calm because this had not come as a complete revelation to him, Templeton continued the thought.


  “Yes, mankind has put too much trust in its eyes, which cannot see the actual universe any more than they can see the subatoms. As you say, the Solar System automatically shrinks a little. As a result, all methods of measuring the distances of stars are wrong. Therefore, all the universe shrinks.”


  “How much?” asked Moore. “Have you made any calculations?”


  For answer, the scientist strode to a built-in file and pulled out a single sheet of paper. He smiled a bit selfconsciously.


  “I had the temerity to believe my suspicions would be confirmed. Light accelerates, by my theory, not less than one-half percent per minute. This result mounts up staggeringly when we go beyond the confines of the System.”


  He cleared his threat nervously.


  “According to this scale, Alpha-Centauri is a light-month away—only 125 times further than Pluto. Sirius is less than 800 billion miles away, instead of 60 trillion. The farther out we go, the greater the former values fall off. For instance, a star thought to be a hundred light-years away is only one light-year!”


  Moore found himself holding his breath, for no reason he could define, as he listened. It was just something breathtaking, to see a man taking the universe and squeezing it together like a sponge.


  Templeton went on. “Our entire Milky Way Galaxy deflates, by the new scale, from a greater diameter of 300,000 light-years to only 30 light-years. The nearest island universe, Messier 33, moves in from a remote 770,000 to a comparatively close 70 light-years. And the farthest we know, Bootes, coming all the way from 221 million to a mere 200 light-years!” Moore was standing at the port, gazing out at the universe of stars that had suddenly contracted. For a moment he almost imagined he could see those great suns and nebulae whisking Earthward at stupendous velocities. He sighed.


  “In a way, professor,” he said slowly, “it’s almost a shame. That grand universe of Einstein, Jeans, Eddington and the other cosmologists has shriveled down to a miserable pea-size.” He laughed hollowly. “We came out here to explore the void, and we go back pulling the skies down with us! Somehow, I can’t feel any glory in what we’ve done.”


  Moore shrugged away his queer mood and said in more normal tones, “Well, I guess we may as well Gall it a day and go back.”


  Templeton’s eyes suddenly gleamed. “I had planned to go on!” he said quietly.


  “What do you mean?” blurted Moore, aghast. “Go on—where?”


  “Out into the universe!”


  Templeton faced his young friend squarely. “That was why I insisted on having the ship stocked with a year’s supply of necessities, and a ton of fuel. Its disintegration will give us enough power to go anywhere in the universe![2] And since the universe has just shrunk to dimensions that are quite ordinary—”


  “But our wives!” interrupted Moore. “We promised—”


  Templeton’s voice was thoughtful, almost mechanical. “Queer, but. I have a feeling we shouldn’t—or can’t—go back now without—” He shrugged. “We can still be back in a reasonable time. With the whole macrocosmos before us, why not go on?”


  Moore agreed. Why he didn’t know. For one thing, he wanted to test the new engine. They could at least visit the nearest star without much risk. But perhaps it was that mysterious thing called fate that lured them on.


  IT was like a dream, as the ship sped on through the void. The sun faded behind them until it became merely a star. True to the scientist’s prediction, there was no limiting factor to their velocity. No increase of their mass and decrease in their fuel’s ability to attain higher rates, as demanded by Einstein’s formula. They began to realize pointedly that Earth’s entire astronomical science had been a house of cards.


  Moore pulled over the acceleration control till inertia pressed them heavily into the backs of their cushioned seats. Within a few hours he made a triangular calculation of the sun, Sirius and Alpha-Centauri and found they were already going three times as fast as light—by the old measurement. And still light accelerated faster, for they were able to see the stars back of them.


  It was like a dream.


  Moore sometimes sat for hours, gazing out at the myriad suns, slowly shaking his head. It was not easy to accept these things against all the teachings of Earth science. Three days later, by their chronometer, Moore applied deceleration.


  Proxima-Centauri, for which they were heading, resolved itself out of the void and grew steadily brighter. Before they arrived, they could distinguish the triple components of the Centaurian system—two mighty yellow suns and one extremely small, white dwarf, revolving majestically around a common center of gravity. The latter, Proxima-Centauri, was at present, in its orbit, the nearest star to the Solar System.


  Moore slowed the ship and took up a course through the system. With eager eyes the two interstellar travellers gazed at the triple-star group, hardly believing they were really there. They had left Pluto only a week before!


  Moore turned a stunned face.


  “Now I know how Columbus felt!” he whispered solemnly. “We are the first humans to see a star other than our own at close quarters—a feat considered impossible heretofore. We’ve discovered a new world!”


  Templeton smiled. “You remember Columbus was told his journey was impossible—that he would fall off the edge of the world. It seems that humankind constantly forms unreal barriers for itself against new achievement. And now that we have come this far, what should prevent us from going on—seeing more of the universe?”


  Moore nodded, now fired by an enthusiasm as great as that which gleamed in Dr. Templeton’s eyes. If there had been any doubt in Moore’s mind that perhaps the scientist had been wrong after all, it had been erased entirely. One could not have reached Alpha-Centauri in a week by the old theory! A sort of calmness came over them now. On they would go, answering the challenge of the universe. Even their wives were forgotten.


  “Which direction shall we take?” asked Moore, faintly amused at the thought that here all roads did not lead to Rome, or to Earth at all.


  “Toward the constellation of Sagittarius,” Templeton’s voice rang as he went on: “To the hub of the Milky Way Galaxy—fifty thousand light-years by the old measurement, but less than one five-thousandth of that by mine!”


  “It’s still a long way!” muttered Moore, driving the ship away from the triple sun system of Centauri.


  ON and on they went, attaining speeds faster than before. The stars now began a precession past them, as though they were telephone posts alongside a railroad track. As their velocity mounted to incredible figures, Moore became frightened.


  “Suppose we were unfortunate enough to pass close to another star,” he gasped, “or collide with it! With the dimension so greatly reduced, space is not so empty as it was!”


  Templeton chuckled. “By the old theory, space was like a box 1000 miles each way, in which six wasps—representing suns—buzzed about.[3] By the new theory, space is like a box 10 miles in size, with these same six wasps in it. Do you think there might be enough room left yet?”


  Moore grinned. His imagination had gotten the better of him for a moment. Space had been inconceivably empty before. Now, though it had been squeezed together thousands of times, it was still inconceivably empty.


  With his fears over, and the engine functioning smoothly without constant attention, Moore began spending more time at the ports, viewing this strange new universe. His eyes viewed at close hand sights that before had been possible only through Earth’s giant telescopes—stars and nebulae of all types.[4]


  Many of the passing suns were not alone. Binaries, triple systems like Centauri, and multiple systems like swarming bees paraded past the ports.


  Then, suddenly, the heavens burst out in a pyrotechnic glory that took their breaths away. Hundreds and thousands of stars, and all colors and types, popped eat of the black void ahead and surrounded the speeding space ship. They viewed a panoply of the firmament impossible for Earth eyes to see—a hundred thousand stars visible to the naked eye at once.


  “We’ve just run into a globular cluster,” declared Templeton. “Nothing to worry about.”[5]


  They had a real fright, however, after penetrating beyond the globular cluster, when a dim little star which seemed directly in front of their ship suddenly began to expand and grow intolerably bright and hot. its rays speared into the cabin and raised the temperature until the two men perspired.


  Moore whirled, ashen pale. “We’re going to hit a star! I can’t stop the ship Without killing ourselves with deceleration. We’re doomed—”


  “That’s just a nova,” returned Templeton calmly. “A star that has suddenly exploded into tenuous gases. It is almost the same illusion as if we were careening into a star. But watch, it will pass to one side.”


  The brightly flaming nova grew till it was moon-sized, then swung majestically to the side and faded to the rear. The cabin quickly regained its normal temperature.


  “On earth,” said the scientist, “same astronomer will see this phenomenon and report it—but not for some time to come!


  As a contrast to the globular cluster they had sped through, the firmament suddenly darkened to their eyes. Stars dimmed, winked out. Soon there was none visible. A horrible, intense blackness smothered the ship. It seemed to be going through a sea of black ink. Moore turned querulously to his companion, hiding his perturbation at this strange, oppressive phenomenon.


  “We’re passing through a portion of space in which the weak starlight is completely absorbed. The well-known Coalsack of the Southern Cross Constellation is an example.” He had pressed his face against the port, looking out. “I think, from what I see, that it is caused by fine cosmic dust. I sense the particles streaming by.””


  Soon they had passed out of this utter night, and once again the friendly stars peeped out of the curtain of space. Their velocity had now grown to inconceivable heights. The stars began streaking by like darting lightning-bugs. The two observers seemed to be in a long, wide tunnel composed of thousands of scintillating stars. Directly ahead, the configurations of the stars changed with bewildering rapidity.


  “Almost a million times faster than light now!” stated Dr. Templeton, after a theoretical calculation. Moore’s triangulation methods could: no Banger be used because of the speed of passing stars.


  “I—I think we’d better stop and go back,” said Moore. “If we go much further, we’ll never be able to find our sun again.” He looked out of the back port at the strange stars, wondering how many countless suns were between them and their home-star.


  “We can’t lose our way as long as we keep going in a straight line,” declared Templeton. “Yes,” he added, “There is such a thing as a straight line after all. Euclid was right at the start. The necessity for dealing with ‘curved space’ came only with the wrong conceptions of light’s speed and gigantic dimensions.”


  “But we can’t go on forever,” objected Moore. “We’ll eventually run out of water and air, if not fuel.”


  “Look at the chronometer, and the automatic daily chart,” said Templeton undisturbed. “Two weeks crossing the Solar System. One week, with greater speed, to reach Centaur!. Four weeks since leaving the latter—total, seven weeks since leaving Earth. Allowing seven weeks for return, we have 38 weeks left of our one year of supplies. That means 19 weeks for travel beyond this point. With half of that far deceleration, we have over nine weeks in which we can accelerate—onward!


  IT was not long after that the stars began to thin out noticeably. They no longer appeared in such countless numbers to the front. Thinner and thinner the heavenly ranks became until only a few stragglers darted by their ports. But when they looked out of the rear ports, the void seemed to fee filling with densely packed stars. Portions of space were a continuous milky white.


  “We have reached, and passed, the hub of the Milky Way Galaxy,” said Templeton. “We’re now plunging into the really empty gulfs of space—the regions between separate island universes. The nearest outer galaxy is fifteen times the distance we’ve so far covered.”


  A strange sight unfolded before their eyes as they looked back. The great Milky Way Galaxy, which contained their sun and ail the constellations they knew, came within their view as an immense swarm of pin-points. Slowly it began contracting.


  As the hours, and then days, passed while they watched, it formed a dinnerplate. As their perspective became more and more remote, spiral arms grew at the outer edges. It began to look like a Fourth-of-July pinwheel caught motionless in the middle of its spin. When it had shrunk to no more than moon-size, it looked exactly like the photographs of spiral nebulae taken by telescopes on Earth.


  And that, Moore realized, was exactly, what it was. To some being in the Andromeda Nebula, the Milky Way Galaxy was simply a spiral nebula, too far away for its separate suns to be distinguished unless the Andromedans had powerful telescopes.


  It was an awe-inspiring sight to see a vast universe of stars dwindling into appalling distance. To see the sun from which you came lost within a glowing mass of whitish smoke, composed of 200 billion other suns. And perhaps from that moment, Moore gave up hope of ever seeing Earth again. He did not say anything to Templeton, since it was already too late, but within himself he adopted a fatalistic attitude.


  They had been so absorbed in the sight that they had noticed the passage of time only when the inescapable pangs of hunger and thirst forced them to supply their bodily needs at regular intervals. When they finally looked at the chronometer chart, they saw that they had been retreating from their galaxy for two months!


  -“IS it possible,” asked Moore, “that the time passing for us is actual Barth-time? Perhaps it has only seemed like days and months, but is in reality centuries and ages! Maybe Earth is now in some far future time, as far as we’re concerned!”


  “No, Henry,” contradicted the scientist with assurance. “It is actual Earth time. So don’t worry that upon our return, well find our wives lying in some forgotten cemetery. You’ll find her your wife just as you left her, exactly as much older as you are.[6]


  But Moore continued to have a queer inner conviction that he would never again see the Earth he knew. Strangely, he was both right and wrong.


  A WEEK later, one half of their time for outward acceleration was over, and Moore applied deceleration equalling their former rate outward.


  In the next month, their galaxy reduced in size steadily until it was hardly more than a star. Space seemed to darken now, if that were possible, and stars surrounded them in the heavens. But they weren’t stars. Each was an island universe containing billions of stars. On they sped, passing island universes now as they formerly had stars. They too formed a tube through which they were hurtling at velocities exceeded only by impalpable light itself. Templeton’s new, accelerating light.


  “This is now the superuniverse itself which we are traversing,” said Dr. Templeton in exultant tones. “A sort of galaxy of island universes. Earth astronomers have estimated that there are at least 500 trillion of these separate galaxies!”


  “And what will we find when we emerge from this supergalaxy? Another macrogalaxy composed of billions of billion-grouped superuniverses?” asked Moore with a fine sarcasm that camouflaged his reeling mind.


  “Perhaps,” returned the scientist. “Perhaps we won’t get that far.”


  They waited to see. Finally the island universes thinned out, faded to the rear, forming a football of nebulosity that rapidly dwindled. No new universes appeared ahead. Space seemed impossibly darker there, as though it were truly empty.


  When at last the star-like galaxy of island-universes winked out behind them, lost in irretrievable distances, Moore became panic-stricken. The void stretched ahead, seemingly forever and forever, into an infinity of infinities. No single light beam came from any direction. When they turned out the lights in the cabin, to sleep, the terrible blankness that enveloped them made Moore moan aloud in mortal terror, Even the calm, impassionate Dr. Templeton gasped.


  They slept with the lights on. But Moore could not sleep. His staring eyes gazed into the haunting nothingness about them. His nerves hammered until his body trembled In every cell. He envied the phlegmatic scientist.


  “Good Lord!” groaned Moore when he thought he could stand it no longer. “We’ll never get back to our world, or even to our galaxy. God alone knows how far we’ve come or how fast we’re moving. We won’t even know when our forward speed has stopped nor when we’re going back!”


  “We can tell by the chronometer,” answered Templeton, “When it lacks a week of six months that we’ve been gone from Earth, the ship will have stopped and will then be automatically retreating, tail-first.”


  It seemed like an eternity to Moore. The numbers of the steadily clicking chronometer dial changed with exasperating slowness. But time did pass. Moore counted it backwards, toward the moment when they would be moving back. Two weeks left—one week—one day—one hour—one—


  MOORE, watching the chronometer dial, saw a strange thing happen. The dial suddenly unaccountably stopped, in mid tick! There it stuck.


  The rest that happened was madness.


  At the same time that the chronometer stopped, the steady thunder of their nose-rockets ceased—instantaneously. The long streamers of ejected particles in-front froze into positions of static beauty, like a photograph of the sun’s corona. All instruments within the ship halted in mid-stroke. It was very much like all motion had jammed up against an unbreakable barrier.


  But there was no shock!


  The two men found their bodies locked in position, also. Dr. Templeton, who had been eating at the moment, remained with a spoon poised halfway between a paper cup and his lips, mouth open, head thrown back. He had been in the act of crossing his legs, and now the leg he had brought up from the floor stuck comically out at an angle, as though he had been turned into stone.


  Moore would have laughed except that he could not laugh. He was a frozen statue, sitting with spine twisted in an awkward slumped position before the Chronometer. He had been in the act of chewing his nails in impatience and remained thus with a fingernail between his teeth.


  Somehow, all the ordinary laws of the universe were in abeyance, whether of motion, time, or space. Even their human emotions seemed caught in this preposterous state of negativity. Moore knew he should be astounded, even frightened, but instead his mind simply accepted the startling event as a matter of course.


  The answer to it all was supremely simple, and somehow he knew it without being able to objectively think of it.


  THEY were caught in a Timeless Shore that their ship had reached just before it had decelerated to a full stop. The moment it had reached this point, motion ceased. This strange, incredible zone that man’s mind could not fathom lay around the universe like a cocoon. What it actually was the human mind could not conceive. But its effects—


  Time, in man’s sense, had no meaning in this zone. It had a time of its own, measured in eternities!


  Their mind’s eye, penetrated by some ultra-radiation that mirrored the macrouniverse, showed them scenes their mortal eyes could never have witnessed.


  Clearly, they saw their entire universe, composed of trillions of island galaxies. Together, they formed a swarm whose individual sums ran into figures greater than the sum total of atoms known to the human mind.


  This was the full view of things that their new eyes saw from the strange, timeless shore on which they were beached. And there was the entire universe going through an incredibly accelerated life-cycle. They watched it, realizing that ordinary time was passing by in eternities at a click.


  They saw the island-universe rushing outward from a common center. In this, at least, Earth’s cosmogonists had been right. The universe expanded, as Jeans and Eddington had postulated. The island-universe did not expand within themselves, but simply separated from one another, flung outward, like bits of debris from an earlier explosion.


  Gradually, they stopped flying outward. They hovered for a while and then slowly came together. Faster and faster they went. They continued coming together, and finally all melted together into one supernal, gigantic mass of matter. Into one huge sun almost as large in diameter as the former Milky Way Galaxy had been.


  The separate galaxies and stars were no more. They had dissolved into this superatom. This atom contracted till it was but a pin-point, as small as a former star, matter compressed solidly together so that electrons, protons and neutrons touched. Then it suddenly exploded. Trillions of bits of debris were flung outward from a common center. Each bit was a nebulous, hot cloud that condensed and became a spiral nebula. Within each bit the nebulous matter condensed to suns, forming an island-universe.


  The outflung galaxies still separated from one another, flung outward from the earlier explosion. Gradually they stopped flying outward. They hovered for a while and then slowly came together. Faster and faster they went. They continued coming together, and finally all melted together into one supernal, gigantic mass of matter. The separate galaxies and stars were no more. They had dissolved into this superatom. This atom contracted till it was but a pin-point, then suddenly exploded.


  The eternal cycle—world without end.


  Their minds curiously in a timeless rapport, Templeton and Moore told: each other what they were seeing. The birth-and-death cycle of their entire universe, occurring over and over again, like a repeated movie. Each time it formed a universe essentially like the previous ones, but with a totally new structure. Each new crop of island universes, though similar, were immeasureably different from previous galaxies. Thus the Milky-Way Galaxy’s particular structure was no longer in existence, in the succeeding explosions of the superatom that contained all matter.


  The entire universe they knew was lost in an ageless eternity![7]


  As they watched this rapid life-cycle occur again and again, they knew they should be appalled. Every time the superatom formed and exploded and formed again, an eternity of eternities had passed, by man’s scale. The Earth they once knew was already lost in ageless time, several hundred universe-deaths past. But they did not feel appalled. They could feel no emotion. They could only think dry, passionless thoughts. They were like gods, living some higher life, and watching the petty universes of ordinary beings living and dying in the space of a heartbeat.


  How long, in man’s scale, they watched, they did not know—could not know, for there was no such number. The superatom, formed and exploded countless trillions of times, till that became a number beyond expression.


  They were aware gradually that others were around them, caught in this magic zone. Some were beings from-their own universe, but from different worlds of different galaxies. Others were beings from other universes entirely, which had existed during a later or earlier beat of the atom-pulse. Hundreds, thousands—perhaps again a number beyond calculation—there were who had also found the secret of interstellar travel and had unwittingly penetrated beyond their known universe. They were all caught in this timeless sea, like flies on flypaper.


  And they were all waiting.


  Templeton and Moore formed mental, telepathic rapport with many of the other beings, learning amazing things about other lives and other civilizations. About universes that had not even existed when theirs had.


  But it was worth a sort of mental joy that they contacted Ulg, who had lived on a world that revolved around Sirius, of their own particular universe. It did not matter that Ulg had actually had life a million years before Templeton and Moore had been born. He was the closest one to them, in all these millions of lost beings.


  For ageless hours they talked with Ulg, and learned that his civilization of intelligent vapor-beings was strangely parallel to theirs. They too had had a long evolutionary struggle upward from a primal gas-cell that had existed among the hot heavy vapors of their torrid planet.


  It was a mental shock to the two Earthmen to hear that the gaseous Sirians had landed on Earth a million years before man’s era. They had tried to colonize it for a time, living in fuming volcanoes. But eventually Earth had proven too thin-aired and cold, and they had left.


  Ulg went on to explain that only he of his race, so far as he knew, had ever penetrated into the outer regions of space. He, too, had been urged on by his own insatiable curiosity and had wanted to circumnavigate the entire universe. Finally he had run into this unsuspected timeless zone.


  It was Ulg who cleared up their misty doubts about what they were all waiting for.


  “We will eventually get back to out own universe!” Ulg declared with his mental voice.


  “But how?” Templeton and Moore asked, “How can it be! Our universe—yours and ours—has long vanished. There have been a trillion trillion universes since ours—all different!”


  “And there will be trillions and trillions more,” said Ulg calmly. “But some day, there will be ours—again!”


  “What? Our very own universe, just as we left it?”


  “Yes,” Ulg said. “There are countless atoms in the superatom there, but eternity is a long time. And in eternity, any combination of atoms that once existed, can exist again! We have but to wait!”


  “How will we knew?”


  “When our particular universe forms again,” replied the Sirian, “our minds will know. Do not ask me why. I do not know that. But it will be so. Look—there goes Klkla, whom I recently spoke to. His universe just formed!”


  Templeton and Moore, with their strange supersight, saw a tiny space ship, of queer purple metal, plunge past their position and disappear into the realm of the superatom. Into the ordinary universe where time, motion and all other normal laws were in force. One of the lost things here in the timeless sea had returned to his home universe, or one essentially like it. But it was appalling to think that already he had reached home, lived his full life, died, and his race and world and sun and universe with him—for the superatom had already exploded countless more times!


  The two Earthmen could not really understand it. They could only faintly comprehend the fringe of it, and wait.


  TIMELESS ages passed. They talked with Ulg and came to knew his world and time almost as well as their own. And yet with all the new and incredible things they learned, their minds did not seem filled. It was all such an infinitesimally small part of the cosmic plan that it was a mere tithe of the complete scale of things. Their minds seemed to have a limitless capacity to absorb things, but there were further limitless things t® be absorbed. Never at any time could they feel even slightly that they had comprehended the All.


  Timeless ages had paraded past while the two Earthmen communed with these thoughts. Their superatom had exploded and contracted again for an infinite eternity. With Ulg, they were waiting, waiting.


  Then, suddenly, their minds seemed stabbed with the one word—“now!” It was as if an All-being had warned them. One word came also from Ulg—“Goodbye!”—and then his queer, tubular ship dashed past them. The next instant their own ship was hanging in the normal void, away from the timeless shore, and they knew that soon their universe would loom out of the black abyss.


  MOORE saw the chronometer dial finish the half-tick it had ended on. Coincidentally, the frozen streamers of ejected flames at the nose writhed into life and completed their fiery course. The ship’s instruments began where they had left off. The automatic calendar that had net altered one tiniest fraction of a second, began steadily clicking and whirring now.


  Dr. Templeton finished bringing his spoon to his mouth and swallowed the protein-gelatin. His upswinging leg completed its motion, crossing over on the other leg. Moore found himself chewing on his nails as impatiently as before they had struck the timeless shore.


  There was one change they sensed, though their instruments could not show it yet. Their forward velocity had now reached the final inch and they were streaking backward at a rapidly increasing speed, away from the timeless zone and toward home.


  “Was it all a dream?” asked Moore dazedly.


  “No,” returned Templeton, “because the mind of man could not dream a dream like that. It’s true, Moore. We’re back in what is probably precisely the same universe we left. Perhaps an atom or two is out of place, but otherwise it’s been put together quite the same, like a child-dan erect the same house again and again with his blocks. Somehow, I know that without a particle of doubt.”


  “And Ulg, the being from Sirius, with whom we talked just a minute—or an eternity—ago, has already been home, and dead and buried for a million years! But, Dr. Templeton, what of the atoms of our bodies? They haven’t been formed out of this universe!”


  The scientist became very thoughtful over this. It, and certain related thoughts were uppermost in his mind during the long trip back home.


  It was not difficult to find their way back, for they had essentially pursued a straight course all the time. At their terrific velocities, this path within the random course of the island universes had not deviated more than a few million miles. Nor had the galaxies, by Templeton’s new measurements, shifted position by more than a few billions of miles—a small margin of error in wide space.


  The universe became a glowing diamond in the ultrablack void, grew swiftly, and scattered into the separate island universes, to their vision. Once surrounded by these, Dr. Templeton picked out the Milky Way Galaxy with ease. They found their ship aimed a little off-center, more than he had calculated, which again made the scientist thoughtful.


  In due time their galaxy expanded into a glowing ball, became a spiraled dinner-plate, and finally changed to gossamer clouds Wat filled the heavens. The delicate clouds faded and became pin-pricks of light. These brightened. They were the familiar suns.


  Moore decelerated steadily as they entered We hub of the Milky Way Galaxy and shot homeward. The procession of celestial phenomena again titillated their Earth-born eyes. Winking Cepheids, angry-red Titan suns, ring-nebulae, magnificent clusters, ominously black coalsack nebulae, bursting novae, and the complete category of diversified stars.


  When Alpha-Centauri enlarged in the heavens, it seemed like their own back yard. They shot past it and watched eagerly as their own yellow sun expanded out of the other stars. Pluto looked like an old friend, and the other planets like long-lost brothers.


  Moore hummed the bars of “Home, Sweet Home” with more fervor than he had ever before had occasion to use.


  Earth resolved itself from the firmament, as green and beautiful as ever, and Moore drove the ship home with almost reckless haste. Just as he was lowering away for a plunge into the atmosphere, something swept past them so closely that they almost collided with it.


  “W-what was Wat?” gasped Moore. “I’d swear it was another space ship, just like ours!”


  Templeton was again thoughtful, making no answer. Moore forgot about the event in the eagerness of landing in the enclosure around Wear secret hangar. When they stepped from the ship, their wives met them at the lock, with surprise written on their faces.


  “You’ve decided not to go after all!” cried Mrs. Templeton joyfully. “Oh, I’m so happy!”


  She hugged her husband while he murmured unintelligibly. She went on. “As I saw your ship disappear in the sky, fifteen minutes ago, I felt that I’d never see you again—remember I told you I had that strange feeling? And you called me a spiritualist. Of course I was silly. Here you are, safe and sound. I’m glad you used your better judgment. Let someone else do that dangerous flying to the outer planets.”


  Templeton looked at the bewildered Moore, whose wife was saying about the same thing, and signalled him with his eyes not to speak on the subject.


  “You two look a little worn and pale, though,” commented Mrs. Moore. “As though you had been gone a month or more! Did something happen while you were up there for those fifteen minutes?”


  “Why—you see—a meteor nearly struck us,” said Dr. Templeton.


  The two wives instantly became solicitous of their husbands, not noticing the peculiar fact that the ship, too, looked worn and used.


  LATE that night, the two men got together, alone.


  “Good God, Dr.!” gulped Moore. “What is it all about? My wife insists we left only fifteen minutes before!”


  Templeton’s voice was low, brooding. “The atoms of these bodies of ours, missing from this universe, slightly changed everything for us. Particularly the time scale—by a full year! That was us leaving—that other space ship we passed that seemed to be a meteor. And that was us coming back—the ‘meteor’ we nearly hit when leaving a year ago. A year—or an endless eternity! We must never let their—our—wives know that most of our fuel and supplies are gone from this ship. Do you hear, Moore? We must never let them know—what we know!”


  Moore nodded, with a faint, worried smile on his face. He was wondering if those other two before them had nearly collided with a “meteor.” And whether those other recent two would come back and also have to keep a secret from their wives.


  The eternal cycle—world without end.


  [1] (There was a clue all the time, to earthly astronomers. Roemer, the first man to measure the light-speed, in 1676, got a result of 192,000 miles a second. He had found the eclipses of Jupiter’s moons some fifteen minutes late, when observed from opposite sides of Earth’s orbit, a distance of 186 million miles. Why was his result higher? Because, by Templeton’s theory, the light that left Jupiter kept increasing its velocity, so that by the time it reached Earth, it was 6000 miles a second faster!)


  [2] (Einstein’s famous formula, stating that nothing could go faster than light, meant nothing now. It applied only to a uniform light-speed. His postulate that it would take infinite energy to move an infinite mass at the speed of light was a myth. In reality, according to Templeton’s figures, there was no limit to speed anywhere in the cosmos.)


  [3] Note—As determined by Sir James Jeans in his book “Through Space and Time”.


  [4] (Excerpt from Templeton’s log. “We saw a great Cepheid star that was diamond-bright up ahead, but when it receded to the rear, had faded to a lusterless yellow, obeying some mysterious pulse-beat of its enigmatic interior. A ring nebula, one of the so-named ‘planetary’ ones, was a magnificent sight later, its tiny central sun surrounded by a glorious halo of shimmering, greenish gossamer. Almost every type of star has been appearing in the forward sectors of the firmament and racing to the rear of us. Red giants whose comparatively cool surface was no hotter than an electric furnace, but whose outer circumference would have engulfed the Solar System way out to Mars. Medium stars, blue and hot, whose radiation, from Earth’s distance, would have withered all life in a short minute. Smaller stars, yellow and delicately haloed with pink streamers, comparable to Sol. Red dwarfs, no larger than Jupiter, but extremely dense. And finally, white dwarfs, not much larger than Earth itself, with a surface temperature of 50,000 degrees, and so dense that one thimbleful by man’s measurement would weigh a ton.”)


  [5] There are many such globular clusters within the Milky Way Galaxy, each with fifty to a hundred thousand stars within a space of forty light-years. By Templeton’s new measure, within sue light-year of each other. But he was right, that it was nothing to worry about. Those apparently crowded suns were still far more widely spaced than the molecules in Earth’s best vacuum! The skip was like a grain of sand speeding through a hollow globe tile size of Earth, filled with a hundred thousand evenly spaced peas.)


  [6] (Templeton is again right. Einstein’s relativity, a part of his grand illusory scheme to account for a uniform light-speed, had also passed by the board. Time passing for them was time passing for Earth. The universe, by Templeton’s theory, was a much simpler place than Earth’s philosopher-scientists had pictured it. There were straight lines, and absolute seconds, and ordered dimensions. Mankind had made something complex out of something as unalterable and simple as two plus two.)


  [7] (Some Earth minds, strangely enough, had dimly theorized along this line. It was the “accordion-universe” theory of Tolman and Hubble of Mt. Wilson, those two who had first catalogued the recession of the nebulae from a common center. Their basic postulate had been that the final heat-death of the super-universe would eventually cause a collapse of all the galaxies into a reverse state. But one man on Earth had come even closer to the truth—the philosopher-priest LeMaitre and his endless, pulsating superatom universe. For he had pictured almost exactly the supercycle of successive entropies and rebirths that Templeton and Moore now witnessed.)


  Yesterday’s Revenge


  H.L. Nichols


  WAR! Years and decades of slaughter and hate and retrogression, of men against men, machines against machines, machines against men, in an ever quickening tempo of destruction. The World War, the War of the Wings, the War of the Rockets, the Pacifist War, the World Revolution drowning in the sea of its own blood, and at last peace, the Peace of Fear.


  And in this Peace cities rose again on the surface of the earth, roads found new ways across the blasted continents, great ships again safely plied the seas, the skies were burdened with commerce and everywhere the mighty deserts slowly shrank before the verdancy of nature and the genius of man.


  But the ground was soaked with blood of the lost generations marching in endless columns to their sacrifice to hate. The vibrations of the hate were in the very ground beneath the cities. There was bitter hate in the hearts of the men who toiled to build the forms of civilization without its spirit, urged on by the lash, the torture chamber and the purge. And the focus of all this hatred was the Master, Protector of the Peace, betrayer and dictator of a world.


  Once he had been the idol of the war-weary millions as he sent the robots of the Pacifist Democrats to victory after brilliant victory; as the regimented subjects of the brigand nations had broken their chains to fight under the banners of the great League of Scientists who promised peace and freedom and security; and as the League itself gave him complete control over the mighty armaments contrived for man’s salvation.


  By the time the last stubborn flamefort had surrendered, he stood upon a dazzling pinnacle of glory such as men had only dreamed before, and he would not descend to be again a man among man. Se refused to return his dread powers to the League. When they insisted, he imprisoned them, and. they escaped to raise his armies and all peoples against him, shouting the war cries of freedom, so that the whole world seemed to batter against his citadel like a sea of thunder and flame. Yet he alone controlled the robots, and the robots went forth bringing darkness to the sky and fire to the earth. The armies of the people were defeated and scattered, only to fight again from buried strongholds and mountain fastnesses. Then again and again the robots went forth, until the continents were shattered deserts and the underground cities great smoking craters open to the sky.


  While the Master’s vengeance still flickered through the wastelands, his rebuilding had begun, and now he sat high and secure in his great Room of Power, that seemed to float as a miraculous campanulet of silver above the half mile peak of the Serene Tower. There was no sound in this room save the Master’s breathing, but against its outer walls of glass lapped the purr and whisper and whine of millions of horsepower performing their appointed tasks. From the Southern Port came the drone of a great liner beating its way into the. stratosphere, from where the thunder of its released rockets would come to him only as a faint orange streak in a dazzling sky. Through the air also came the hum of hovering taxicopters far below, the muted rumbling of the great moving streets and freightways and the mutter and crash and dang of building machines, all dying against this shell of glass. Through the mighty frame of the building itself quivered the vibrations of the giant factories, endlessly fabricating materials for more factories, mere cities, more ships of the sky and sea, more power and glory for the Master. But these vibrations, too, died in the protections of that tower top.


  Here, the Master assured himself, he was safe, safe alike to his life and in his power. For here were the telepathic controls of the ingenious and terrible robots, that kept the world securely his. Here also were some of the robots themselves, resembling neither machines nor men as they waited in everlasting patience and vigilance for his activating thought. And lest some danger creep upon him unaware, there were the Guard, faithful in their unleashed cruelty and mindless worship; there were the ray screens and thought detectors; and primitive but reassuring, there was the electric lock upon the elevator that was the sole entrance to this room. Only the vibrations of hate beat in, beat past locks and screens and rays, beat through glass and steel and plastic, beat gently, tirelessly, like ripples on a rock.


  Safe indeed was the Master, and powerful beyond all telling, but the Master was afraid.


  On the Master’s desk the visiscreen glowed softly into life, and from it his secretary spoke. “Technician Heidkamp, special director Capitol Meeholab 43, desires an audience in the Room of Power to demonstrate the Time Visor to your Excellency.”


  “Has it been inspected by the Director of Precautions?” The Master’s fingers drummed nervously on his desk and he cast a sidelong glance behind him, although he knew that no human being could penetrate the Room of Power without his orders.


  “No, your Excellency, it bears a waiver with your signature.”


  “No matter, have it inspected and report back at once.”


  The visiscreen faded into lifelessness, and the Master returned to his musing. “No one in all the history of the world has ever been so powerful as I,” he muttered, and yet he knew that in his heart there was fear, a fear which he had not the courage to face.


  Again the visiscreen glowed, this time with the image of the Director of Precautions, who reported, “I, Melsit, have inspected the Time Visor, Experimental Permit No. 446,826, and find it to contain no dangerous elements.”


  “It is well,” said the Master, releasing the elevator lock, “Technician Heidkamp may bring it to my Presence, accompanied by two of the Guard. Remain in communication.”


  A bell rang softly as the elevator rose into view. Technician Heidkamp, a man whose gray, lined face and desolate eyes belied his middle-age, gave the salute, then entered wheeling before him a cabinet whose glass panels revealed an intricacy of tubes and wiring in interlacing spirals. Behind him came the giant Guards, watchful and impassive.


  The Master watched, smiling secretly as he exulted in his power over Heidkamp. It was small pleasure to have the right of life and death over the workers who toiled in the depths of the city, but here was one of the great minds of all time, whom the Master could crush out of existence like an insect. The Master’s eyes sparkled as he acknowledged the salute of the Technician.


  From the top of the cabinet Heidkamp lifted the separate eyepiece, its control buttons showing white against the ruby ease, and laid it on the Master’s desk. Again he saluted.


  “Your Excellency, a year ago you commanded me to construct a machine through which, for your amusement, you could view the past. Night and day I have labored, and now I offer to you the Time Visor through which you may view one small segment of the past—that time when the world, long tottering on the brink of disaster, spread too late the wings of war, and hurled itself to its long ruin. From this high place you may see the towers of Manhattan once more piled against the southern sky, in the midst of that vast ancient web of bridges, highways and villages, with its great harbor filled with the shipping that the War of the Wings has since destroyed. Look downward, and you may follow hour by hour the simple life of the old village of Nyack where our city now stands. Or you may carry it to the ends of the earth, and view the whole crowded world of those other days.


  “The instrument is adjusted to your Excellency’s eyes. The lower button regulates the magnification, now set at three diameters. Your Excellency, you have long possessed the present and the future. It is my honor now to offer you the past.” Heidkamp paused, his face glowing with the impersonal exultation of the born scientist.


  The Master lifted the instrument toward his eyes, and as he did so, saw on the southern horizon a small cloud, intensely black, and from some forgotten saying there flashed uneasily through his mind the phrase “no larger than a man’s hand.” But through the eye piece there was no cloud, but a dawn-cleared sky into which the haphazard towers of the now almost legendary Manhattan lifted their pinnacles, softened by plumes of drifting smoke and flattered by slanting bars of golden sunlight. Long the Master looked, and at length turned the visor directly downward, to look through half a mile of empty space at a village sprawled toylike on a green hill sloping upward from the river.


  Interested in the town which had once occupied the land where the Serene Tower now soared aloft, the Master increased the magnification. He had a nightmare sensation of falling with rocket speed, snatched his eyes away, and saw that in the south the cloud towered over a third of the horizon, black and ominous. He barked to the watchful image in the visi-screen, “Tell those fools in the weather department to stop that storm!” and again looked down thru the visor. He seemed now to be a few feet above a green lawn fronting a trim white house, roofed with wooden shingles. On the gravel path stood a girl whose pure young beauty made him catch his breath. She threw back her golden hair and looked directly toward him, her blue eyes wide and fearless.


  But suddenly the Master was jerked back to the present as the floor swayed beneath him, and a fearful crash of thunder entered his eyrie, where no outside sound had ever come unbidden. He looked up and saw the great cloud, now overhead, pouring forth torrents of rain which made the campanulet seem like a diving bell in a cataract. On the outer surface of the glass was an incessant race of lightning, flashing over the surface in zigzags and spirals, seeking angrily to penetrate the Room of Power. The visiscreen was blank and rimmed with fire, blue flames and crackling sparks flickered from the machines and the robots, and it seemed to the Master that at last his defenses had failed.


  Now the secret fear which lay hidden at the Master’s heart grew in power, and he shrank back into his chair, while the great Negro guards stood like statues of fear, their hair erect and snapping. The elements, then, were not wholly under control of the Master’s mighty science! Nature had broken the chains with which he had thought to bind her. And if the weather control could fail, could not something go wrong, too, with all the Master’s power and authority?


  Heidkamp, immobile, watched the Master and seemed to guess at his thoughts. Only his eyes betrayed his exultation at the fury of the storm. Only a flicker of the lids, when he looked at the Master, shadowed forth a hatred of the man in whose war his only brother had fallen, the man who had negligently said to Heidkamp, “Well, give her to him, man! What’s a brown-haired girl?” when the Master’s current favorite had coveted Heidkamp’s only daughter. The favorite was dead now, executed at one of the Master’s whims, and the daughter too was dead, refusing to survive her shame and perishing by her own hand.


  But soon the torrent of rain ceased, the dancing fires vanished, and the lightning, thinned and waned. The cloud was breaking under the impact of great rays that lashed out from below, boiling away m harmless beaten puffs, dissolving into the upper air or blowing north like fragments of a vanquished fleet. Belatedly the weather control operators had reasserted their mastery.


  Now the Master’s fear changed to fury. As the visiscreen came on again, he shouted, “Intelligence Department, at once! Zadol, how did that storm get past our guard screens? Broke them with electric overload? Who calculated the safety factor? Have them executed at once! One of them a woman?—no matter. Put the execution on visiscreen where I can enjoy it. Ho, you Heidkamp, stand by and see the mildest penalty you technicians can expect when you fail me.”


  On the visiscreen appeared the figures of the shrinking victims, instantly electrocuted by the Master’s new device, which galvanized every separate cell of the human body into a tiny inferno. As the despot’s petulant order was executed, he smiled, while the Guards stood impassive and the murmur of the drenched city drifted thru the broken sound screens.


  “Now, Technician Heidkamp, opener of windows and resurrector of the shattered and the dead, it is your task to prove to me that I saw the real past, not clever trickery. Burdened with the cares of the world, I have forgotten your theories. Explain.”


  “With pleasure, your Excellency. Upon graduation from Midland Technical, I was assigned to vibro-chemical work with the London Archaeological Expedition. In block 44 south, Section 33, we excavated a partially demolished laboratory and library, in which we found records of extensive calculations and experiments by which one Dr. Louis Foster had demonstrated that time is spiral in nature, and that the loops of present and past are pressed so closely together that vision and travel from one to the other are theoretically possible. Foster published his findings in 1941, by which time his country was so deep in the agony of the War of the Wings that it was interested in nothing except military science. Dr. Foster had helped to make a time travelling device to escape the rising tide of slaughter, but before he completed it, cellulate bombs put an end to him and his work.”


  “Your Excellency generously condescended to supply me with facilities to investigate these theories. After finding Foster’s mechanism to be ineffectual I experimented with Ronferth rays, until I found that the A and F output, interlaced at dissonant frequencies and reflected from thionite crystals in Madderhern tubes, would actually pierce the veil between us and the past. The case upon your desk throws a hollow beam of these dissonances, which it absorbs from the cabinet relays, and within this beam, light rays from the adjacent part of the next loop of the time spiral penetrate to the visor, subject to the same laws of optics that hold in our present time. The core of the visor is an ordinary electrically magnifying binocular, with stabilizers. The period of the time coil is sixty-six years, one hundred five days, and nine hours. Therefore, your Excellency, some minutes ago you were seeing the world as it was at seven o’clock, May 18th, 1940. For proof that this is indeed so, and not a deception, I can but trust to your Excellency’s own acumen.”


  “You speak only of the past, Heidkamp. Can you net show me the loop beyond—the future?”


  “The future is not visible, your Excellency, and I do not believe it yet exists. Through eternity time stretches backward, and as our instruments grow stronger, it shall yield its secrets. But you are the point at which the spiral builds, and the future waits for your shaping.”


  “It is well.” Responding to Heidkamp’s subtle flattery, the Master’s thin lips curled with pleasure as he thought of a future shaped to his will. His hands twisted and twitched as he contemplated his own endless power. “Heidkamp, it is well. The Guards will accompany you to the reception chamber. You may go.”


  As the elevator silently started downward, the Master returned to the visor, impatiently turning the controls until he again found the white house with the gravel path, in the long-forgotten village of Nyack. Long he waited until he could see again the girl to whom he felt so strangely drawn. Darkness fell, and the city became a glory of colored lights around him, but he did not heed, as he steadily watched a path that lay sleeping in the afternoon of a beautiful spring day.


  At last his vigilance was rewarded. A shining four-wheeled roadster stopped before the gravel path, and from it alighted the girl and a man, a man who was as tall and blonde and sleepy as the Master was small and dark and intense, a man with whom she laughed and talked as they went up the path and into the house. This time she did not look toward the Master at all.


  The sun of that forgotten day sank behind banks of purple cloud, and as lights glowed throughout the village and from the windows of the house, the watcher from the future remembered from old stories the comfort and intimacy that would be within its walls. He thought of the radiant golden girl whose eyes caressed her companion, the girl whose bearing had the freedom and intelligence which now had almost passed from the women of the world, because like the men they knew themselves absolute slaves of the despot in the tower. The Master felt an irrational surge of rage toward the girl, long since dead, whose living body he could behold in the time screen. What right had she to look like that, with open, fearless eyes, oblivious of his power?


  He slammed the visor down on his desk with a vicious curse. “Technician Heidkamp, at once,” he snarled. In a moment Heidkamp, gravely saluting, appeared on the visiscreen.


  “Heidkamp, you spoke of a time travelling machine. Can you build me one?”


  “That is a far more complex and difficult matter than the building of the visor, your Excellency. The formulae are not yet complete . . . .”


  “In thirty days you must build me a conveyance to bring a woman to me from 1940, alive and unharmed.”


  “But your Excellency! The formulae, the experiments, the safety factors!” Heidkamp’s imperturbability for once was shaken at the Master’s preposterous demand.


  The Master’s breath came fast with rage. “Have you forgotten your lesson of this afternoon? If you cannot carry out my instructions, the execution of the weather experts will prove child’s play compered to the tortures I shall devise for you. Report at thirteen tomorrow.” He touched the screen into darkness, and slept at his desk until the morning sun was high over the city.


  The rest of the morning he devoted to conferences with his captains in various parts of the world, in regard to their keeping of the Peace. His secret police were everywhere, and were themselves watched by spies, who underwent periodic hypnotic examinations in the Master’s presence, lest they should be disloyal. So perfect was the organization that nowhere could a man say a word against the Master or his Peace and be safe from his vengeance.


  But of late that vengeance had been withheld as its wielder watched the growth of a revolutionary society, the New Day, whose hope spread among his subjects swift as fungus thru rotting wood. They were building power for his overthrow and for establishment of the democratic world state which he had so falsely promised, and the Master was aware that they were the most brilliant and determined antagonists he had known since the establishment of his Peace. They had found ways to screen their thoughts against his detectors, but no way to keep his agents out of their organization, so that his spies sat in their high councils and betrayed them.


  So the Master deemed himself safe from them, since he would know before they struck, and he leisurely prepared cruel traps for their undoing. And he promised himself that he would make their punishment so fearful that he could count himself safe against another revolt for a generation. But for the while he held his hand.


  When noon was an hour past, Heidkamp was ushered into the Room of Power by the Guards. He dared make no further protests, but the muscles of his jaws twitched when the Master reiterated his harsh order that the time traveller must be ready within a month, and added, “This visor has revealed to me a woman whose beauty is worthy of my recognition, and I propose to bring her here for my enjoyment. Mount the instrument on this range finder, so that I may indicate to you the location of her dwelling.”


  So the observations were made and subsequently checked against plans of the Serene Tower, and it was found that the house and path lay within the impenetrable wall of a vault. In the vault itself Heidkamp set up his laboratory, trusting that chance or strategem would lure the victim to the trap he planned.


  Here Heidkamp labored by day and night, seldom stopping even for food. His lean, worn body brought new reserves of strength to the monumental task. It was not fear that drove him on; Heidkamp was not afraid of death or torture, and after the fate which had befallen his brother and child he had nothing more to live for. Heidkamp was driven by hate; hate of the Master. For deep in his brain there was a hidden hope that the Master, secure and omnipotent beyond the reach of mortal hands or minds in his Serene Tower, might somehow be vulnerable to contact with the free and dynamic ancient world revealed in the Time Visor. Had not the storm which had arisen when the Master first looked into the visor been, perhaps, an omen of some ill to befall him through this tampering with time?


  So the days crept past, while Heidkamp in his dungeon laboratory worked among the giant tubes and shimmering radiances that should open the backward facing door, and while the Master in his eyrie brooded darkly over the romance that developed beyond that door while he waited impotently for the key. For it was Spring in Nyack, and the girl he sought was clearly and increasingly in love with her virile escort. Hand in hand they walked the streets of the village, or sped beyond the visor’s range in the sleek roadster, while in the high and dreamlike tower, surrounded by miracles of science and of beauty, the Master yearned wickedly for the girl who had long been dust, and furiously hated her companion. When but half of the allotted thirty days were past, he summoned Heidkamp to the Room of Power for an accounting.


  “Your Excellency, I am pleased to report that I have developed some new plastics in the beryl-nickeloid series, which can be charged with the Ronferth-Madderhern dissonances so heavily that the rays form a tangible structure in themselves, which takes the shape of the plastic, arid can be forced into the next loop of time and drawn back again. A cage or cell so composed and charged can be used to entrap your desire, and transport her to us, but the apparatus is still primitive, and has proved fatal to life and destructive to material, that has been tested. I am working without rest with my assistants to correct the difficulties, but the field is new, and progress necessarily slow. We are in hourly hope of finding the right path to success, and hope that your Excellency will not lose patience with our efforts.”


  “Will you be able to move this cage of rays in space as well as time, so as to pick her up wherever she may be?”


  “No, your Excellency. We must set up the plastic mold in our space so as to project the vibration screen to some point upon her lawn. This screen should have no palpable existence in her time, but if she steps within it, we can draw her to us.”


  And now, suddenly, a cunning idea uncoiled itself like a snake in the depths of Heidkamp’s mind. His tone was colorless and submissive as he asked “Perhaps your Excellency himself would care to enter the cage and go backward through time, in order to invite this woman to enter your world of wonders as your favorite?”


  The Master started and the cords on his forehead bulged with rage, “Heidkamp! Are you a traitor or are you a fool? You would pay dearly for this treacherous proposal if I did not need your brain to carry forward this work!”


  Heidkamp’s bow was humble. “But, your Excellency, forgive me—I do not understand.”


  “Stupid I” shrilled the Master. “Can you not see that in that old time, where all my power is undreamed of, I would be cut off from my robots, my Guard, my police and my armies? In that village all my power would be naught, and even the mention of it would close me in a madhouse!” At the mere thought the Master’s voice grew high and thin with terror. Almost he abandoned the whole project; yet the thought of the girl with golden hair and fearless eyes returned to him, filling him with eagerness and desire which, jaded by absolute power, he had thought never to feel again. “Lure her to the trap!” he cried. “But if she comes to any harm, you shall repent it in the longest, keenest agony my torturers can devise.”


  Yet the nameless, growing fear grew stronger within the Master as the days crept on and Heidkamp’s experiments progressed. The future could not be foreseen . . . . who could know that the past might not somehow reach darkly toward the Master, and destroy him? Yet the mad passion inspired by the girl in the Time Visor gave him no rest; it grew too, waxing stronger as Heidkamp’s science gradually placed her nearer to his grasp, and finally this passion outstripped even the Master’s fear. Daily he summoned Heidkamp to the visiscreen, threatened him anew with endless torture if he should fail, and heard with satisfaction Heidkamp’s story of progress. For the genius of the Technician, rising to the monstrous demands made upon it by the Master, was actually bringing to. pass the miracle which he had commanded.


  When on the 28th day of the allotted thirty Heidkamp reported that all was in readiness, the Master prepared to leave his lofty haven for the first time in many months. For this expedition he chose to be accompanied by the robots, rather than by the brutal Guard; and lest a half mile of steel and glass and air should too much intervene between his thoughts and the telepathic amplifier-converter, he had two of the robots carry it between them. These two went into the elevator, but before following them, the Master walked slowly around his eyrie, appraising what he saw, and beyond that, the distances unseen.


  He had taken over from the Pacifist Democrats their plans for the rebirth of a world destroyed by war, and he congratulated himself that he had achieved beyond their dreams. Fair indeed was this great city, rising in miles of mighty windowed ramparts along the western bank of the purple Hudson, and fair indeed were a thousand lesser cities, set like jewels around the healing earth. And the vast fruitful farms and terraced orchards, dotted with placid lakes and webbed by shining canals, stretching to the north to break at last against the desolate shell torn slopes of the Highlands, and to the west into the cauldron of the sunset, these were things of wonder and beauty too. But for all his building and possession of this vast achievement, the Master knew that nowhere beneath that darkening sky could he count a single friend, or any person loyal except thru fear or greed. And as he turned away, he saw the crimson of the west spread over the whole dome of the heavens like a great flame, and the city and the landscape seemed to flow with blood. With a deep foreboding he shuddered into the elevator, bidding two more robots after him, and rocketlike they plummeted into the depths of the great building, in the safe and familiar light of the phosphene ceiling.


  Soft as a breath the swift car came to rest at the level of the upper vaults, and into the blue lighted corridor issued the strange procession—four strange creatures beyond any man’s imaginings, whose very presence made the air electric with menace; two of them bearing the glittering thing that gave them life, the irreplaceable telepath whose structure was known to the Master and to no other living man, and within the shelter of their square walked the puissant owner of the world, quick with desire for the woman he hoped to resurrect from the forgotten dead, but still fearful in the memory of the bright flame of the sky and the city drenched in blood. He remembered now that as he had first seen the girl, the heavens had unleashed upon him that great storm, quivering with a concentration of the hate that always subtly beat upon him, and he wondered whether the old gods still lived, and had shown him then a sign and now another sign.


  “Perhaps,” he thought “I should turn back, lest I and my great destiny should be trapped and lost in the dimness of these vaults and the enticements of the past, So that I might never again took forth upon the planet that lies crushed beneath my will, or behold the great cold space of twinkling suns that yet may feel my power. But no, this is weakness, for the past is mine as well as the future, and this woman shall be but the first tribute I shall exact.”


  Thus fixed in his determination, he came to the laboratory, where Heidkamp stood alone and tense among the fantastic trappings of his science. In the center of the room was a great cylinder of softly glowing Orange, on the warm surface of which danced flecks of silver light. This was the mold into which the whining generators, banked tier on tier in the further shadows, were pouring dissonances to be flung across the incredible emptiness of timelessness to snatch back a living prize. Upon its side an insulated handle stood out sharp and black, and around it a faint suggestion of a door showed thru the radiance.


  No spark of hatred showed in Heidkamp’s eyes as he saluted. “Your Excellency has arrived within three minutes of the time when the Ronferth potential will be at maximum. You will observe on the right a visiscreen connected thru a time visor so as to show the house and its surroundings. Upon the steps sits the girl whom you desire. She is waiting tor her escort. I have drawn this black circle upon the screen itself, to show where the trap will be sprung.”


  “And how will you lure her to the trap?”


  “I have taken advantage of your Excellency’s authority to obtain from the museums diamonds and other gems that were highly esteemed in her time. Upon the floor of this cylinder I have placed a heap of these, which will he carried backward with the force screen and appear upon her lawn as the trap is set. Unless women were far different then than now, she will come to this glittering bait, penetrating the force screen that will be invisible and harmless while at rest, and then we shall pull the screen and the; woman back together, so that she shall await the Master’s pleasure within this glowing sell.”


  The Master licked his lips as he watched through the screen the lovely, oblivious face of the girl from bygone ages. Yet there remained a doubt. “Heidkamp,” he said abruptly, “you have planned well and built skillfully, but I fear that all is not well, and that we perhaps tamper with forces that may rise up and destroy me. If you have any faint doubt of the safety of all this strange machinery, that Director Melsit himself cannot entirely vouch for, speak new, and you may have more time to make sure. But if you are sure, and carry me forward to success, you shall share my power and be heir to all of it. Think well, for this is a price that malice or disloyalty cannot offer.”


  “Your Excellency, I am your loyal and careful servant, the potential is at its peak, the bait is within the trap, and I await your word to close the switch that begins your conquest of time itself. Shall I proceed?”


  “Close the switch.”


  The whine of the generators died to a whisper, the orange and the silver light sank slowly into the plastics of the cage, as if receding into a measureless depth of water to vanish at last, leaving the surface blank and sombre.


  On the screen appeared clearly the image of the beautiful girl from the America of 1940. She was dressed in blue; she rested her chin on her hand as she waited for her lover to appear, and she seemed to be lost in some vague dream. For a minute she did not look up as, through the magic of Heidkamp’s science, there materialized on the lawn the glittering jewels which were to bait the trap. Then she saw them. Her eyes widened. With a smile which bespoke childlike pleasure rather than greed she jumped up and ran toward the treasure. She came to the edge of the fateful circle, hesitated as if some mystic warning made her pause, and finally stepped within.


  In the laboratory Heidkamp and the Master watched intently, and as soon as she was well within the trap, Heidkamp swiftly opened the master switch and closed two others. The coruscations of light appeared deep within the cage and expanded until the room was again alive with their radiance. Through the time visor there appeared upon the screen the house and path and lawn, but the jewels and the girl had vanished, swept forward into Time.


  Heidkamp, hands shaking as he realized that the miraculous experiment had succeeded, turned the great black handle of the Time Trap and flung wide the door. Within the cell the girl huddled against the far wall, hardly knowing what had befallen her, conscious only of the dizzying sickening shock she had sustained from her transportation into the future.


  An inarticulate cry of joy burst from the lips of the Master. Now his passion for the girl became an avalanche of madness, sweeping away all his fears and cautions. He hurled himself forward into the cage of the Time Trap, reached blindly for the girl, twisted one hand in her golden hair and pulled her toward him. Blanched and shaking, she held up her hands with a pathetic gesture of pleading horror. “Beauty from past ages!” cried the Master hoarsely, and bore down her resistance.


  He had forgotten Heidkamp.


  Quietly, almost reverently, Heidkamp stepped forward, laid his hand upon the door, and closed it. He fingered the master switch, and as he did so, remembered the forces of the New Day, ready to take over power and build at last a true democracy, including all the mechanical glories of the civilization which the Master had erected, with the added crown of peace and freedom and happiness for every man on earth. This he remembered, and he closed the switch.


  The light died back within the cage, and in the circle on the time screen appeared the Master, so forgetful of all else in his struggles to win the lips of the girl that he was not even aware that he was trapped by Time. In his arms the girl struggled desperately, her feet scattering the wondrous gems upon the grass. A roadster stopped before the house with an abrupt jerk, and the girl’s giant lover hurled himself from the driver’s seat and laid a violent hand upon the shoulder of the Master.


  For one long, ecstatic instant Heidkamp could see in the time visor the eyes of the Master, stark with his abrupt, dreadful realization.


  Slowly Heidkamp picked up a long bar of heavy iron, and methodically destroyed the time traveler—first the long spirals of glowing tubes, then the frail and lifeless structure of the empty cage and last the. idling generators, their whispers crashing into silence.


  He ignored the robots, waiting in vigilance for the commands of the Master, commands that now would never come, their frantic urgency lost in Time.


  March 1941


  The Immortal


  Ross Rocklynne


  NIERSON PONTY is gone now, back to Earth. I suppose I’ll never see him again, but he told me a story whose truth was vouched for by the very expressions on his face. Mostly, they were expressions of torment, of hopelessness, of bitter resentment at the fate which has taken from him all that mattered—Naga.


  Now he’s gone back to Earth, but he doesn’t belong there, or anywhere else except on a great ship which slowly circles the Sun. He belongs with Naga, his mate, that ancient, alluring woman whom death will not strike for an unthinkable length of time.


  For those two, and now I, know the cause of death.


  This planetoid I own is a miniature of Earth. It is equipped with the gravitation, flora and fauna of that planet. I was on that planetoid when Nierson Ponty driving on a blind angle through space, landed there, torn by longing and bitter, hopeless memories.


  It was night on my planetoid. I was strumming softly on a guitar. Suddenly I was aware he had entered the room through the open door. He startled me, even frightened me, for I knew that no one besides myself inhabited the tiny asteroid. I thought of pirates, but discarded the thought, for Nierson Ponty did not look like a pirate. My second thought was of sudden pity, for, though Nierson Ponty was an unusually splendid looking man, a fair-haired giant, his eyes reflected the brooding torment in his mind.


  I arose, laying the guitar aside. He looked at me dully.


  “I’m Nierson Ponty,” he said in a low, barely audible voice. “Just landed, saw this light. I was out in space. Flying blind, in fact.”


  I finally urged him to sit down. He sat down, sighed, ran a slow hand across his forehead and eyes, as if he might be trying to wipe away the disturbances in his mind. He brought his head up again, after a while, and smiled faintly.


  “You hesitate to ask questions,” he said.


  “Because I’m too polite for my own good.”


  He laughed softly, and sat straighter.


  “Well, I think I’d like to tell you my story. Talking about it may help.” For a fleeting second an expression of hurt and longing showed in his eyes. It made him seem much older than he was, terribly old, and he looked thirty. Then his deeply blue eyes centered on mine.


  “What do you think causes death?” he said.


  I said, “Man has been trying to find out ever since he realized he was alive. I don’t know. Nobody does. A person grows, matures, goes to old age, senility—”


  “Begging the question,” he broke in. “Senility, then?”


  “Cells break down, have to be rebuilt. That requires a constant supply of energy. Tissues become jaded, worn, finally lose the ability to replace themselves. Fatigue builds poisons—”


  “There you are,” he interrupted; and forthwith launched himself into a strange story:


  TWENTY YEARS AGO, at the age of thirty, I left Earth. This despite the fact that I certainly do not look fifty years of age, which I am. But I did leave Earth about twenty years ago, and you could in some measure verify that statement by inspecting my ship. It must certainly be out of date by this time. Perhaps rockets have gone out. The accelerations they produce are distasteful. Or perhaps you’ve got progressive firing tubes, small charge followed by progressively larger, thus providing a total effect of smoothness. There was talk about them. There was some talk about automatic trajectory charters, too, on the theory that each celestial body emits a characteristic mass radiation. I know I used to wish for something of the kind as I painstakingly charted a path that would take me to my destination. But I never reached that destination.


  Above my instrument board were four screens which, together, afforded a view of the whole celestial sphere. That was by a periscopic arrangement, and magnification was effected by the then newly-invented photo-amplifiers. Though each screen revealed but a single quadrant of the spatial sky, through long practice I had mastered the difficult art of mentally welding the four into one, so that I actually saw the whole light-sprinkled sphere of the heavens in all directions—an eyes-in-the-back-of-the-head effect.


  The Sun was not much larger than when seen from Earth, though the photosphere and corona were naturally etched very clearly against the blackness. I remember seeing Venus as a dazzlingly illumined body in Gemini. And seeming so infinitely far away, and at the same time so near—there is no perspective in space—was Alpha and Proxima Centauri, very plain. And there were thousands of optical doubles, stars which appear to be binaries, but are light-years apart.


  That is the picture of the background through which I moved, and I myself was drowsily content, quite carefree. I had only a slumbering sensation that I must get to my destination on time.


  But I never got there. Here is the powerful influence that kept me from it.


  In my port screen, a portion of the sky containing the constellation Hercules, and parts of those bordering it, were occulted. Now this was not a particularly astounding occurrence, since it might have been a stray asteroid. I switched on the photo-amplifiers, however, and discovered circles of light glowing against the darkness of the somber mass. The dark mass rushed upon me, filling the date.


  It was a drum-shaped cylinder, very large. The circles of lights were ports, about two feet in diameter each, and were lighted for all the world as if the Sim occupied the center of that ship. It was moving at my velocity, though had I continued on my trajectory I would have crashed on its almost perfectly black surface. I swerved my ship, edging on. What was it? Suddenly I was mad with curiosity. Nothing like it had been built during my lifetime.


  For a few moments, I crept back and forth along the vessel’s flank, burning to get inside and discover its origin and occupants, if any. Then, well aware that I had no large amount of extra time at my disposal, I slipped into a spacesuit; first, however, attaching my ship magnetically to the other. I opened the airlock, and five minutes later I was standing atop my ship, looking across at the monster of the skies. And it was a monster. It must have measured five hundred yards across the diameter, and a hundred yards the other way.


  For a long time, I was strangely loathe to move, like a person who sits alone in an empty, creaky house. How it was possible, I don’t know, but I felt something of the strangeness I was to meet before ever I met it. Somehow I knew that ship was not of modern construction. It seemed old, old before Egypt!


  In relation to the stars, it was not rotating at all. (Everything would have been very different if it had been rotating at any notable velocity, I know now.) Thus I had no difficulty in maneuvering from my own ship onto the other, magnetic soles giving me firm, almost too insistent purchase on its metallic flanks.


  With an indescribable reluctance, I approached one of the brilliantly lit ports, and, throwing myself flat, stared in. I saw what appeared to be a hallway, for my straight ahead vision was brought up short against an unadorned wall of gray-white metal about twenty feet high. There were two sources of illumination, both being plates of a translucent substance set flush with what I presume should be called the ceiling.


  Those lights were interesting, for they seemed like pieces of the Sun. It was broad daylight in that corridor. I know now that that effect was gained by running high voltages through mercury vapor. They tried that on Earth a long time ago, but couldn’t seem to make it practical for everyday use.


  For a long time, I just looked, amazed at the implication of what I saw. Then I heard a sound so slight that it might have been termed merely a disturbance of the infinite quiet pervading the deep space in which the stars hung. Perhaps it was just the slight vibration imparted to the ship by the movements of the air through which she came.


  My breath caught in my throat.


  She was white of skin, not a dead white, but a white tinged with the pink of roses. Her features were regular, but not Caucasian. I could not have said from what race she came, but I felt certain that that race was extinct, absorbed into the life-blood of another people. Her figure was splendidly proportioned, like that of a goddess. Her clothing was simple and meager. She wore red and pink cloth sandals held in place by a scarlet ribbon above the ankles. A short length of vivid scarlet cloth depended from her hips, but her breasts were exposed or not exposed, all according to the whim of her long, flowing, metallic yellow hair.


  She was lovely, but then, when I saw her during that first instant, she was somewhat terrible! Her lips were possessed of a perfect curve, but they drooped too much at the corners, as if they had forgotten the function of laughter. But they were red, and her short dress was exactly that color. It was woman’s vanity that made her do that. But why? There was no single person on that ship besides herself.


  It was her eyes which frightened me. In color, they were as shadowy dark and deep as a Moon-crater. They were calm. If they had had the opportunity, they could have been most expressive. But they were not. Something glimmered in them, something awful. It was no supernal wisdom, nor was it an abiding philosophy. It was something else, and I knew what it was. It struck me like a physical blow. It made me sick with pity, and it made me forget everything else.


  It was loneliness, the loneliness of eons of time.


  I knew then that I would never reach my destination. Why? Because I loved her, loved the matchless beauty of her, and pitied the stark loneliness I saw in her eyes.


  I lay there unmoving. She came forward slowly, and her feet did not touch the floor of that hall, nor did they move. There was no gravitation, and the slightest initial momentum could send her the length of the ship. She passed my peep-hole with that set expression of the face, with eyes that looked neither to left nor right. That was natural. She knew every square centimeter of those gray, cheerless walls.


  She passed from sight, and then following her came a robot. None of your standardized robots with their humanized bodies, but a mere machine sprouting tentacles from its box-like structure. And it too passed from sight, following her like a servant ready to anticipate her every need.


  And I lay still, thinking. Then I arose. I walked over the whole surface of the ship, and finally stood on its perimeter, looking down at a slab of metal raised slightly from the surface. There was a knob. I turned it. The slab rose from its resting place, and I went into the cavity it presented, down a steep ramp, and stood in a tiny room, bare save for a shiny metal cylinder connected to tubes disappearing into the wall. The plate above me fell, shutting out starlight. At once, a dim effulgence stole into being above me; one of the Sun-lamps. Guessing the significance of the cylinder, I pressed the button set into its face. A needle quivered along a scale whose measuring standard was unknown to me. Slowly my suit lost its balloon rotundity, then collapsed. There was a good fifteen pounds of pressure in the air-lock. I opened my helmet, breathing good air, and then discarded my suit, letting it lie there. It stayed there for twenty years.


  There was a door, kept closed heretofore by air-pressure on the other side. I pushed it open, crossed a threshold. I heard a whirring, a manifold whining of gears, of pistons, of other unnameable mechanical devices. I looked around, awed beyond words.


  Machines studded the room, its walls, its floors. Strange machines which worked hurriedly, smoothly. I could not describe them; they have no counterpart on Earth, for they were built long before the modern civilization on Earth commenced. But I knew their purpose: the maintenance of living conditions—air, water, warmth, and, I later found, food.


  As I stared, a robot came whizzing through a door. It did not pause, but made a straight path for me. Before me it halted, a single second, then made a circuitous track around me. I supposed that it had photo-sensitive plates which served it in lieu of eyes, it went to the wall, and its tentacles reached into the heart of a machine. There was a ripping of wires. The severed ends came to view and, bewilderingly fast, those tentacles twined and intertwined with a flexibility human arms would never have been capable of. The leads went back, the mechanical turned, whizzed away through the door as if it had a million other things to do.


  I followed it, descended a ramp that spiraled, and debouched into a room containing shelves filled to repletion with tightly rolled scrolls, books, I knew. I didn’t pause, but crossed another threshold. Here were paintings, oils, I presumed. They were too splendidly fine for description. The passing years had not marred the delicate hues of their composition. Alive they were, alive and perfect as the ancient artists had painted them. Clothed in gorgeous yet simple garments, radiating an aura of gentility and graciousness, the people of the portraits did not look dead; and had they stepped from their golden frames, I could not have been surprised.


  I left that room.


  I passed through many rooms. Two or three were large halls, with statuary of noble, colossal beauty laid out in lines of geometric straightness. Other rooms were empty, save for furniture of strange design and exquisite detail. I could only look at them, for beauty becomes revered when it is coupled with age. And ever the sense of antiquity before Egypt or Babylonia or Chaldea rose within me. And all was quiet. Quiet.


  Quiet, that is, until I heard the music. I opened a door, and it drifted in to me. It was wild, but sad, and the tones surged up and down a minor scale, reaching Alpine notes that seemed to quiver away beyond the limit of audition, descending to barely audible moanings.


  I softly opened the door all the way, and entered the room of music. First I saw instruments, fastened to the walls—string, reed, percussion; and others whose means of playing I could not fathom, even had I been of a mind to. Directly opposite me was a meaninglessly smirking human skull, white as snow.


  But now the music was stronger, quick, wild, gloating. Only to one who had experienced terrible emotions was that music possible.


  And it was she.


  I saw her facing me, her head thrown back, revealing the lactescently white column of an ultra-Graecian neck. She stood near a port, and infinite space looked in on her. Her eyes were closed, as her fingers raced over the keyboard of an instrument which likened itself almost exactly to a violin. In her other hand was a bow, very short, dipping and ascending swiftly, drawing itself across strings which I later knew were made from the golden strands of her own hair.


  How long I stood there, drinking in the music, and the perfect beauty of her body, I don’t know. Then it ended. Her eyes, incredibly long-lashed, opened, and they saw me. For awhile we looked at each other, for seconds, while the wild notes fled out from the violin. Then her fingers stopped dead, lost their hold on that ancient instrument. In the air it remained, its resonant drum vibrating a medley of its last tones.


  Her dark eyes, which opened no wider, bore apathetically into mine. There was no light in them. They seemed to turn dull, jaded. Then her lips parted, and words gushed from them, slow words of exquisite tone. She shook her head, slowly, too. Her shoulders fell, and her eyes closed; and then were gushing tears. Slight, jerking sobs shook her body. She turned away.


  She thought I was a phantasm, a dream! I spoke, I don’t know what words, but she turned again at the sound. I went toward her, and for one timeless interval, I looked down into her eyes, and I saw a spark of realization take flame. Suddenly, she seemed to fall toward me; and I gathered her closer in my arms, buried my face in the soft golden mass of her hair. Then she jerked her head up, looked into my eyes. And how bright hers were! Glad eyes, amazed eyes. She reached up from her small height, pulled my head down; and for what seemed years, or of no time at all, our lips met. I, a child in years, and she, unutterably ancient, but exquisite woman.


  Her hands warm on my arms, she pushed herself away. Her eyes were continually widening, brightening, like a variable star, as if she knew an emotion she could not fully grasp. She laughed, a trill of ecstasy. She loved me. How otherwise could it be so? She would have loved the first man who came to her. For she was a woman, and she had been without man for eons of time . . .


  SO I came into my new life, as master of a ship which had been launched I knew not how long ago. I was happy, those first weeks, very happy. But as time drifted on, I began to wonder. Who was she? Where had she come from. How old was she? Even as I held her in my arms, speaking words that were meaningless, oblivious of the robots that swept through the air, tending to their age-old duties of maintenance and repair, I asked myself those questions. And she must have seen the wonder and puzzlement in my face, even as I saw the wonder and puzzlement in hers.


  I knew that here was the most monstrous anachronism ever to exist. I knew that without really being sure.


  She used one word which intrigued me as I tried to learn her language. Pal! Wasn’t that a slang word used centuries ago, and didn’t it roughly mean “friend” ? I think so. I later learned that in her language it meant something to the effect of “love-companion.” It struck me as queer, very queer. But I knew now that that word did not originate in twentieth-century slang.


  My activities were not numerous during those first months, for they were entirely bound up with her. She liked to move. I cannot say walk, for one went places merely by pushing on walls. We would roam for hours at a time over that ship. Up and down, up and down, through the immense quiet. And I understood why she insisted that we move. She had done it for so long. For years and years and years. It was her favorite occupation, though, of course, there was her music. Sometimes, in a gay mood, she would play instrument after instrument. She had had time to master them all. There was a flute, the purest and sweetest and happiest music I have ever heard. There was a large trumpet made of wood which emitted the blood-curdling roar of an angry lion. Other instruments, of wood and porcelain, produced the sound of wind and wave and insects. One instrument was interesting. It was a bleached human skull called the dead-throat. It could imitate anything, including the human voice and other instruments.


  Seldom she touched the violin, and when she did, I wished she would quit. For nothing gay ever came from that violin, and the terrible, aged look always entered her eyes. That music never told of anything but suffering and sorrow, of the death of hopes, of the futility of all things. It was beautiful, but it was unbearable.


  Shall I speak of such things as meals, when we were gods, higher than Olympus? We ate where we wished, when we wished, and that was seldom. I can in all confidence say that often days, and even perhaps weeks passed during which time we never ate at all. The robots would come laden with things that looked and tasted like fruits, vegetables, and sweets. But they were not. They were synthetic, wrought from the heart of cold machines.


  Then I knew her language. I had been learning it all along, in that dream-ship of love and beauty, of hoary old age. While Earth lived its painfully complex life, I was living in happiness scarcely interrupted, learning an ancient, dead language.


  I knew her name. It was Naga.


  It was no small amount of courage which made me question her, for sometimes there are questions whose answers it would be best for us never to know.


  Her brows contracted in a frown, as she swung her eyes to mine.


  “Who am I? Nierson,” she said soberly, “your question has the implication that I am not human—or something else.” She came very close, and from there looked at me searchingly. “I have seen a strange awe in you, as if I were not only your Naga, who loves you so fiercely, but something else. Do not protest. Nierson,” she whispered, “I know there are other women. I have read that in the books. But I have never seen them! Are they different from me, from your Naga?”


  A lump caught in my throat, an emotion of pity that I could not throttle. I could only look wordlessly at her, held speechless by the blackness of her eyes, by the long train of years heaped in them.


  “Tell me,” she whispered fiercely; then suddenly looked away, shoulders drooping. “It must be that I am different. I seem to have been alone forever! It seems so long. I cannot remember my father’s face!”


  I stroked her satin-smooth cheek. “Hush, Naga, of course you cannot remember your father’s face. You were a child when he died?”


  “I was a child when he died,” she replied, her eyes appearing to turn about, delving into the recesses of dim, clouded memories. There was an explosion. I remember the explosion very vividly. It was not loud. A puff of red light. And when it ended, he was not there.


  “That was long ago. It seems much longer than it should be. I have read books, and never did a human life seem so dreadfully drawn-out as mine.”


  I suddenly took her arms in my hands, held her closely against me. I said slowly, “What was your country, Naga?”


  Her lips formed the word slowly, too, as if certain realizations were crystallizing. “Mu.”


  My heart shuddered to a stop, then raced on. I felt a sickening pain in my throat, or in my mind, I know not which. I held her tight to me, not daring to show my feelings, to speak my thoughts. But she must have guessed something of what went on in my mind, for she wrenched away from me, shrank back, and it was shame that I saw in her glorious eyes. I said nothing at all, but drew her to me again, and kissed the apprehension from her face. But even as I did so, I was thinking. Mu! Was not that the name of a continent which sank thousands of years ago? I think it was, but exactly how long I do not want to know.


  And she, Naga, had been born long before the passing of Mu, though she did not know it. She had supposed herself to be living a natural span of years, and though she undoubtedly knew in terms of numbers of years the length of an average lifetime, how could she know what a year was?


  She had had no means, or knew none, of measuring the passage of time, but she had felt the drag of it.


  “Naga,” I said softly, “tell me everything, all you can remember. Of your father and this ship.”


  But she was silent. I could see the terrible thoughts revolving beneath her eyes. I could see her skin losing color by degrees.


  Then she faced me, and every muscle in her body was tensed.


  “You did not speak my language,” she whispered. “There was no language at the time of Mu. You did not know of this ship, which my father built; yet everyone in the world knew of it. Therefore, it has passed from the minds of men, and Mu has passed from the minds of men. And only time could effect that awful thing.


  “I remember stories of rumbling far down in the bowels of Mu; and wise men prophesied Mu’s passing. So Mu has sunk.” Slowly her lips framed a silent phrase: “Thousands of years,” and she watched my face, searching it for some negation. But I could say nothing, I could only affirm her unvoiced words with pitying eyes that could not deny.


  She recoiled as at a physical blow. “Thousands,” she murmured. Panic darted into her widening eyes. “Nierson, no woman—”


  She turned away from me. She mechanically pushed against the wall, and went floating swiftly away without me. But I saw her face before she turned her back, and it was deathly white. All that day I followed her, keeping where she could not see me. For hours and hours I followed her, up and down ramps, through the whole ship, and always she floated along, her body stiff, as if she were in a trance of horror, and finally she entered her room, a room upon the walls of which were tattered mementoes of her childhood, dreadfully old looking things that must have been dolls. There was a mirror opposite the door, but it shone with a perfect luster, the ages not having affected it at all.


  A robot came darting in above my shoulders, watching her, and when she undressed and walked toward a niche set into the wall, the robot pressed a button. Water under pressure leaped out. Automatically, as if following a custom long instilled into her, she bathed. Most of the waste water was sucked to the water refiner in the upper section of the ship, but that which remained in the air as little globules formed by surface tension was slowly wafted toward, and swallowed up by, a ventilator grating. She propelled herself then to a device which exhaled warm air. Dry, she simply closed her eyes, and was asleep. There is no softer cushion, for those who are used to it, than the air of a gravitationless ship. I left her, then, and went to my own quarters where I also slept.


  When I awoke, Naga was bending over me, and her metallic hair brushed my eyes. She was smiling, her eyes asking an unspoken question. I took her in my arms, and told her then that nothing mattered at all, but that I had her. And that was the truth. I had forgotten Earth, had forgotten everything; and the reason for my being in space at all was nebulous. I had started out from Earth, to save my fortune; and now that it was gone, I didn’t care in the least. For I had Naga, and though she was the oldest woman ever to live, she was all that mattered.


  Yes, it was easy to say that, that I would forget the unnatural length of her life. But the question, continually bothersome, stayed with me for almost twenty years. And when I did find the explanation, it was so simple that it was breathtaking. But that comes later.


  I began to inspect the ship, its magnificent art galleries, its machines. The power plant was interesting, but its principle was incomprehensible both to me and to Naga. What was the power source?


  “He took energy from space itself,” she said.


  “Cosmic rays?”


  “Not that,” she answered, puckering her brows. “There is a radiation the source of which my father never discovered. It does not come from the Sun. Nor does it seem to originate in the stars. It comes in great pulses, like the beat of a heart, and it seems as if it is born from emptiness itself. Father said it was the building matter of the universe, the ultimate mother of everything that is. It marks the transition from nothing to something. But he alone could explain that. I only know that matter is a manifestation, and only a mind such as my father’s could say further than that.”


  Mars had been the ship’s original destination, I gathered from Naga, and her father, anticipating a lengthy transit of the space between the planets, had built his ship accordingly, loading it down with his own personal belongings, and the culture of the whole world in addition. But he never reached Mars. Something had gone wrong with the driving equipment, the explosion which accounted for her father. And so the ship had stayed in space, finally forming an orbit around the Sun.


  “And I have been here with my robots since that time,” she shuddered. “Terrible, long years.”


  But how many terrible, long years? It must have been thousands, but how? Why had Naga not fallen heir to man’s invincible enemy? That was a question. I did not know till later, about the time I noticed that I myself did not possess the scars that passing years inflict.


  I asked her about Mu.


  “Mu was the birthplace of man,” she answered. “It was the birthplace of all living things, and from Mu life spread to other lands. Over many thousands of years, the peoples of Mu rose from a savage state to a point where they were able to control natural forces. They had flying machines, and swift land cars, and an abundance of energy direct from the Sun. Government was tenuous, for the people of Mu were in little need of governing. It was truly a great civilization.”


  “It’s all gone, now, Naga. Modern man has only begun to conquer his world. When Mu sank, he had to start over again.”


  Her face became a little strained. The terrible thoughts were revolving in her head again.


  “There is so much time in eternity,” she whispered, and it was a double allusion, I knew. She was thinking again of the long years ahead of her, and she was afraid of them . . .


  WE were happy. In common with every moonstruck lad on Earth, I can truthfully say that she was different. One does not have to argue that point. But I lost her, and it was neither my fault nor hers.


  The long years passed, and our ship slowly encircled the Sun.


  During those years, we had many occupations. The most enjoyable was moving; I had caught that strange disease from her. For hours and hours at a time, we would move slowly through the ship, sometimes pausing and tracing the paths of innumerable scratches on the walls, Naga at times being able to relate the exact origin of some, however faint they might be. And that was not incredible, for on that ship, where there were no events of importance, our ideas of events of importance were placed on a relative scale; and the infliction of a mere scratch on a wall was not negligible. And I began to see why she insisted that we shun certain sections or rooms for several years at a time. For, when the day of exploration rolled around, it was like discovering a new world. Those were moments of sheerest happiness, when we thrust open the lids of chests which we just dimly remembered having seen before; the same pleasure that people get from looking at old picture albums.


  I read some of those old scrolls in the library. I learned so many things. It’s impossible to tell all I did learn.


  Yes, that life was very beautiful, but it ended, and I saw the signs. That was in the latter part of my stay with Naga.


  We stood near a port, wordlessly staring at the perspectiveness panorama which is space.


  “One of those bright lights is Earth,” I pointed out.


  She met my eyes, and hers were troubled.


  “Did you want to go, Nierson?”


  I told her I thought she might want to see her native world, but she shook her head slowly, and seemed to shudder. “I cannot bear the thought of that many people around me,” she said lowly. “It is maddening, Nierson. These years in space have done something to me. I do not know what it is, but sometimes I feel that I have grown another instinct as powerful as some others. The instinct to be—alone.”


  She looked up at me swiftly, then away as quickly. I could only stare at her, when I heard that. I could say nothing. But I felt hollow, wretchedly sick inside.


  That was the beginning, but there were other signs. Sometimes, for hours at a time, I could not find her. She would be elsewhere, moving about the ship. Once I saw her, floating across a room. It chilled my blood. She moved along, her eyes out straight, seeing nothing, her arms hanging loosely at her sides, her golden hair fastened about her neck with a scarlet ribbon, a scarlet skirt depending from her slim waist. I looked once, then turned away. I didn’t want to see her eyes.


  Other times, looking for her, I would find her playing that violin-like instrument with its human hair strings. It was ghastly, the tunes she played. There was nothing of human happiness in them.


  Once I went in to her, grasped her hand. “No more,” I cried, and wrenched the instrument from her.


  She trembled, her hands clasping at her breasts. The old ghosts which had risen in her ebon eyes slowly trooped away.


  “Nierson,” she said then, “I hope I shall want you always. But I am afraid—I am afraid.”


  Incidents such as these were like the shudderings that ran through Mu, and presently came up and overwhelmed her. I could do nothing, say nothing, hope for nothing. I could only watch.


  And over and above all brooded that titantic enigma: Why had Naga lived so long?


  I found out.


  I too was not aging. I was no older in mind or body than when I had first found Naga, marooned in the depths of space, her big ship slowly circling the Sun. I thought at first it was some strange machine her father had invented, a radiation that lengthened life. But Naga and I never found such a machine.


  We were reading, poring over ancient scrolls we had “discovered” in a room we had not entered in three years, at least.


  Suddenly Naga gasped, and she was waving something in the air, too excited to speak. I knew what happened immediately. Naga had discovered a book she had never read.


  Now that was something. To discover something new, really new, was to Naga the always longed-for event, something to provide a thrill seldom found in life. A scientist feels it when he isolates a new element, a doctor when he conquers at long last a dreaded disease. Naga felt it now, when she found a book she had never read.


  We sat over this book written by a dead author of Mu, perusing every word, reading and rereading; and we found a certain passage, constructed of the flowery sentences most of the poet-authors of Mu used.


  This is the way it went, as closely as I can remember:


  “Born to live, and born to strive, and born to death only, after all. This is man’s heritage.


  “What use that we attempt these mighty things? What use that we learn? What use our glorious aspirations, that stop not even at the wall of stars in the heavens? What use at all, for that venomous, malignant thing we call death is the great negater of our hopes, finally shall negate our deeds, and our race itself.


  “Where lies this death lurking? What plan conceived it, in what lair does it spawn? Why must it be? Why so inevitable?


  “No man knows.


  “But some men have theorized.


  “Bred into the universe, bred into the very stuff of which it is composed, is death. It stabs from the heart of the electron, on through the shell of the atom, up and out of the molecule, a strange force, not understood, but which men have given a name.


  “It is this force which bows a man’s back, wearies his body, tears down the life cells in irreparable damage; drags at him from the moment of conception, and after birth, and throughout life. There is no more insidious, innocent-seeming thing than that never-ending, life-draining pull which mortals must endure in silence and suffering.


  “It is the pull of the planet. It is this that men call death. It is this that man fights, all unknowing. It is a fight he has never won. It is a fight the pull of the planet, with us always, always wins.


  “And that is death, death ubiquitous and death undefeatable.”


  Well, when we read that, she was silent, lost in thought. Then she looked up, smiling, but in her eyes was something sad and haunting, as if she had acquired a knowledge of events to come. But it was gone, instantly. Her arms crept around my neck.


  “We could be immortal together,” she suggested.


  “Not immortal, Naga,” I said.


  She nodded slowly. “No. Someday I will die. I was a child once, but I have grown, in body and in age. But I do not know why.”


  But I knew. I told her why. And somehow I was glad. Death may be a curse in some ways, but in most it is a blessing compared to odious immortality. I have heard it said, Who wants to live forever? For circumstances, sooner or later, would burden a person with the knowledge that there is nothing new left to see.


  But I knew she would grow toward death, as the thousands of years passed. Why? Because there was a gravitational pull out here in space—the mass of the ship itself.


  Why haven’t we of Earth discovered the principle, since we have been flying in space for a couple centuries now? Well, every space flight is a series of negative and positive accelerations; and acceleration is the most remarkable twin of gravity that there is.


  After that, after Naga knew the truth, and knew that more of those years lay ahead of her, she changed. It was as if she were resigned to some horrible fate, had decided to endure it stoically. That was in the last year, I think.


  Desperately I clutched at happiness gradually escaping. It was useless. Too often she was missing, going on those lonely walks of hers. More frequently I heard the unhappy tones of her music. And most of all, I saw the old somber ghosts troop back into her dark eyes.


  It was heart-rending. The most I could do was to say nothing, to hope it would end.


  It didn’t. It was a disease, a disease which had eaten into her mind, her soul, her flesh. And it was nerve-racking to stand back, helpless.


  Once, very near the end, I caught her in my arms from behind, as she moved along with that unhuman stiffness of body, that rigid expression.


  “Naga,” I whispered, unable to keep the tremor of fear from my voice.


  Her body quivered. Her lips trembled. Tears started from her eyes. Then, with a moan, she flung herself from me.


  I saw her a few hours later. She came up to me, pressed her soft body against mine, and whispered, eyes sad, “Nierson, love me. Love me forever. And I will love you, do not forget.”


  For a while she stayed very near me. And I looked over her head at the stars. I tried to capture some of the calm and peace that they showed. I couldn’t. Naga and I were above people. We were immortals, gods. And now, I knew, the whole glorious episode was drawing to a close. I knew it from then on, though it was unbelievable, a disaster I could not comprehend.


  That was the last time I held her to me. She drew away, and left me alone with my horrible thoughts.


  For a passage of time whose length I do not know, I stayed with her. I wandered around the ship, hardly knowing what I did. Then I heard her morbid music, and almost mad with the intention of breaking that horrid instrument across my knee, I pushed myself into the room.


  She saw me; but the music did not stop. Her eyes were moist mirrors. They seemed to glow, as they had years before, brightening like a variable star. But that was not because of my presence, this time, no.


  We stared at each other, eye to eye, mine as dull as they feel now, hers that ecstatic brightness. The agile fingers of her left hand played over that instrument board strung with strings made of her own golden hair, while her other hand, with the short bow in it, brought forth that throbbing, unearthly music.


  Then she flung the instrument from her. It sailed across the room toward the gray metal wall, but, as Naga had anticipated, a robot leaped from a corner, grasped it with a whipping tentacle, before it could smash itself.


  She came up to me. She smiled, a pleasant movement of her lips that revealed her even white teeth.


  “Good-bye, Nierson,” she said, with all the casualness of a host bidding farewell to a guest. “Good-bye.”


  “Naga,” I whispered hoarsely.


  “It has been lovely, Nierson,” she went on, precisely as if she did not realize the torment I knew. “But now it is over. You understand, don’t you, Nierson? I have lived so long a time, and I have been alone. No one could stand up against all those years, and not be terribly changed. I was so lonely—but I know now it was not an intolerable loneliness. It is a loneliness which cannot be forgotten, for it has bred itself into my mind and body. It had crowded in beside those other human instincts. Now it seems to dominate them.


  “I cannot do anything about it.


  “I must be alone,” she said, monotonously, her ebon eyes steady on mine.


  I held my arms out to her; I felt a steady pressure begin at the base of my brain, enveloping, numbing my whole body.


  Her eyes now seemed to be fastened on something out of sight. She had forgotten me, and what I meant to her, and remembered only some inhuman ecstasy of the mind which no man can comprehend.


  Then her eyes came back again; there were tears trembling on the edge of her lashes.


  “I am very sorry,” she murmured. “Come back, sometime, Nierson. Will you promise me that?”


  “How soon?” I choked.


  “Not for awhile, Nierson. But come back. Please come back.”


  Her eyes grew abruptly dull, and she moved away, the ghost of a dream, and then she was gone.


  And I left that ship, left her with her rooms to explore, her cheerless corridors to traverse, her soulless robots to attend her, and her deathless life.


  For the first time in twenty years (ship-instruments told me that) I went out into space again. I drove on a blind trajectory, hoping there was a sufficiently large meteoroid blocking me. But there wasn’t. And when I saw your planetoid, I had rationalized enough to land.


  NIERSON PONTY finished his story with those words. My planetoid rotates swiftly, and the Sun had risen twice in the telling. Now it was setting again. The slanting rays it shed made dark caverns on his face, and his eyes were lost in shadow. He sat straight enough, and his arms were lying loosely on the arm rests of his chair; but it seemed that all resiliency of spirit had left him. And I did not fully understand why.


  “But she told you to come back!” I urged. “Go on back!”


  “No use.” His expression was strained. “No man could wait that long.”


  “That long?” I echoed.


  “Yes.” He laughed bitterly. “Yes, she told me to come back, but not for ‘awhile’. I know Naga. Only too well she meant it.”


  He looked at me, smiling queerly. “Just how long do you suppose ‘awhile’ is to Naga?”


  The Star of Dreams


  Jack Williamson


  A Mystery of the Spacelanes—the Hellstones—Fabulous—Unbelievable—A Story You Won’t Forget


  MOON-TERROR. (Also, space-slang, gilliesi) A disease common among people living under less than half normal gravity. Recurrent attacks, with intervals of comparative comfort, cause extreme distress. The syndrome includes changes in blood- and brain-pressure, and typical psychopathic symptoms. Early attempts at treatment, by centrifuge, drugs, and surgery of the inner ear, uniformly failed. Recent success has been claimed, however, for the psykinetic technique, developed by Kung, Swedberg, and Haldane. See PSYKINETICS.—Dictionary of Planetary Medicine. University of Mars, 218 C.S.


  The disaster was all Nurse Kane’s fault. So, at least, young Dr. Haldane wanted to tell that glamorous redhead—though he never did. Slight and boyish, Bruce Haldane looked younger than his twenty-four years. But the triumph of psykinetics was already making him famous. A good practise came to his office in New York’s Tri-Planet Tower, and he felt little urge to leave the Earth on any sort of wild goose chase across the void.


  Besides, he didn’t like Mr. Casey’s looks.


  His day’s work was finished, when the stranger came. Alone in his comfortable inner office, he had relaxed and snapped on the news-repeater. The wall screen lit with the image of a doll-faced platinum blond. Her red-nailed hand held up a strange round jewel, that shimmered with spinning rainbow color. The announcer’s crisp voice rattled:


  “Venusian heiress missing! You are looking at an exclusive process reproduction of lovely Zara Carnadon, whose mysterious vanishing has shocked social circles of three planets. Her frantic relatives reported her disappearance today, to Space Police.


  “See the jewel in her fingers! Her desperate father revealed to police that he had recently given her a hellstone—one of those most rare and mysterious of all gems, which he had bought through underworld channels for a reported seven-figure sum.


  “The hell-stone is also gone! The Space Police believe that its multi-million-dollar value may have supplied the motive for the crime. Many, however, will recall the common superstition that these fantastic stones are simply bad luck for their beautiful owners.


  “The Space Police are repeating their frequent warning to would-be purchasers of hell-stones. Their original source is still unknown—though prospectors spurred by dreams of fortune have spent twenty years exploring nearly every foot of every known planet. Efforts to trace the origin of any hell-stone have invariably led back to its purchase from some unidentified underworld character, and no farther.


  “Any dealings with this interplanetary criminal ring, police point out, are dangerous. A good many previous purchasers of hell-stones have vanished, with their jewels. However, so long as these fantastic gems remain the most beautiful and most desired objects in the system, it is likely that this strange traffic and tragic trail of consequences will continue—”


  Dr. Haldane snapped off the repeater. He had never seen a hell-stone. He wasn’t likely to—not with office expenses eating up his income, and most of the system still unconvinced about psykinetics.


  But the mystery fascinated him. He was trained to dig beneath the surface, for ultimate motivations. Why did the hell-stones come only through the underworld? Their unknown seller must be, by now, just about the richest individual in the system. What had he to hide?


  The office communicator buzzed. Haldane pressed the key, and a bright miniature of Madelone Kane’s red head appeared on the tiny screen. Her green eyes were shining with excitement.


  “A Mr. Casey to see you, doc,” her crisp voice reported. “He’s athletic and military and space-burned and terribly fascinating. He doesn’t look the least bit like another gillies patient. But he won’t tell me what he wants.”


  Haldane tried to glare into the twin lenses. But it was hard to glare successfully at Madelone Kane. He gave it up, and his serious blue eyes lit with unvoiced admiration.


  “All right—send your Mr. Romeo in.”


  Mr. Casey was tall and straight and dark, with a thin black line of moustache along his full red lip. In his flowing green synsilk tunic, he looked like a teleview idol.


  “Dr. Haldane!” His voice dripped personality and self-confidence, “I understand that you can cure the gillies? I’m not the patient, of course. But, can you?”


  Haldane didn’t like Casey’s crisp, aggressive manner. He didn’t like the moustache. Especially, he didn’t like the way Casey looked at Madelone Kane, who was waiting at the door.


  “The moon-terror is part of the price we have paid for the conquest of space.” With an effort at professional dignity, Haldane drew up his slightly stooped shoulders. “When we hurl ourselves out of the environment that has shaped our bodies and our minds for millions of years, painful adjustments are necessary.


  “The task of planetary medicine is to assist those adaptations to the conditions of other worlds. I have followed up the pioneer work of my dead teachers, Kung and Swedberg, in developing the psykinetic technique.”


  Haldane nodded, in his best lecture room manner—and ignored the malice in Madelone Kane’s green eyes.


  “Yes—given the patient’s cooperation—I can cure the gillies.”


  “Good,” Casey said briskly. “I’ve a patient for you.”


  “Miss Kane will arrange the appointment.”


  Casey’s dark handsome face looked covertly amused—as if he were entering a personal contest with the slender young doctor, from which he intended to emerge victorious in the eyes of the gorgeous nurse.


  “Unfortunately, doctor,” he said suavely, “you will have to call on the patient.”


  Haldane felt his face turn pink. He made a mental note to try to grow a beard. What was the use of being a famous psykinetologist, when you still blushed like a bashful freshman? His voice quivered:


  “And where is the patient?”


  Casey looked mere amused.


  “I’m not at liberty to tell you. You must come prepared for a space voyage lasting six days each way, besides whatever time you will require for the treatment. Transportation will be furnished for yourself and one assistant.”


  Casey’s dark roving eyes went back to Madelone Kane. She looked startled. Then her fair skin colored slightly. Pleased anticipation began to sparkle in her cool green eyes.


  Alarmed, Haldane caught his breath.


  “I can’t leave New York.”


  Casey smiled.


  “Is it possible, doctor—I heard a rumor—that you’re subject to the gillies, yourself?”


  Haldane looked uneasily at Madelon. Her red lips were demure. But the laughter in her green eyes made him want to slap her. Gulping, he turned back to Casey.


  “I did have the gillies, once,” he said. “A vacation trip to the Moon, when I was a medical student. Kung and Swedberg tried their theories on me. The beginning of psykinetics. My case was the first cure.”


  Madelone’s dancing eyes taunted: maybe.


  “Forgive me, doctor.” Casey’s voice was smooth. “Shall we discuss your fee? The patient is extremely wealthy.


  Estimate your usual income, and he will triple it for the time you are gone. He will insure your life, besides, for any reasonable amount.”


  “My income is adequate.” That was hardly true, but Haldane was getting angry. “I told you—”


  “One moment,” Casey interrupted. “We have another inducement.” His dark limpid eyes went back to Madelon. “That is a hell-stone.”


  The nurse uttered a soft little cry. “Impossible!” Haldane remembered the news telecast he had just heard, about the vanishing of Zara Carnadon and her priceless jewel. He chilled again, to the cold shadow of that sinister mystery. “One of them is worth millions.”


  No longer mocking, Madelone’s eyes were dark with awe.


  “I saw a hell-stone, once.”


  Her wide eyes seemed to stare beyond Haldane, at some vision of utter loveliness.


  “I touched it,” she murmured softly. “Just for a moment. It was a small thing. Bound as a child’s marble, and no larger. But light and color were dancing in it, as if it had been alive. You felt something alive.”


  Her hands came up to the white column of her throat, in a gesture of pain.


  “It was sad—the thing you felt. So beautiful—and yet so terribly sad. The spinning colors of it slowed and changed with sorrow. Because it couldn’t speak to you. Because it was shut up in a hideous prison.


  “The dance of it stopped. All the bright colors went out of it, until only a tired hopeless blue was left. Almost the thing in the jewel was dead. But it wasn’t free—not even to die.”


  Her throat pulsed, as she swallowed against the catch in her voice. The office was suddenly quiet. Tears filled her dark eyes.


  “It was the most beautiful thing I ever saw.”


  The red hair made a splendid cloud about Madelone’s head. She was easily the most beautiful thing Haldane had ever seen. He wanted desperately to earn that offered jewel, and give it to her. But cold alarm tapped his spine.


  He didn’t like Casey, or trust him. He remembered the warning of the Space Police. Whatever had happened to Zara Carnadon and the rest—he wouldn’t put Madelone in that same unknown danger.


  He whispered, “No.”


  Casey began another suave protest, but Madelone said:


  “Wait outside, Mr. Casey. Doe, I want to talk to you.”


  Grinning, as if he knew he had won, Casey went out.


  “Madelone—” Haldane gulped. “I know those stones are very beautiful and precious. I’d like for you to have one. But there’s such a risk—”


  Her green eyes glittered and she caught her breath.


  “Why, doc!” she said softly. “Don’t be an idiot. Did you think I wanted you to give the thing to me? There’s something wrong with you—gillies or not. But remember the foundation you’ve been talking about, to train more men in psykinetics and rid the whole system of the moon-terror.” She patted his shoulder.


  “Of course there’s a risk. But we can sell the jewel for millions—if we really get back with it. Enough to do everything you’ve planned. You won’t have to struggle on alone, while hundreds of thousands who have the gillies don’t even know there is a cure. “It’s worth a risk!”


  Haldane’s eyes filled with tears. He didn’t know what to do. He was suddenly aware of a whole new domain of psychology, outside the field of psykinetics. Inadequately, he seized her hand and pressed it to his lips.


  “Why, doctor!” Her crisp voice broke the moment. “Anyhow, doc, you need a vacation. You took on too much work, when Kung and Swedberg died. You need a rest. And the voyage will give you time to finish your monograph.”


  “All right,” said Haldane. “Tell Casey I’ll go.”


  She opened the door.


  “It’s all settled, Mr. Casey.” Her voice was eager. “When do we leave?” The we made Haldane open his mouth, in sudden apprehension. She had no business sticking her pretty red head into this somehow sinister adventure. He started to protest that he didn’t need to take an assistant. But he shut his mouth again—because he knew Madelone Kane.


  Casey’s voice had a ring of triumph. “My space yacht—the Starbrand—is lying at Berth 280 on the Marsport field. We’re blasting off at midnight—if you and the doctor can be aboard by then.”


  In Madelone Kane’s efficient charge, the legal details of the guaranteed fee, insurance, and passports, were swiftly cleared up. The powerful Bank of Mars proved willing to underwrite Mr. Casey, as a “valued client.”


  But even the bank’s guarantees couldn’t reassure Haldane. He could not quite believe that any medical service could be worth a real hellstone, to anybody. All Madelone’s bubbling enthusiasm couldn’t dispell his apprehensions.


  It was almost midnight when they stepped out of an air-car, on the Long Island space-port. His first glimpse of the Starbrand, standing upright like a strange monument, black against the blue glare of floodlights, chilled him with fresh alarm.


  “Doc!” Madelone’s voice was thrilled. “Isn’t it beautiful?”


  Indeed the tall graceful pillar of the geodesic glider was beautiful. But all the beauty of its sleek, swelling lines spoke of a secret and deadly power. Haldane caught the girl’s arm.


  “Look, Madelone!” His throat was tense. “Pleasure yachts aren’t built like that. It’s a fighting ship. You can see that in every line. Maybe I’m no spaceman myself, but my patients have given me models enough. I know it, Madelone—there’s a geodesic gun under that swell forward.”


  His voice dropped urgently.


  “It’s not too late—please let me go on alone!”


  Her laughter chimed softly, unafraid.


  “Maybe Mr. Casey needs a gun. You know you want me, doc. Suppose you get a touch of the gillies yourself—you look sort of green, already.” Her voice turned sober. “Remember why we’re doing this. To start your Psykinetic Foundation, and wipe out the moon-terror.”


  Her green eyes mocked him again.


  “Besides, I think this mystery is fun.”


  “It’s no fun to be dead.”


  But Haldane followed her toward the yawning air-lock, in the tail of the upended ship. Really, the jewel would mean a great deal. Two hundred years had convinced orthodox medicine that the gillies couldn’t be cured. It was hard for one young man to shake that conviction—there had been too many quacks. But a rich foundation could do it.


  In the cage of the tiny elevator that ran up and down the length of the ship, Casey was waiting for them. He looked trimly military in a gray-and-green uniform. His dark face smiled.


  “Welcome aboard. We blast off in five minutes.”


  “Now, Mr. Casey,” demanded Haldane, “will you tell us where we’re bound?”


  “It’s Captain Kellon, if you please, now that we re aboard.” He smiled again, at Madelone. “Captain Casey Kellon.” A chill of warning came into his voice. “Still, doctor, I can’t tell you where we are going—or permit you to find out. I must require you to hold this case in strict professional confidence. This trip will have to be simply a blank in your life.—Understand?”


  “All right,” Haldane nodded. “A hell-stone is worth that.”


  A brisk silent steward piled baggage into the elevator with them. He touched a button, and the cage started upward. Behind them, the valves clanged. Haldane started—the sound had an unpleasant finality.


  “I must be on the bridge,” Casey Kellon was saying. “The steward will show you your rooms. You should be in your berths when we blast off.” His dark eyes had a stabbing power. “This will be an interesting and profitable voyage—if you just play the game.”


  But what was the game? Wondering, Haldane tried not to shudder. A few moments later, he received another disturbing hint.


  The cage swept them upward, through the levels of the ship. Haldane glimpsed a dark hold, the trim polished cases of the geodesic inflexors, close-packed rows of power-tubes, a spotless galley. Then, as the cage slowed, he saw a circular corridor, and stateroom doors.


  “Casey—Casey!”


  The screaming voice sawed his nerves. A girl in torn synsilk burst out of one of those doors. A tangle of blond hair half covered her tear-streaked doll-face—but it was somehow familiar.


  A white-clad steward followed her out of the room, insisting:


  “You must lie down, Miss, until we blast off.”


  The elevator stopped, on the level above. The corridor that ringed the shaft was richly carpeted, the walls paneled with dark polished Venusian hardwoods. The steward set out the bags. Kellon nodded below, with faint pity on his brown face.


  “My sister,” he said. “An invalid. This is her first voyage, and she seems afraid. It should reassure her, doctor, to learn that you are aboard.” He smiled at Madelone. “Cocktails in the bar on the next deck, after we blast off?”


  “Thank you, Captain,” she cooed. “Certainly.”


  The elevator carried him on up the central shaft, and the steward let Haldane and Madelone into their respective quarters. The rooms were tiny, but luxurious. The doctor flung himself flat on his berth, waiting for the crushing pressure of the launching rockets.


  The warning siren wailed through the ship. In the hush that followed, Haldane wondered if his own case of the gillies was really cured—or would he be shamefully sick, after all, when they reached whatever mysterious moon or minor planet that might be their destination?


  Then something clicked in his brain. That girl’s doll-face! In spite of the tears and the tangled hair, he remembered. He had seen her on the telescreen, that very day. She wasn’t Kellon’s sister. She was Zara Carnadon, the Venusian heiress, who had vanished with her hell-stone!


  Haldane tried to get up from the berth. He wanted to warn Madelone, to get off this sinister ship. But the rockets made a thunder of sound, and the ruthless pressure of acceleration smashed him back against the blankets. Wherever it might take them, the voyage had begun.


  CHAPTER II


  THE bellow of the launching rockets stopped, and that crushing pressure ceased. For an instant the Starbrand hung free, and Haldane felt a sudden illness in his middle. Then the inflexors hummed, replacing the launching rockets with their powerful drive. The steady thrust of acceleration restored his physical comfort, but mental unease still tortured him.


  Shakily, he tapped on Madelone’s door.


  “Why, doc!” Her cool voice laughed at him. “I believe you’re going to have the gillies, after all!”


  He decided not to tell her about Zara Carnadon. He had merely glimpsed the girl. There was a good chance he had been mistaken. If he hadn’t been—well, this wasn’t the time to do anything about it. If Kellon really had the kidnapped heiress and the missing jewel aboard, reckless accusations would be likely to result in immediate violence. Better just keep his eyes open, and wait. He might learn more. If his fears were justified, there might be a chance—


  “I need that drink,” he said. “How do you get the elevator?”


  Madelone pushed a button, at the shaft. Kellon came down, in the cage, and took them to the level above. He went behind the tiny bar, and asked them what they wanted, and mixed the drinks himself. Haldane asked him:


  “Would your sister like to join us?”


  The brown face reflected nothing.


  “Kay’s very shy,” he said. “She doesn’t like strangers.” His glass rang cheerfully against Madelone’s. “Here’s to a very merry voyage!”


  For the doctor, however, it was not a merry voyage.


  The ship, to be sure, was luxurious. The stewards were silently efficient and the food was excellent. Kellon was suavely polite. Madelone seemed to be having a huge good time.


  But Haldane was miserable.


  He had brought the manuscript of his monograph, that was intended to present the complete theory of psykinetics to the medical world. Every day, he tried to work on it. But he found that any useful concentration was quite impossible.


  For one thing, he couldn’t forget the riddle of Haldane’s “sister.” He didn’t see her any more. She never came into the public rooms, and the stewards carried meals to her. Kellon insisted that she was very shy. Haldane saw nothing that he could do about her.


  But he worried.


  And he worried considerably more about Madelone Kane.


  The nurse and Captain Kellon saw a great deal of each other. They were always drinking at the bar or walking the circle of the narrow promenade or dancing in the salon. Kellon guided her down to explore the bowels of the ship. He took her to the bridge—where Haldane wasn’t allowed—to teach her astrogation. He told her exciting anecdotes, of his adventurous and somewhat mysterious past.


  Haldane tried not to quarrel with Madelone.


  He knew that she had a temper to match her red hair, and he respected it. He kept reminding himself that she had come on this rather risky adventure, not for her own advantage, but for him and the foundation. Anyhow, an expert psykinetologist ought to be able, at the very least, to keep on speaking terms with the girl he loves.


  They were five days out, when it happened. Haldane asked her to read a finished chapter of the monograph—he might be able to cure diseases, as she had said, but he could very seldom spell them. Now she told him that Kellon was waiting for her on the bridge.


  “Please, Madelone!” His voice quivered. “Do you have to see so much of him?”


  A warning flashed in her green eyes, but Haldane was too much disturbed to see it. With her chin lifted, she inquired hotly:


  “What’s the matter with Casey?”


  As an expert psykinetologist, Haldane might have remembered that people shut up day after day in space ships had very often quarreled violently, for no good reason they could remember after they landed—when they lived to land. But even the nerves of a psykinetologist can grow ragged, from Earth-sickness, and haunting fear, and the torment of jealousy.


  “There’s plenty the matter with Kellon,” he said. “On his own word—if you’ll just look at those stories of his—he’s an ex-pirate. Or maybe still a pirate! I don’t like his looks. I don’t like the way he acts.”


  “Well, I do,” said Madelone Kane.


  There was more that Haldane could have said. There was his suspicion that Kellon was a kidnapper and a jewel-thief. But Madelone, with her red head high, walked out and left him. Pacing the floor of his tiny cabin—two steps each way—he presently heard dance music on the deck above.


  Muttering impotently, and gnawing his fists, Haldane resolved to apologize. He saw her again at dinner. But she was extremely remote and polite, and Haldane couldn’t bring himself to say anything in Kellon’s presence. After dinner, she and Kellon played cards.


  Haldane sulked in his room.


  He couldn’t blame Madelone. He realized that he must seem very commonplace and boyish, beside the dashing spaceman. He had never learned to dance. He had been too busy to cultivate many of the social arts, or even to let Madelone know that he was falling in love with her.


  Those reflections didn’t make him happy.


  As the inflexors hummed the days away, and unmeasured millions of miles, Haldane had tried to form some idea of the Starbrand’s course. Questions were forbidden, and he was bound by professional ethics. But there was nothing to prevent a private guess.


  Watching from the view-ports on the narrow promenade, he could see that they were leaving the Sun behind. It contracted to a tiny disk. The inner planets vanished beside it. He attempted a sort of dead reckoning, based on estimated speed and direction. But he had neither instruments nor knowledge to take accurate bearings. He was sure, from the confusing way that the tiny points of Jupiter and Saturn swung about in the gulf beyond the sun, that the ship had repeatedly changed its course. He knew that these modern geodesic inflexors could give a far higher effective acceleration than the passengers would feel.


  He gave it up. He didn’t know where the ship was going—except that it was somewhere in the little-known fringes of the system. He felt lost, in the cold cosmic waste of remote stars and empty darkness.


  At last, that night, Haldane went to sleep. He dreamed that he was back on Earth—in the immaculate new laboratory of the Psykinetic Foundation. He was running after Madelone, to tell her he was sorry they had quarreled. She fled from him, laughing, and called back that Casey Kellon was waiting to give her a necklace of hell-stones.


  Then the splendid new building crumbled about them. A terrible chasm cleft the Earth, between them. Madelone was frightened, and called to him. Trying to reach her, he dropped into that black and bottomless pit. He fell, vertiginously. He went on falling.


  Horror woke him.


  Weightless, he had floated off the bunk. His frantic hands were clutching at the blankets. His body was tense and quivering and chilled with sweat of terror. With a hoarse laugh at himself, he caught the rail beside the bunk.


  He knew what had happened. The Starbrand had merely stopped acceleration, robbing him of the illusion of weight. He had suffered the beginning of a very nice attack of the gillies. That was just the way he had felt, that time on the Moon.


  Kellon’s voice rasped from the wall-speaker:


  “Attention, passengers! We’re maneuvering to land. The motion will be uncomfortable, unless you are strapped in your berths.”


  It was uncomfortable. The inflexors hummed for a moment, and then were silent again. The rockets boomed repeatedly, spinning the ship this way and that. Haldane’s stomach felt queasy. That unconscious racial terror of weightlessness wasn’t easy to conquer—not even with the modern mental surgery of psykinetics.


  At last the ship swayed and bounced deliberately on her landing stanchions, and was still. Haldane sat up, and the motion lifted him off the bunk. He floated gently back. He knew that the Starbrand had landed—on an extremely tiny world. No wonder somebody had the gillies, here!


  Magnetic sandals clicked outside. Haldane opened the door. Captain Kellon, smiling suavely, handed him a pair of metal-soled footgear, and a weighted belt.


  “Doctor, we’re on Veron.” His voice had a cold ring of warning. “You won’t find it on any space-chart, and I remind you that you must wipe it out of your mind, when you are gone.”


  His hard brown face smiled again.


  “Put on these, and I’ll take you off to see the patient. I can tell you now that his name is Vero Brand. He is my employer, and the owner of Veron. Those facts, too, you must forget when you are gone.”


  “Of course,” muttered Haldane.


  He didn’t like the relish with which Kellon uttered that phrase: when you are gone.


  Madelone opened her own door, across the tiny hall. It seemed to Haldane that she looked a little ill. But her red head was high, and she spoke to him very politely. Kellon gave her sandals and belt, and the elevator dropped them into the air-lock. They stepped down from the side valve, upon Veron.


  “Oh!” Madelone stumbled, caught Kellon’s hand. “It’s such a grand adventure, Casey. I can’t quite believe it.”


  Haldane turned away from them, angry at himself. He filled his lungs with the clean cold oxygen, and looked about with a watchful and astonished interest.


  The Starbrand stood upright on a small field—and this worldlet was so tiny that every edge of the field was a horizon. The sky was a pale bowl of shimmering violet. That strange light was the fluorescence of the Chardion field—the envelope of electronic vibration that contained the artificial atmosphere, that the feeble gravity of Veron was too weak to hold.


  Other ships, like round tapered metal pillars, made a row down the field. Three small freighters, battered and oxide-stained. Another yacht, the Sunbrand, sleek and deadly-looking as the Starbrand. Two slender black space chasers—undisguised fighting ships. Guards in gray-and-green walked beside them.


  Magnetic soles clicking on a path of flexible expanded metal, Kellon led them toward the edge of the field. A squat gray turret came into view. Haldane knew that great geodesic rifles waited there, ready to spit tons of death and demolition far across space.


  He shivered.


  Who was Vero Brand?


  They came to the edge of the field. Holding Kellon’s hand, Madelone caught her breath. Her red lips were parted with wonderment, and her green eyes were dark again. Softly she whispered:


  “This—all this is beautiful.”


  Once, Haldane knew, Veron must have been stark and bare and ugly. A mere half-mile rock, it was too tiny for gravitation to have rounded any harsh jutting pinnacle. But science had cloaked it with the Chardion field, and clothed it with pure loveliness.


  Blue water turned hollows into crystal lakes. Terrace-gardens were luminous with blooms. Every sharp cliff was softened with its blanket of blue-flowering crimson Martian moss.


  “The Chardion field is toned to serve as an energy-trip,” Kellon commented. “That keeps up the temperature. Also, the light-absorption makes Veron almost invisible.” Again, warning rang hard in his voice. “Any passing ship would be far within the range of the guns, long before we could be discovered.”


  He led them forward again.


  “There are elevator tubes cut through the rock,” he told them. “But it isn’t far to walk, and I want you to see Veron.”


  They crossed another near horizon. Madelone stopped them, with a little breathless cry. Ahead lay a little blue lake, rimmed with gardens and mossy cliffs. In the center of it was an island, reached by a fairy bridge. On the island stood a fairy palace. Its spires and towers were jewel-like plastics, luminous and exquisite. The building was mirrored queerly in the still convexity of the lake.


  “It’s so lovely!” Tears filled her eyes. “I can’t quite believe it.”


  “Mr. Brand’s house,” Kellon said. “You’re to stay here while his treatment is in progress. Quarters will be ready for you.”


  Their sandals clicked across the bridge. Servants in gray-and-green, as silent and efficient as the Starbrand’s stewards, were ready to welcome them. Haldane was ushered into a spacious suite, of appalling magnificence. His one rather battered bag had already come from the ship, and he thought it looked grotesquely out of place here.


  “Madelone,” Haldane asked, in the spacious hall between their doors, “may I speak to you, alone?”


  He thought she looked a little ill. He wanted to beg her to forgive him for the quarrel, and to ask if he could help her. She nodded, the red head still proudly high. But Kellon broke in:


  “I’m afraid you have no time, now, doctor. Mr. Brand wants you to come to his laboratory, right away. It is imperative.” He turned to Madelone. “While the doctor’s busy, may I show you Veron?”


  Her green eyes glittered maliciously at Haldane.


  “I’d be delighted, Casey.”


  “Good,” Casey Kellon said. “HI be back in half an hour.”


  She turned away. Suddenly, from her pallor, Haldane was sure she had just a touch of the gillies. Well, it served her right. But he was going to make friends as soon as he could, if she made him crawl on his knees.


  “Come, doctor,” Kellon said suavely.


  They clicked out of the fantastic palace, and back across the fragile, jeweled bridge. The tall brown spaceman led Haldane over another close horizon, and the doctor caught his breath.


  In the midst of a broad green lawn, under the shimmering violet sky, stood precisely the sort of building he had planned for the Psykinetic Foundation. A white-walled laboratory, simple and spacious and clean.


  A metal walk brought them to the door. Two guards, in the now-familiar gray-and-green of Mr. Brand’s retainers, saluted Kellon and let them in. They sat down, in a simple waiting room. After five minutes, a thin pale man entered nervously.


  “Mr. Brand,” said Kellon. “Dr. Haldane.”


  Vero Brand looked frail and ill, in his white laboratory apron. His highcheeked face was narrow and arrogant. His dark piercing eyes stabbed at Haldane. They were hollowed with suffering, haunted. Haldane pitied the man—yet wondered if he really deserved pity.


  “You may go, Casey.” His voice was rasping and high. “I’ll talk to the doctor alone.”


  Casey went out silently, smiling. Haldane tried to forget that he was going back to Madelone. Vero Brand gestured nervously for the doctor to sit down again. He walked restlessly across the room, lit a cigarette, crushed it out. His haunted eyes came back to Haldane, suspiciously searching. His harsh voice grated:


  “Can you cure me, doctor?”


  “If you will cooperate,” Haldane said. “Though it would have been simpler, on Earth.”


  “I can’t leave Veron,” rasped Brand. “I dare not!”


  Again he clicked jerkily across the room.


  “Won’t you sit down?” Haldane urged. “Just tell me about yourself?”


  Brand sat nervously on the edge of a chair.


  “I’ve suffered from the gillies for twenty years—ever since I came to space.” His voice was husky with pain. “The attacks are always worse. Nobody can understand the agony I go through. I’ve experimented with quacks enough.” His hollow eyes had an angry glint. “But if you can help me, I’ll submit to drugs, surgery, anything.”


  His thin pale face was eager.


  “What is your treatment, doctor?


  “Psykinetics,” Haldane told him, “is a modern specialized development, based upon the old Freudian technique of psychoanalysis. In my view, the moon-terror is simply a peculiar psychosis. Naturally, physical methods, such as drugs and operations and centrifuges, have failed to relieve a disease that is mental.”


  “Eh?” Brand looked puzzled.


  “You see,” Haldane explained, “for millions of years, during the evolution of our ancestors on Earth, they were never free of the sensation of weight except when they were falling. Most falls had a painful ending.


  “When one individual falls, and Is injured, a conditioned reflex is established. But a million generations developed that simple fear-reflex, into a racial complex. The old behaviorists discovered, centuries ago, that falling is one of the only two things that can frighten a newborn baby.


  “Now, here on Veron, you are virtually weightless all the time—which means that you continually experience that old kinaesthetic sense of falling. Here, of course, there is no real danger of a painful impact. Normally, the conscious mind, realizing that, is able to suppress that racial dread effectively.


  “Sometimes, however, that old fear breaks through. Somehow, an individual is unable to defend himself from that ancestral, indwelling terror. The result in a case of the gillies.”


  “You mean—” Brand stuttered angrily. “You mean—that I—?”


  Haldane nodded soberly.


  “This is the theory of psykinetics,” he said. “Your mind is simply unwilling to reject that old fear. You are using it, instead, for a sort of whip, to punish yourself for some crime in your past—or for something, at least, that seems to you a crime.


  “The thing may have happened when you were four years old. It may be absolutely trivial. But the only way that you can be cured is to expose that buried conflict to the logic of consciousness. You must find that old hatred of yourself, and vanquish it.” Brand’s thin white nostrils dilated to an angry breath.


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Just tell me about yourself,” Haldane urged. “The technique of psykinetics makes the process a good deal quicker and easier than psychoanalysis used to be. I’ll make the necessary suggestions, as we go along. Now, just tell me what is in your mind. You must learn to associate feelings and ideas. Just—tell me.”


  Brand rose abruptly.


  “I can’t do that.” His narrow face twitched, and his harsh voice shook. “There are things that I can’t tell anybody.”


  “You can tell me,” Haldane protested. “It’s those bottled-up things—the things you feel guilty about—that are making you ill. I must remind you that my professional ethics guard everything you tell me.”


  The thin man made a wild, despairing gesture. His white, hollow face was twisted with suffering. Perspiration beaded it. His voice was choked and hoarse.


  “Perhaps ether people can tell you everything. But I can’t, doctor. Why do you think I have to hide myself on an invisible rock, miles from the nearest inhabited planet? Why do you think I need forts to guard my life, and a space fleet.”


  His laugh was a shrill, bitter rasp. “Professional confidence, eh? That wouldn’t mean a thing, if you knew. You would turn against me, with the rest. You would use my own secrets, to destroy me.”


  Haldane stood up, urgently.


  “Listen to me, Brand. I can see that you have wealth and power and real ability. But all of them won’t help you, if you destroy yourself. That’s what you’re doing. I can see how far you’ve gone. You have a few months more. Then your mind will break—of your body—it doesn’t matter.


  “If you don’t let me help you, Brand, you’re—finished.”


  The sick man clenched his thin white fists.


  “Get away from me,” he choked. “I sent for you to cure me—not to pry into my secrets with your damned lying tricks.” His voice rose shrilly, cracked. “You can go back. I don’t want you here.”


  “You are paying me a very large fee to come here,” Haldane reminded him. “The payment is guaranteed, whether I am able to cure you or not. It would be foolish not to take advantage—”


  “You’ll be paid.” Brand gestured violently toward the door. “Now get out! One of my freighters is blasting off for Mars, tonight. Kellon will give you your hell-stone, and see that you are safe aboard.


  “Now, get—”


  Brand’s voice was choked off. The threatening gesture froze. His narrow face went lividly pale. Agony twisted it, and his rolling eyes dilated hideously. He uttered a dry, gasping shriek. The weighted belt dragged his shuddering body to the floor. He snatched frantically at the leg of a desk, as if afraid he would fall out of the room.


  He had the gillies.


  CHAPTER III


  A DOOR burst open. Two men in white brought a stretcher into the room. They lifted upon it the sobbing, screaming thing that was Vero Brand, and strapped down the jerking limbs. They carried the stretcher away. One of them looked back at Haldane with sardonic eyes.


  “So you’re the great psykinetologist?” he said. “You can cure the gillies?”


  The closing door shut out the sounds of Brand’s agony.


  A little ill himself, Haldane walked out of the laboratory, back into the cold violet light of the Chardion field. The fantastic rugged landscape had lost all its eerie beauty. It was merely strange. The nearness of the horizon was somehow frightening. He couldn’t escape a dim mad nagging fear that he would fall off Veron.


  A guard followed him, on clicking sandals.


  “Your guide, doctor,” he said respectfully. “By Mr. Brand’s order. Do you want to see Veron?”


  Perhaps he was a guide, but he was also a keeper.


  “Take me back to my rooms,” Haldane said. “I want to see Miss Kane.”


  But Madelone had already gone, with Kellon. Haldane waited for her, fighting a dim but growing alarm. The luxury of the castle on the lake, and all the wonders of Veron, meant nothing to him. He tried to get the guard to take him to Madelone, or to carry a message to her.


  “My orders don’t include that, doctor.”


  Haldane urged and begged and questioned him, in vain. More and more, he felt that he was a helpless prisoner. At last—when he knew it must be almost blasting time, for the freighter—there was a rap on the door. He ran to answer, hoping that it might be Madelone. Kellon entered, alone.


  “Dr. Haldane,” he said stiffly, “Mr. Brand is a man of his word. Despite your failure, he has ordered me to give you the hell-stone you were promised. Here it is.”


  He held out a little black jewel-box. Mechanically, Haldane accepted it. He opened it, and an involuntary cry of admiration escaped his lips.


  “Do you like it?” Kellon’s voice had a suave, maddening mockery. “The name of it is the Star of Dreams.”


  The jewel, against the black velvet, was a drop of living, incredible light. A little crystal sphere, no larger than the end of his thumb. But the dancing color and splendor within it somehow filled his eyes with tears.


  “Madelone,” he whispered, “will love it.”


  Queer, how the jewel made him think of Madelone. The red sparks that danced in the bright tiny globe were suddenly the red of her hair. The emerald flecks were the green of her eyes. He saw her lips in the wings of red, her fair skin in the moon-white shadows.


  “She must see it.” He snapped the box shut, and looked into Kellon’s hard brown face. Alarm choked him. He tried to swallow it. “Where—where is Madelone?”


  Kellon’s smooth face held a secret triumph.


  “I’ve brought you a message from her,” he said suavely. “She has decided to remain on Veron. She must like our little world, because she has promised to marry me. She asked me to bring you her farewells.”


  Haldane gulped incredulously. Perhaps they had quarreled. Perhaps he had been jealous and unjust. After all, any woman might prefer a dashing spaceman to a struggling doctor, and the strange luxury of Veron to a suburban bungalow. But it wasn’t like Madelone, not to tell him so herself.


  “I don’t believe it,” he blurted.


  “What you believe is no longer important.” Kellon’s voice rang cold with undisguised dislike. “You have the hell-stone, and that’s what you came for. The freighter Moonbrand is blasting off in fifteen minutes. I’ll escort you aboard.”


  Haldane caught his breath.


  “I won’t go—not until I’ve talked with Madelone.”


  Kellon said nothing. He merely made an amused hard smile, and let his steady, space-burned hand drop toward the bright ion-gun at his belt. He nodded toward the door.


  Haldane felt sick inside. But there was nothing he could do. He had trained himself to conquer the secret terrors of the mind. But he wasn’t fitted to deal with hard fists and flaming jets and the savage law of space. He picked up his bag, and walked obediently ahead of Kellon.


  An elevator dropped them out of the palace, through the heart of Veron, to the space port. Haldane stumbled unwillingly into the Moonbrand’s air-lock. A blue-jowled, sloppy looking fat man was waiting there.


  “Captain Roe,” Kellon told him, “this is Dr. Haldane. You have your orders.” He turned to Haldane. “Captain Roe will take you to Mars. My suggestion, doctor, is to keep to your cabin and mind your own business.”


  The valves clanged. The elevator lifted, to the gloomy passenger deck. A cowed, hungry-looking cabin boy showed Haldane to a dingy, cramped cubicle. The blasting-siren wailed, and Haldane lay down on the hard narrow bunk.


  Booming rockets hurled the Moonbrand into space. Inflexors hummed, driving her away from the strange, invisible rock named Veron. Haldane sat up on the bunk. He felt weak and ill. He was tortured with an agony of doubt.


  Had Kellon told the truth?


  Had Madelone stayed behind, of her own free will? This dirty little room, the sodden blankets, the stale damp air reeking with soured human odors—all made a strange contrast to the splendid luxury of Veron. No, he couldn’t blame Madelone, for her choice.


  But still it wasn’t like her, not to say goodby.


  He opened the little black box. The Star of Dreams transformed the room. It banished the odors from the air, and the spots from the metal walls, and the soggy chill of the blankets.


  A drop of living light. How could anything so tiny hold such perfect beauty—such haunting and somehow terrible beauty? His throat ached. Tears dimmed his vision of it.


  The spinning colors in it seemed to dance with joy for a moment, in a way that was somehow like the dancing of Madelone. Then they spun into a frantic madness. Red flared angrily. That brief fury ebbed into a weary and hurt defeat. The pulse of strange life became hopeless and slow, and the only color left was a dull sad blue.


  “Madelone,” he whispered to the jewel. “Didn’t you know I loved you?”


  Somehow, that set the wings of color to spinning again. Once more he saw the bright glint of Madelone’s hair, and the cool green of her eyes. The dance swirled faster, and the colors grew wrathful. It slowed again, and they faded into blue despair. Sadness crept out of the Star of Dreams, and into his heart.


  Was true beauty always painful?


  Slowly, he replaced the jewel in the box.


  Sitting dispiritedly on the narrow bunk, he tried to look into the future. In two weeks, he would be back in New York. He would collect his fees from the Bank of Mars, and find a purchaser for the Star of Dreams, and set about organizing the Psykinetic Foundation.


  But Madelone wouldn’t be there, to laugh with her green eyes at his blunders, and made her own clear-headed suggestions. He supposed he would have to look for another nurse. The thought filled him with a dull gray ache.


  Suppose that Kellon had lied?


  He tried to keep the fear out of his mind. Even if he knew that Madelone was a prisoner, there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t even guess the location of that invisible, fortified rock, not within a hundred million miles.


  He couldn’t escape the urge to do something, to find out the truth—somehow. He grappled again with the riddle of Vero Brand. Where had the sick man got his millions? From the sale of hell-stones? Was the long-sought hell-stone lode on Veron? What was the secret dread that held Brand a prisoner there—the fear so terrible that he refused to speak of it, even to save himself from the gillies?


  But the answers, Haldane thought bitterly, were no use, now. He tried to forget those mocking questions. He tried to forget that he had failed, in the most important case he had ever attempted to treat. He tried to forget about Madelone Kane. At last, with the jewel in its case under his pillow, he went to sleep.


  He dreamed of Madelone.


  She was standing beside his bunk, tall and slender and beautiful. Her face was pale, her dark eyes brimming with tears of bewilderment and fear. She was trying to tell him something urgently important.


  Only, somehow, she couldn’t speak.


  Haldane woke tense and trembling. It was hard to dispell the impression that Madelone had actually been with him in the room. He sat up on the sodden blankets and snapped on the dim unshaded light and opened the jewel-box.


  The Star of Dreams flashed joyously. It flamed into red wrath. The wrath died once again, into a slow dull blue pulse of hopeless despair.


  “Madelone,” Haldane whispered, “what has happened to you?”


  The weary colors throbbed again, and died. He turned the jewel on his palm. Every movement of its dancing lights spoke to him of Madelone. What grim mockery had made Kellon name it the Star of Dreams?


  What was a hell-stone, anyhow?


  He remembered a report that he had seen, from a laboratory of the Space Police. The tested jewels had been absolutely weightless. They were too hard to be scratched by any other material. They didn’t conduct heat or electricity, and they were unchanged by the highest temperature of the electric furnace. Chemical and spectographic tests failed to identify the matter that composed them—if they were composed of matter.


  He let the jewel drift off his palm. He remembered reading of one that had come out of its setting, when a society dowager dropped her brooch on the street, and floated away like a tiny balloon. A bubble of cold, mysterious light.


  What was it?


  Wearily, Haldane recaptured the Star of Dreams, and put it back in the box. He tried to sleep again. And once more he thought that Madelone was with him. She was trying to speak to him, wrathful and weeping and afraid because she couldn’t.


  Abruptly the room spun, and fell with them. He grasped for Madelone, and woke, and knew that she had been only a dream. The jewel-box was clutched in his clammy hand. A smothering silence filled the ship. The hum of the inflexors had stopped.


  Weightless and clumsy, Haldane hastily pulled on his clothes. Sharp intuition told him that something was wrong. He slipped the Star of Dreams into a zipper-topped inside pocket, and hid the empty box under the bunk, and flung himself out into the circular corridor.


  The frightened-looking cabin boy was staring into the elevator shaft. Gripping a hand rail, to keep from going head foremost into the dark pit, Haldane demanded:


  “What’s happening?”


  “An armed ship,” stammered the pasty-faced boy. “P-p-p-pirates, maybe. They fired a geo-torpedo, and made us cut our inflexors. They’re locking valves, now, to c-c-c-come aboard. I guess they want m-m-m-men—we’ve no valuable cargo.” He shuddered. “I don’t want to blast with pirates. The M-M-M-Moonbrand’s bad enough.”


  Down the black shaft, valves clanged. Air hissed. The elevator mechanism hummed softly. Haldane thrust himself back, as the little cage stopped in front of them. The trembling boy fled into an empty cabin.


  Two big men in Space Police uniform stepped clicking out of the elevator, followed by the freighter’s blue-jowled captain. Pointing a fat grimy finger at Haldane, the latter rasped:


  “He your man?”


  “He is if he has the stolen hellstone,” said the one with the inspector’s badge. “Search his quarters, lieutenant.”


  The lieutenant clattered into Haldane’s room. Clinging with sweaty hands to the rail, Haldane felt sick and helpless. He saw what was happening, but there was nothing he could do. In half a minute the lieutenant came back and thrust the empty jewel-box under his nose, snarling:


  “Where is it?”


  Haldane said nothing. It wasn’t necessary. Rough efficient hands found he Star of Dreams, and tossed that droplet of wondrous light triumphantly in front of him. The jewel was alive with frantic light again, the purple of alarm.


  “That’s all we wanted, Captain,” the big inspector said. “We won’t delay you any farther. You can turn the doctor over to the regular authorities on Mars—if he doesn’t decide to cheat the lethal chamber by hanging himself in the elevator shaft.”


  “We’ll take care of the doctor,” promised Captain Roe.


  The little elevator dropped, with the three.


  Haldane gripped the rail with wet, tense hands. Real police wouldn’t leave a suspected criminal to continue the voyage—with veiled instructions for his murder. Suddenly he was quite certain that Madelone hadn’t willingly stayed behind. He remembered Kellon’s “sister.” Vague suspicions crystallized, into a grim conviction that Veron was the rendezvous of the criminal ring that had been selling hell-stones, and stealing them back, and abducting the women who bought them.


  The elevator flashed up past him. Fat Captain Roe was returning to his bridge. Down the shaft, metal clanged. In a few moments, the valves would be unsealed. The ships would separate. The pseudo-police would carry the Star of Dreams back to Veron. Presently, no doubt, Captain Roe would order him to be hung in the Moonbrand’s elevator shaft.


  Haldane’s clammy hands trembled on the rail. He wasn’t trained to deal with hard men and cold metal and flaming ion-jets. But he tried to thrust that reservation out of his mind. There was nothing else to do.


  He dived headfirst into the narrow dark shaft.


  He had no weight to speed him, for the inflexors still were silent. But the bottom of the dim-lit shaft came silently to meet him. The valves were swiftly closing. Four pairs of massive metal jaws, that could slice through skin and flesh and crushing bone.


  He had to pass through three of them. He flung himself into the Moonbrand’s lock-chamber. Cold metal scraped and bruised his skin. Now to get through the twin outside valves, into the lock of the other ship. The closing slit was already terribly narrow. His body—or sheared-off fragments of it—might be left adrift in space between the separating ships.


  No place, he muttered, for an expert psykinetologist!


  But he clutched those polished, inexorable edges. He thrust his head between them. He kicked and squirmed his way through the first pair. He hurled himself between the second. His head and his chest went through, but his hips were caught.


  He stifled a scream. He lunged and twisted desperately. Clothing tore, and skin slipped. He snatched his feet out of danger. The great jaws closed, behind him—and the inner valve, before him—with a dull ringing clang.


  He was safe!


  The magnetic clamps were released, with a muffled clatter. Rockets coughed, driving the two ships apart. Inflexors hummed. New acceleration flung Haldane against the bottom of the lock. He lay there, drenched with sweat of exhaustion, gasping for breath.


  Safe! He laughed grimly at the idea. He knew space, from the long confessions of his patients. He had heard of men who stowed away in air-locks. How sometimes they were asphyxiated, when the air in the chamber was used up. How sometimes the cold of space reached them. How sometimes they had been discovered—and disposed of, spewed into the frigid vacuum, by the mere opening of a valve.


  The crew of the Moonbrand might discover his absence, and guess what had happened. They might heliograph—A psykinetologist wasn’t trained to deal with such grim situations. Haldane tried to thrust the danger out of his mind. He pulled himself upright, shakily, and began to clamber into the stiff bulk of the space suit hanging on its hooks in the corner by the side valve.


  The inflexors hummed, and time dragged away. The tiny chamber was utterly black. The deadly chill of space crept into it. Unable to exercise, lest he exhaust the air too fast, Haldane grew cold even in the insulated suit.


  The icy air grew damp and bad. It didn’t help him to know there were three gallons of oxygen in the flat tank at his back—of course he had no key for the locked valves. His breathing became hurried and painful. His stiff, tingling limbs began to cramp.


  Despite all that discomfort, he tried to think.


  He struggled again with the riddle of Vero Brand. Why did the sick man stay on Veron, when his illness would have been relieved merely by return to the normal gravity of Earth? Was it to guard the hell-stone lode?


  But it occurred to Haldane that he had seen no evidence of any mining operations on Veron. If that had been the answer, modern machinery would have completely pulverized the tiny rock, years ago.


  Brand had received him in a huge laboratory. A new idea caught his breath. Suppose that a whole generation of hopeful explorers had been wrong about the natural origin of hell-stones? Suppose Brand manufactured them, in that laboratory?


  That would explain why none had been found anywhere else.


  But it didn’t solve the riddle. It didn’t explain why Brand must hide himself on a fortified invisible rock, and market his precious wares through underworld agents. It didn’t account for the abducted women.


  The black and ominous face of mystery mocked him yet.


  It leered inscrutably, out of black oblivion—


  A clean breath of warm conditioned air revived Haldane. Slumped in the space suit, his body was stiff and cold. It took him a moment to remember where he was. Then he knew that the ship had landed, probably on Veron.


  For the inflexors had ceased to hum. Only the feeblest tug of gravity reached his dead body, and he had an eerie sense of floating disembodiment. The upper valve had opened, above his head. In a moment the side valve clanged open, also. The metal floor was flooded with the cold violet light of Veron’s sky.


  Stiffly, Haldane tried to move his numb, aching limbs. His problem now was to get out of the lock before he was discovered. But his chilled body failed to respond.


  The little cage of the ship’s elevator dropped in front of him. The tall man in it wore Mr. Brand’s gray-and-green. He let a tiny bubble of liquid light off his strong brown hand, and caught it again. Haldane recognized the jewel, and the hand.


  The Star of Dreams—


  And Captain Casey Kellon!


  IV


  THE elevator twice lifted and returned as other men left the Sunbrand. Then the ship was silent. There was only the click of metal sandals outside, where a sentry must be watching. Haldane rubbed painful life back into his stiff limbs, and climbed awkwardly out of the heavy space armor.


  This was his chance!


  A hasty movement plunged his head painfully against the upper valve. He looked for weighted belt and magnetic sandals. But the departing crew had emptied the racks. He would have to go without them—and face the risk that some too-vigorous leap would make him a satellite of Veron, a helpless target, spinning around the little rock until Brand’s men found him.


  He crouched in the side valve until the shadow of the guard had passed, and then hurled himself. A psykinetologist wasn’t trained for such grim feats. But he might as well take whatever advantage there was in the perilous lack of belt and sandals.


  The leap sent him skimming across the field, a few feet from the surface. The feeble tug of Veron’s gravity drew him down, but very slowly. He tried swimming in the air, to guide himself.


  This was the night side of the rock, the sky overhead was purple-black, but all the horizon was streaked upward with the purple fluorescence of the Chardion field. The row of ships stood against that strange aurora, like weird black monolights. The click of the sentry’s feet made an unchanged rhythm.


  There was yet no alarm.


  He was bound for the huge white laboratory building. He had to find out what Brand did there. Plunging head foremost into a mossy bank, he crept up a backbone of rock. He launched himself like a living projectile across the tiny dark valley beyond, toward the next peak.


  If he missed it, he might become a moon of Veron.


  But his grasping Angers caught wet moss. He pulled his body down into a miniature pass. Before him, immense upon the center of a tiny lawn-covered plateau, the laboratory loomed black and ominous against the violet dawn. Metal footgear clacked. Guards were at the door.


  Terror came back to Haldane. Once he had had the gillies, and now that vertiginous sickness stirred in him again. For a moment it seemed that the rock was tilting unstably beneath him. Falling.


  But he thought that Madelone was calling to him, in a voice of fear. He caught his breath, and crouched again, and hurled his body across that small dark plateau. A silent swimmer in the sweet cold air, he soared over the heads of the clattering guards. His flight seemed terribly slow.


  “Gotta light, Joe?”


  The clicking stopped beneath him. A tiny flare lit two dark faces, gleamed on guns. “Ssssst!” A hiss of warning, and the light was gone.


  “Attention!” Kellon’s hard voice rapped from the door of the laboratory. “You saw the Dr. Haldane who arrived here yesterday. He was discovered to be a criminal, with murderous designs on Mr. Brand. He was ordered deported to Mars on the Moonbrand. But a heliogram just received states that he isn’t aboard. He may be on Veron. Keep alert. He’s worth ten thousand dollars—dead or alive. The guard will be doubled.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The roof parapet was plunging at Haldane. He broke the paralysis that gripped him, swam furiously upward. The ledge brushed beneath him. He sailed across the dark flat roof, clutched the rim of a ventilator shaft.


  He caught his breath, and tried to still the painful throb of his heart. He wasn’t trained for such things. If one of those men had chanced to look up, he would have been a perfect target against the brightening sky.


  But now there wasn’t time to stop.


  He thrust his body into the square ventilator shaft, and dropped into darkness. The metal walls vibrated to the humming of a fan. His exploring hands trembled with fear of those cutting blades. The sound seemed terribly near, before he found the metal handle that he sought.


  He opened a square inspection door, and looked out into the laboratory. From his position in the shaft, it looked upside down. The gravitation of Veron was too weak to correct that false impression. He couldn’t help an uneasy expectation that things were going to fall off the ceiling.


  Haldane was trained to deal with minds, not with machines. He recognized a big atomic converter, but most of the gleaming silent bulky things were strange to him. There was a wide crystal disk, with a metal star set in the middle of it. A huge open glass tube was suspended below—or, really, above it.


  These puzzling machines were still. At first the room was empty. Haldane was about to clamber out of the shaft, when a lock snapped. Metal sandals clicked. Out upon that ceiling, as it seemed to him, walked Vero Brand.


  Behind him came the same two men in white, with the stretcher. Strapped to it, now, was a struggling girl. She uttered a weary, sobbing scream. Haldane glimpsed tangled blond hair, and a tear-stained doll-face.


  Kellon’s “sister!”


  Beside the stretcher, the sick man spoke to her.


  “You needn’t be afraid, Miss Carnadon.” Then she was the kidnaped heiress! “I’m not going to kill you.” Brand made a short, harsh laugh. “On the contrary, I am going to make you virtually immortal.”


  She didn’t seem to hear him. She sobbed and screamed again, sobbed and screamed, monotonously. Brand made a silent gesture, and the two men carried the stretcher to the crystal disk. They laid it on the metal star.


  Brand touched buttons at an intricate control-board. Motors hummed. The huge transparent tube descended, to enclose the helpless girl. Brand nodded, and the two men went clicking out of the room. The atomic converter began to thrum.


  Presently a second star-shaped electrode, in the tube above the girl, was tufted with hissing blue fire. Arms of terrible crackling flame reached down from the points of the star, toward the screaming girl.


  A thick luminous mist filled the tube and hid her struggles. Her muffled screams were drowned, swept away on a river of roaring power. Vero Brand stood watching his dials and controls, with hollow feverish eyes. He looked drawn and pale, and his movements were nervously jerky.


  Haldane could see that he was very ill.


  Perspiring, frantic, he was fighting back the gillies.


  At last he stopped the thrumming converter. The shining mist disappeared and the star ceased to glow. The girl was gone. There were only her empty garments and the stretcher—and a tiny point of shimmering fire.


  A hell-stone!


  Slow creeping horror made Haldane ill. Here was the secret of Vero Brand, and it was blacker than he had dared to think. No wonder the man hid himself. No wonder he had the gillies! Haldane shuddered again. He knew why the Star of Dreams made him think of Madelone. It was Madelone!


  Brand tossed that bubble of strangely prisoned light and life on his trembling palm, and caught it again, and put it in a pocket of his white laboratory garb. His hand came out clutching a bright ion-gun, pointed straight at Haldane.


  “Climb out, doctor,” his hoarse voice rasped. “The alarm has been ringing since you touched the inspection door.” His gun gestured at the empty stretcher. “This little ceremony gave me time to discover you. Have you anything to say?”


  Under the menace of the trembling gun, Haldane clambered out of the ventilator shaft. He let his body drift down to the floor. He set his feet to leap. He could see that Brand was very ill. His chance might come yet.


  “If the gillies hit me,” Brand warned shakily, “I’ll burn you down first.” His sunken eyes glittered watchfully. “If you have anything to say—”


  “The hell-stones?” Haldane gulped. “They’re actually made of human bodies?”


  Brand made a nervous nod.


  “Of human beings, rather. In the powerful space-warp, generated in the tube, matter is condensed into a special non-atomic and non-gravitational state. But the mind, also, is essential to the crystallization. The beauty of the stone depends upon the youth and vitality of the subject.”


  The ion-gun quivered.


  “Is that all—before you die?”


  Haldane caught his breath.


  “Wait, Brand,” he gasped. “Won’t you let me help you?”


  “You tried,” the sick man rasped.


  “You refused to cooperate—and I can understand why.” Haldane was talking desperately. “But now I know your secret. There’s no reason why we can’t go on. The gillies is killing you. You try to fight it alone. But you can’t win. Right now, you are teetering on the brink of a black pit of fear—”


  Suffering twisted Brand’s narrow face, and it gleamed with sweat.


  “Stop it!” he choked hoarsely. “I’ll kill you.”


  Haldane moved a little toward him.


  “Just tell me what’s the matter,” he urged. “Tell me how you made the first hell-stone. If you refuse to express the fear and the guilt that are bottled up in you, Brand, you are going to die. Just tell me.”


  The gun fell.


  “It’s a hideous thing,” the sick man whispered. “Worse than murder, I sometimes think. Because the victim is shut up forever, conscious and yet completely helpless, in a dreamy prison.”


  His hollow eyes brimmed with tears.


  “Twenty years ago, I perfected the space-warp process.” His croaking whisper trembled. “I made the first hell-stone from the woman I loved—because she had betrayed me. Her name was Elaine.”


  His thin body quivered with sobs.


  “That was my revenge.” He made a brief harsh laugh. “I sold the jewel to my rival. He bought it for Elaine, before he knew she was gone. There was nothing he could prove, but that was why I came to Veron.”


  Brand’s haunted eyes peered at Haldane, dark with wonder.


  “Well, doctor, what do you think of that?” His harsh voice grew a little softer. “You don’t hate me, for what I have told you? You can forgive what I have done?”


  “It isn’t my business to judge you,” Haldane told him. “But to cure you. Because the gillies is just one peculiar symptom of a sick mind. When you are cured, nobody will have any reason to hate you.”


  Brand’s shaking hands put the ion-gun away. Tears rolled down his white narrow face. He came clicking across the floor, to grasp Haldane’s hand in tense fingers.


  “If you can cure me, doctor—if you can end that old hard bitterness of hate and remorse and fear—if you can help me find peace—I’ll do anything for you.” His hollow eyes blinked. “I’ll give you Veron, for a hospital—it’s only a hateful prison for me.”


  “There’s something, Brand, I want more than that.”


  Haldane searched that pale, emaciated face. A cold terror clutched his heart. He had to swallow twice before he could ask:


  “Can you—unmake a hell-stone?”


  “Oh, your nurse!” Regret shadowed Brand’s white face. “Sometimes it can be done,” he said. “The reversal technique is very delicate. I have very seldom attempted it—considering the number of women in the system, and the value of hell-stones. If I fail, you will have neither woman nor jewel. But I’ll try, if you wish. Where’s the stone?”


  “Where’s the stone?” Haldane echoed, harshly. “Don’t you know?” He peered into the sick man’s face. “Your Captain Kellon has it—if you don’t. He followed, in the Starbrand, and took it away from me.”


  “Casey?” Brand shook his head. “I can’t believe it. I’ve trusted everything to Casey. He has always been my agent, to sell the jewels and procure necessary supplies. It’s impossible—but I’ll send for Casey.”


  He turned to a teleview communicator beside the control panel. Two minutes later, Kellon came in on clanking sandals. Smiling suavely, he looked at Haldane without surprise.


  “Sure, I’ve got the stone.” With a hostile store at Haldane, he tossed the limpid Star of Dreams and caught it again. “And it isn’t the first one I’ve recovered.” His hard voice was insolent. “Nothing to get hot about, Brand. He wouldn’t have got to Mars alive. Captain Roe was going to take care of that. The insurance on him didn’t cover suicide.”


  Anxiously, Haldane broke in:


  “Can you bring back Madelone?”


  “I’ll try—if she’s worth that much to you.” The sick man gestured to Kellon. “Put the stone under the tube.”


  With a sullen scowl, Kellon obeyed. The great tube dropped again, to cover the Star of Dreams. The atomic converter thrummed into mighty life. The star-shaped electrode flamed again, and a bright mist filled the cylinder.


  “Well, Mr. Brand!” Kellon’s sardonic voice cut through the roar of power. “Listen to me!” The tanned spaceman was crouched a little, and his ready ion-gun glittered. “Do you think this is your game? Well, it has been mine for twenty years. And no little squirt of a doctor is going to take my place.”


  He nodded grimly at the shining tube.


  “You can ruin a pretty stone, if you like,” his hard voice rapped. “But it isn’t going to do your little doctor any good. And he isn’t going to cure your gillies—or stop you from making hellstones. Because I’m going to burn him down, right now.”


  And the deadly ion-gun swung upon Haldane.


  The slim young doctor gulped for his voice and tried to stop the trembling of his limbs. He wasn’t trained to deal with guns, but with the secret terrors of the mind. He made one last effort to use his training.


  “Wait a minute, Kellon,” he said. “Are you sure you want to kill me?” He tried to smooth the rasp of fear from his voice. “Remember, I’m the only man who knows how to cure the gillies.”


  Kellon’s dark face smiled, above the gun.


  “I haven’t got the gillies,” he said. “I think I can learn how to run the space-warp condenser after Brand is gone.”


  “But you will have it.” Haldane’s voice rang low and cold. “Because the gillies is nothing but the expression of fear and guilt. You’re young, and you’re tough. You’ve never felt it yet. But you will—as your crimes pile up and your guilt weighs on you, and you stand all alone in defiance of your kind.”


  Kellon’s face went pale with anger.


  “You’re wrong, doctor,” he rapped. “Get ready—”


  But his brown finger hesitated on the firing key.


  “The day will come,” Haldane said. “Your own deeds will destroy you.” His voice rang low and urgent. Unwillingly, Kellon stepped a little toward him. The gun wavered and dropped. “You can kill me. You can defy all mankind. But you can’t defeat yourself.”


  Kellon listened, and fear was in his eyes.


  “The ground will break from under you,” Haldane told him. “You’ll feel that you are falling—of course you’ll know you aren’t, but that won’t help. Because that fear-reaction is millions of years old. When your guilt complex gets hold of it, it is stronger than reason. You’ll be sick, Kellon. Sick all over. So sick you think you’re going to turn inside out. So sick you want to die.”


  Haldane’s voice dropped urgently.


  “You can feel it now, Kellon. The floor is rocking. It is beginning to drop from under you. You’re about to fall. Your stomach is coming up in your throat. You can’t breathe. Your flesh is crawling with horror. You’ve got to grab for some support, before you fall out of the room.”


  Haldane’s voice was very soft.


  “You thought you were tough, Kellon. You thought you could murder me and step into Brand’s shoes after you had finished murdering him. But you can’t. You’ve already piled up a greater burden of crimes than you can bear.


  “You’ve got the gillies already.”


  Kellon screamed, then. He dropped on his face, clutching with frantic terror at the leg of a laboratory bench. The ion-gun went out of his hands and floated across the room. He really had the gillies.


  “It’s hard to believe,” muttered Brand. “I trusted him.” He caught the drifting gun. “Strange, the things that men will do, out of greed and fear and hate. My crimes are more than his. But I think that you can save me, doctor.”


  His thin face smiled a little gravely above the banks of instruments.


  “And Casey, too, in the end, I hope,” he added softly. “Because we’ve got a job to do. I’ve wanted for years to stop this terrible traffic. Casey objected, and I was afraid, and we needed the money to keep Veron invincible. But now I’ll never make another hellstone. I’m going to live to undo some of the frightful crimes I have done. Casey will help me, I hope.


  “Thanks to you, doctor.”


  “Sure,” Haldane said anxiously. “But watch your machine!”


  The converter ceased to thrum. The bright mist cleared and the great tube lifted. Madelone was standing on the disk. Suddenly she flushed, and snatched up the synsilk tunic that had belonged to Zara Carnadon.


  Haldane thrust himself to meet her. They came together, swimming in the air. He gripped the warm reality of her hand, touched her shining hair. Hoarsely he whispered:


  “Oh, Madelone—are you all right?”


  “Of course, doc.” Her green eyes were shadowed and dark. “But that was a terrible time. To be frozen, so you couldn’t move and you couldn’t speak and you couldn’t really even think. You only—existed.”


  Her shuddering hand clutched him hard.


  “Doc,” she whispered, “can you forgive me, ever? I never did like Casey, really. But I knew we were in danger, and I thought I should be nice to him.” Her green eyes flashed again, “Besides, you were so horrid!”


  Haldane kissed her, and they floated blissfully.


  The Psychological Regulator


  Arthur Cooke


  THE nurse at the desk of Floor 24, Ward 5, flexed a smooth, tan arm and looked at the hall chronometer. She sighed inaudibly. 20:13:09, said the dial. Two more hours on duty for Miss Markett Travenor, F-2849464-23a-10-256W-26. Which was to say that her file was Female number 2349464 in the Register of Persons, that she lived in apartment 23 on floor 10 in building 256 on the West side of parkzone 26. Examination of her face and figure would have convinced you that one as lovely as she could have existed by accident only in the Twentieth Century. Happily, however, by the year 2046 (in which she was born), scientific mating was no dream of a few forward-looking visionaries, but a reality: she was the lovely offspring of a couple carefully paired.


  Markett looked down from her chronometer, her green eyes darkly thoughtful. Dr. Ward Alfreed (M-2536478-13a-20-358E-22) was late. She looked down the white-enameled corridor, then at the indicating finger of an elevator. It had not moved. Easily she pressed a communicator attached to a strap of her uniform. Immediately a voice spoke:


  “Entrance hall speaking—Central Information Desk.”


  Markett snapped a button. “Lee?” she asked. “Is the hotter down there yet?”


  “Hotter,” in the year 2066, meant boy-friend.


  “Ur. Alfreed,” replied the voice, “is going up now with Patient—just a moment—Patient sixty-six twenty-five.”


  “Thanks,” replied Markett, snapping off the contact. She picked a card from the full-view files before her. Patient sixty-six-twenty-five, Psycho Clinic. “Marked degeneration,” read the card. “Cowardly tendencies—fear of falling, fear of floating, fear of slipping, fear of standing still. Three attempted suicides unsuccessful due to lack of creative technique. Prognosis: doubtful. Use of Psychological Regulator suggested. E.B.” All that, and the date for the operation—today.


  She rose and faced the elevator as sharp-tuned ears caught the almost imperceptible hum of doors opening. Dr. Alfreed nodded cheerfully to her, twitched his head for her benefit toward the man whose arm he was grasping. Patient sixty-six twenty-five, no doubt, she thought, glancing again at his card. Name was dark Stevens (M-3972677-234a-150N-190), she saw. Tall, too, and well-built. But, somehow, his posture and bearing were almost utterly lacking in masculinity; at the moment he looked the role of a weak, vacillating subject of a rehabilitation test, and he shocked Markett’s sense of what was right and decent with his overclad body. He wore a shirt and trousers, seemingly improvised from a number of the one-piece, short-sleeved suits worn by the world as fashion and comfort decreed. Yet there was something about him—? She wrenched her eyes back to the figure of the doctor, small, compact, and natty in leatheret bandolier. Pity, she thought with professional coldness, must not interfere with her operative functions. However, the sight of Stevens could not help but make her think of pictures she had seen of nurses in the old days, hideously overclad, their freedom of movement hampered. She, as all nurses of this enlightened era, wore only a bandolier, to which was attached a harness carrying the various items which must always be on her person, regulation shorts, and shoes.


  Dr. Alfreed took the patient’s card from her and scribbled notations. She turned to take the patient’s arm, but, with a cry of fear, he cowered from her.


  “Now,” she said soothingly. “Let’s come along and not have—” she was backing him into the arms of the doctor, of course. He pinioned the patient, and winked at Markett. “Sorry,” he said. “He’s afraid of women too. Forgot to tell you. Let’s take him in.” And the little doctor lifted the big-boned patient easily to his shoulders, holding him helplessly balanced, and trotted down the enameled corridor into a high-walled, darkish room. He dumped the psychotic into one of many deep, padded chairs, and Markett promptly slapped thick, strong bands of a tough plastic across the man’s knees and chest. Patient sixty-six-twenty-five began to weep.


  The doctor busied himself with a little projector and screen that constituted the equipment of the room. “What reel?” he called to Markett.


  She wrinkled her nose. “Are you going to do it in one shot or work him up to it?” she asked.


  “One shot. Might kill him, of course. But if it doesn’t, we’ll have reclaimed a citizen—and from all accounts a good one. He used to be an organizer for a coal-mine before this happened to him. Pathetic, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” agreed Markett, busy fastening meshes of pure copper about the limbs and head of the now quiet patient. “But how about these—these swathings of his? Do the bus-bars have to contact his skin?”


  “No,” said the doctor. “We’ll just turn the stuff on and see what happens. It’s as strong as they come—you wouldn’t understand it; I’ve studied ancient history, so it’s a little clearer to me.”


  “Well,” said Markett, uncertainly, as the doctor turned off the lights and started the projector. She settled herself in a comfortable double seat, and the doctor joined her, while Experimental Reel Seven, Full Power, went clicking through the camera and onto the screen. But they, being otherwise absorbed, paid little or no attention to it.


  The patient—sixty-six-twenty-five—whimpered and tried to scrape off the copper bus-bars that confined him. Then his eyes drifted to the screen, and he beheld a marvelously real landscape, not frozen in paint on canvas but quivering with life. A rabbit started, and the patient, who had never seen a rabbit, recognized the little creature, and worked his jaws.


  There was an unfamiliar taste in his mouth, as though he were champing something tough-fibred, like a woven cloth or bit of soft wood. He had never eaten meat, so to the still-dominant presence of his ego there was no connotation.


  As though he were slowly turning he saw the landscape move, and a walled city came into view. What a walled city was he couldn’t say, but the words were in his brain; and quivering with rage, he wanted to tear down the massive bastions with his own hands, and rend the mailed men who were pacing the ramparts. He clenched his right fist, and felt the hilt of Al Azaaf, his scimitar. Slowly Roald stood up from the grass and settled his greaves about his thighs. “Rouse up, sons of Yggdrasil,” he hissed fiercely, and his men—his terrible Norse, scourge of the coast—appeared from bushes and brakes, drawing axes from belts and fitting pikes to shafts.


  “Seventy-and-nine of us there be,” growled Roald without preamble, “and of them an hundred and eighty or more. Who complains?” There was silence on the moor, save for the clank of metal as when dirk touched against breastplate.


  Roald grinned savagely and swept aside his long red beard to spit. “The less men the more booty,” he snarled. “Eh? And women—?” He laughed tremendously. Then, whirling his sword he roared, “By the hammer of Thor—Come on!” Roaring wildly Roald and his red-bearded band made across the common at a dead run.


  There were screams from the city, and much blowing of horns. Arrows began to smack into the clayey soil about them, and Roald raised his buckler. He saw the gates of the city swinging shut; yelling inarticulately he tore a blazing torch from the fist of a companion and hurled it into the knot of porters and marketmen that was struggling with the heavy bar and hinges; they scattered in terror, only a second before the red demons were within the gates, slashing and clubbing with keen swords and murderous axes.


  Roald was the spear-head of the attack, and as he and his men plowed contemptuously through the rabble . . . tradesmen and shopkeepers . . . he laughed wildly. “Guard ho!” he yelled. “Who will come to do battle with the chosen of Odin. The curse of Cornwall and the damned, stinking Isle of Britain? Guard ho!” Slash! through the shoulder of a boy with a pike. He drove a mailed fist into the face of a gammer who was struggling aside, unwilling to leave her heavy basket of turnips behind.


  Roald grinned savagely in the eyes of an archer. “Draw,” he shouted, and as the Englishman reached he spitted him on the curve of Al Azaaf. A new blade crossed his, and with dirk and sword he ranged up and down the length of a square with his foe, a dark-eyed young man who fought precisely and quietly. Behind him he felt the spearhead break into bits and the body of the guard charged the Norse. The youth extended his body in a strange thrust, and Roald cursed the queer, slim weapon he used—a thing like a dart with a hilt. The Viking slashed once, and the youth parried. Roald slashed again, and there was the shock known to swordsmen as steel clashed steel. The youth was weaponless, and Roald cut him down where he stood, kicked the body in the ribs, then spun to defend himself against assault from a clumsy pike.


  The Viking grinned savagely, and swept aside his beard. “With this draught,” he roared to his men, “I name this city fief to the Vikings and to Roald, and all its values, be they goods or women or children, fief also to their conquerors.” He glared about him from the eminence in the walled city’s central square, on the scene of desolation and butchery. He stood among his Norse having left not one of the hundred and eighty defenders. “Skoal!” he roared, and drank.


  And Six-six-twenty-five, otherwise known as Clark Stevens (M3972677-234a-150-N190), shuddered violently, stared at the screen that had just run blank. “What—?” he began, sitting erect. “Damn!” said Stevens, finding himself strangely trammeled by web-works of pure copper. He wrenched his hands free and tore the wires from his ankles and head. “You!” he roared at a couple snuggled in an easy chair.


  “Quite recovered?” smiled Dr. Alfreed, unfastening the plastic bands that were restraining Stevens. “A little dizzy?”


  Stevens glared at him, and the Doctor backed away. There was a blinding flash about three inches away from the doctor’s chin, and he went down and out. The patient, rubbing his fist, squinted through the gloom and perceived Miss Travenor. “Ah,” he said gutturally. He stepped out of his improvised shirt and trousers; Markett saw with relief that he was wearing the conventional shorts and bandolier beneath. More unconventional than his former attire, however, was the patient’s new behavior. He spurned the doctor’s body with one foot and picked up the nurse. “Excuse me—” she began plaintively.


  “Shut up!” growled Stevens, slinging her over his shoulder.


  And that was that.


  Dr. Alfreed awoke to realize that he had committed a serious breach of experimental technique. It had been a mistake not to observe the screen during the process of rehabilitation, and it had been a grievous mistake not to check on the patient’s reactions. He cursed softly to himself when he saw clearly enough to be sure that neither patient nor nurse were anywhere in the room.


  Alfreed was a thoughtful man; he realized that, in the old days, someone would have gotten hell for a blunder of this nature and scope. In the old days technical superiors would have fired the responsible party for the incompetency when revealed, so Alfreed was thankful that these were not the old days. But further than that he did not think. Perhaps, therefore, he was the truly responsible party for what was to happen to his snug little world of file numbers, ventilated houses, air-conditioned clinics, amiable objectives and pneumatically complacent nurses.


  He wasn’t spectacularly worried, having no technical superiors to whom to answer. But he had failed in a social duty. Enough of his careful conditioning had remained to remind him of that.


  “Oh, Hell!” he swore softly, thinking of the consequences.


  He reached over to his hyper-typer, banged out a full report of the affair and shot it into a tube system, one of whose many mouths gaped from a nearby wall. This, too, was routine. If anything worked to correct his mistakes this would. Section headquarters all over the city would be semi-automatically notified, bulletins flashed to rural districts. Within half an hour millions of citizens would be informed—not alarmed—by the quickchanging public information screens.


  And with a sense of duty well done he retired to his quarters on the same floor and stared for a while at a forbidden bottle of wine. Then he got drunk.


  Clark Stevens carried Markett Travenor as far as the elevator door. Glancing back at the prostrate form of the man he had hit in the jaw his eyes narrowed. Something of cold reason was coming back. Then, suddenly, he became aware—but acutely—of the girl he was carrying in his arms. “Ah,” he said. Abruptly he shifted one of his hands a trifle; the girl shivered and giggled.


  Slowly awareness returned to Stevens. Then he let her drop to the floor. She looked at him again, quizzically, like a trusting child. This man, she thought, is masculine. But not with the familiar air of equality to which I am accustomed—but overbearingly male. A sort of aura covered his body—she sensed something brutish, irresponsible, uncivilized. Everything he did confirmed this idea:


  “What—?” said the girl. She scrambled to her feet, not taking her eyes off Stevens.


  The man shook his head dazedly. “I won’t hurt you,” he said. “I’m all right.” He hesitated. “I’m—different.” Markett nodded. “What I did back there in England—” he said slowly, and paused. “Do you know?” he asked. “Could you see what I did?”


  “No,” said Markett. “I should have watched and checked, but the doctor and I let it go.”


  “The doctor,” said Stevens. “The man I hit?” She nodded, half smiling. “And you’d better be getting out of here,” said Markett. “He might wake up angry.” She pushed the button of the elevator, and the doors rolled open. “Come on,” she said, as the man stood silently. “You’re not afraid any more, are you?”


  “Afraid?” Stevens laughed. “I was. It was something that happened in the mine—” He drew a hand across his eyes; the elevator’s doors rolled shut, and they began their ascent to the roof.


  “Explosion?” asked Markett. “They happen, I hear.”


  “Maybe. What the hell?” he said, grinning happily. “I’m here, you’re here, and I’m just after storming a castle in England with my Norsemen. It was terrible, but somehow—I don’t know. I shouldn’t be proud of the things I did.” He shuddered a little. “Killing. Maiming. And I burned the town when there was nothing left I could take from it.”


  The doors of the elevator rolled open, and a flood of sunlight poured into the tiny cage. “There,” said the man, pointing out a plane. “That’s the one we’ll take.”


  “Did you fly here?” asked the girl. “I thought you were afraid.”


  “No,” said Stevens, confidently opening the unlocked door of the plane. “This doesn’t belong to me.”


  Markett gasped, as her twenty-odd years of inculcated respect for property came down on her head like a ton of bricks. “You can’t!” she cried. “It isn’t yours—you said so.” Her voice trailed off as she saw the baffled stare in his eyes.


  “Come in,” he offered, making room for her beside the pilot’s seat. Limply she entered and closed the door. “Now,” said Stevens, “what did you say?”


  “The plane isn’t yours, Clark!” Oddly, she flushed as she called him by his given name.


  “Well,” said Stevens, puzzlement written over his face, “it is now.” He started the motor with one kick at the pedal and the plane snapped into the air, hovered for a moment, and shot diagonally up, through and above low-hanging cumulus clouds that glittered in the afternoon sun.


  “Why did you come here?” asked Markett. Somehow she felt safe.


  “More beautiful,” said Stevens. “And I have plans.”


  “Plans?” asked the girl. “For yourself?”


  “For the world,” said Stevens. He nodded his head over the control board, and a shaft of light was caught in his hair; made it shine like little curly brass wires. “I must ask you questions,” said the man. “I am different. Can you see it?”


  “I can,” said the girl. And at that moment she felt that it would be a better thing for man if she were to seize the controls, send their ship tearing down to smash into the ground.


  Traffic control ship seven (for the district) swooped three times on the hovering plane. Pilot Petersen scratched his head. “What’s he doing?” he asked Engineer Handel.


  “I dunno. Hold it,” said Handel, bending over his radio set.


  “Report from hospital,” said the radio. “Psychotic escaped in plane. Give warnings. The plane will be identified later; its owner is undergoing a serious operation and no records are immediately available. Be advised.”


  “That must be it,” said Handel practically. “He’s out of all accepted zones and he hasn’t got any right to hover over a residential district. Call him, Pete.”


  Petersen aimed his short beam radio antenna in the general direction of the disputed plane. “Calling Monoplane of class ten,” he said into the mike. “You with the brown body and blue wings. Can y’ hear me?”


  Harshly a voice answered. “We hear. What is it?”


  “Sorry,” said the pilot, “but you’re hovering over a residential area. That’s not allowed. What’s year number, pilot?”


  “I have no number,” said the voice, “and I have no license. Stand off or take the consequences!”


  “It’s him—the psycho,” hissed Petersen to Handel. “Call HQ on your set while I keep him busy.”


  “Right,” snapped the engineer, tuning in the traffic center.


  The pilot turned to his set, his brow wrinkled. How do you handle a psycho? Humor him. “What was that you said?” asked Petersen, smooth as silk.


  “Stand off, you fool, or take the consequences! I’ll give you five seconds to get away.”


  “Wait,” said Petersen. “Why don’t you—” Then he gasped, as his plans crumbled. The psycho’s ship had winged over with terrible speed and was heading for his ship nose-on. “Stop!” he shrilled into the mike, his hand on the throttle. Then he sent his own plane into a loop that made his bones bend, and streaked for altitude, with the demon plane and its demon pilot on his tail. “I warned you,” ground out of the speaker. “You’ll do well to tell the world that there’s one man alive who’s not afraid to kill or be killed to achieve his ends. Spread the word, friend!” And, when Petersen looked around, the plane was a vanishing speck in the north, as he watched it reach the blending point and vanish in the sky.


  Handel, gibbering in a corner of the traffic ship where the last loop had flung him, cried, “What happened to it?”


  “I don’t know,” said the pilot soberly. “Did you get HQ?”


  “Yes, but the loop smashed my set. What do we do now?”


  “Fly back, but fast,” said Petersen, giving his ship the gun.


  “Pete,” said Handel.


  “Yeah?”


  “What do we do with a thing like that? I mean how do you finally get rid of them?”


  don’t know,” said the pilot slowly. “Lock them up once you catch them, I suppose.”


  “Catch that? He tried to ram us! As he said—he’s not afraid to kill or be killed.” The engineer shuddered. “Do you think,” he asked, “we’ll have to kill him?”


  Petersen frowned. “I hope not,” he said, his eyes ahead of him as he prepared to land. “But if there’s no other way—what else can we do?”


  “How long since they killed a man—purposely, I mean?” The ship was rolling to a stop.


  “I dunno. Maybe a hundred years; maybe more. And who that was, I don’t know either.”


  The two left the plane and headed for the manager’s office, their faces wry. Petersen was thinking of blood. He was hoping that if they had to kill the psycho they’d de it some dry, quiet way. And Handel, nursing a bruised lip, was hoping exactly the same thing. Mankind, after many years of mutual hatreds had at last reached unanimity, and an idealistic one at that.


  The stolen plane crashed to a halt through the brush and bracken of the abandoned clearing. Markett looked about her.


  “Do you know where we are?” asked Stevens.


  “I think so,” said the girl slowly. “It must be a park district that’s being allowed to lie fallow. Probably it won’t be touched by anyone for a few years. Or wouldn’t have been.”


  Stevens stared at her. “You mean—?” he asked.


  “I mean that in a matter of hours the world will be down on you. Sheer force of numbers will make you yield to them. Oh, Clark, can’t you see that you’re wrong?” Her eyes suddenly widened with dread as she saw his hands work convulsively.


  “Get out,” he ordered, and she obeyed, thinking wildly of a dash to safety. Safety among the trees? Without a man to help her for perhaps hundreds of miles! Meekly she stood, waiting for what might happen. She could not believe that her life was to end at the hands of a madman. She found it hard, indeed, to believe that Stevens was mad. Confused, rather, by the overdose of the Regulator to which he had been subjected.


  “Brave woman,” he said. “I see you do not fear my madness. That is well. You are to be my mate—no, my wife.”


  “Wife?” she replied calmly. “But marriages are no longer customary. And, even when they do happen, it is only through consent of the bride.”


  “All this,” he said slowly, “must be changed. There is no life in this world, no struggle.” He thought further. “Men must fight—if not each other, as I did in England, then something bigger. We must fight now to bring life to this silly paradise we’re in. Even if it means the spilling of blood.” She, the nurse, shuddered at the thought of blood. For radio-knife surgery had made incisions a dry affair, without confusion or infection. Accidents were few; many lived their entire lives without seeing their own blood. “Can you do it alone?” she asked.


  “I can start alone,” he decided. “I shall find my warriors in the madhouses and the clinics. Many of the inmates of these institutions are no more mad than I; they’ve merely been put away because they saw clearly, as I do.”


  “But they’ll find us. They’ll find you!” she cried in sudden anguish.


  “They’ll find you! Kill you!” Suddenly sobs choked her.


  “They will forget me after awhile. They will think I was a fool and drove my plane into the ground or a hillside. So I shall wait. And then, when it is clear, and they have grown weary of looking, or expecting an attack from me, I’ll go out after my men and women. We’ll place them where best suited; some in transportation; some in utilities, and some in communication. And some with the Psycho Regulators. Then we strike, strike there, and the world is free again!”


  Markett grew white as she realized that this dream of power could be more than a dream. She looked up into his face, quiet now. What had happened to him. Would he become more and more obsessed, more violent? Perhaps if she could persuade him to wait—to stay there quietly with her while he worked out plans—the influence of the Regulator would begin to wear off.


  Over the course of some two hundred years the white man of North America had lost what backwoods skill he once possessed. The little party snapped twigs and stumbled over stones as they advanced through the wilderness at the dead of night.


  “How long?” asked a neuro-muscular specialist.


  “About ten minutes more,” said a general practitioner.


  “Excuse me,” said the specialist, who became violently sick in a bush. Returning he said, “ ’M not ordinarily weak like this, but—”


  “I understand,” said a civil engineer. “It’s a pretty revolting notion at best.” He hefted a pick in his hand, and sighed.


  “I don’t see why—” began the specialist in loud and irritated tones, only to be cut off by a terrified chorus of “shh!”


  “Sorry,” he whispered. “I was saying that I don’t see why there aren’t special bodies of men for this sort of thing. I mean, why pick men like us to do work we haven’t studied?”


  “Haven’t had the opportunity,” said a pianist. “And there’s good reason why we haven’t a body of men as you suggested.”


  “I can’t think of it,” whispered the specialist.


  “Assume,” said the pianist, “that there is a group chosen—by lot, I suppose—to keep in line all eccentrics like the gentlemen on whom we are about to call. Then how do we keep this group in line?”


  The general practitioner pondered, and, still pondering, fell into a brook. “Sorry,” he gasped, being helped out. “But I have the answer to your question. How to keep them in line, I mean—if they misbehave you stop their salaries. Right?”


  “No,” said the pianist. “Because if they’re trained to inflict suffering as a negative bribe to good conduct how are we to keep them from utilizing their training as a negative bribe to the end of exacting tribute?”


  A historian unexpectedly spoke up: “In ancient days that technique was known as the ‘shakedown racket’.”


  “Indeed,” said the general practitioner, pondering again. “There must be some way of insuring good conduct,” he brooded. “Why not set up two rival bodies of men to check on each other?”


  “Because,” said the specialist, now quite won over, “they would either join forces—disastrous to the common welfare—or they would struggle openly for supremacy and the victor would assume that he had the right to oppress common folk.”


  “I see,” sighed the general practitioner. “How much farther?”


  “As I remember it,” said a radio engineer, “the message came from the plane as it lay half wrecked by their dwelling. That makes it about—there.” He pointed, and silhouetted in the starlight they could see the outlines of a monoplane. “Type ten,” said a transportation engineer, regretfully tightening his grip on an electric drill’s ponderous bit. “Shall we kill him first or get the girl to safety?”


  “Kill him first, I say,” volunteered the historian. “All in favor?” There was a soft chorus of assent. “Well, then,” said the historian, “let’s get as close as possible before he wakes up.”


  Stealthily they crept into the clearing and approached the little shack of boughs and trunks which had been flung together.


  “Not bad,” whispered a structural operator. “Well chinked, ventilated—in a primitive way one couldn’t wish for anything better.”


  The neuro-muscular specialist took a heavy pair of operative forceps from his bandolier, and pushed on the door. It swung open after offering only a slight resistance. The seven others crowded into the large room and distributed themselves strategically. The pianist squinted through the dark and whispered, “There he is. I mean they are.” Lying on a sort of semi-permanent bower were the two outlanders, side by side.


  “I saw,” whispered the transportation engineer, “I hadn’t thought it was anything like that—”


  “He probably threatened her,” said the specialist. “That must be it.” He raised his forceps and said uncertainly, louder than he had meant to, “Well!”


  And Clark Stevens awoke. “Now,” he muttered, and his eyes opened. Like a shot from a gun, his lean body snapped into steely action. The specialist he grasped by the wrist, flung away like a rat.


  There was a shrill intake of breath in the room, and the men with weapons poised were frozen where they stood. Every man there knew what should be done, what had to be done for the safety of their civilization, and had spent time studying the use of the weapon he carried. But they couldn’t do it. The genteel conditioning, in which all thoughts of physical violence had been carefully weeded out from birth, left them helpless before this man.


  Stevens rose before them, and, in the gloom of the hut, his eyes blazed like twin embers of a burning city.


  He uttered one inarticulate roar, and started for them. That galvanized them into action; they were capable of as swift motion as he, but in another direction. They dropped their weapons and lied.


  Stevens watched the last of them vanish, then felt a hand take his.


  “They—they didn’t hurt you?”


  Silently he drew her through the door and their bare feet felt the loam of the clearing. The nightwind fanned their faces. He turned to her. “I made them run,” he laughed, and she smiled. Markett was used to the bursts of childlike glee, and she loved her husband. He had insisted upon some sort of ceremony which apparently was tied up with Roald. And beside the usual broad grin was a kind of shrewd, calculating glint.


  “They can’t fight. They’ve forgotten how. But now they know it.”


  “Then,” she whispered, “we’re safe.”


  “Safe,” he repeated broodingly. “From men, yes. But they have their machines. And machines can be set to kill as well as to build. We must move on.”


  Markett turned slowly and looked at the leanto where they had been living. She laughed, a little nervously.


  “Strange,” she said. “At first I didn’t like our—home. It was small—smaller than any of the apartments in the District Dwellings. And we always had to go outdoors for water—cold water that I couldn’t drink because it hadn’t been distilled so that all the salts and taste had been removed. Must we go, Clark?”


  He held her tighter. “It was our home,” he said, “but we must go on!”


  FAR to the north, where sane men did not go, where enormous trees guarded the silent paths of animals to the water-hole, there was a fire, man-built, cunningly piled against the bole of a tree and slanted away from the wind so that it would burn through the long night as a bed of glowing embers, little tongues of blue flame leaping up now and again to warn off any bear or wildcat that might seek easy pickings among the silent forms huddled in a circle. Men they were, big men with gnarled beards and knotted shoulder-muscles, sleeping restlessly and lightly, with one hand lying near cunningly constructed spring-guns and flat, gleaming backswords, into whose steel blades had been let threads of blue and red enamel in glowing, wide designs.


  The crack of a twig broke the stillness of the forest night. With a grunt, the largest of the men sat up, his fist closing tight around the hardwood hilt of his sword.


  “Hibron?” he called softly. “Is it you?”


  Through the dusk strode a figure—a huge-boney male whose hair and beard were like twisted, golden wires, whose loins were girded in the pelt of a lynx, and who carried a hardwood staff a weaker man could not have lifted. He thundered: “Who’re you and who d’ye take me for?”


  Around the fire men sprang to their feet, gripping weapons and raising bows. Their leader held his sword at guard and eyed the stranger coldly. “I mistook you for a missing member of our party,” he said. “Name yourself, stranger.” There was an angry growl from the men around the fire; they advanced, their weapons twitching.


  “Are you Fotchy?” spoke up a man in the background.


  “Not Hibron nor Fotchy nor any of your people,” answered the stranger, surveying them. “I’m Clark Stevens, wildman and sworn enemy of the city people. Who are you?”


  The bearded man lowered his sword. “Come by the fire, enemy of the Fotchy, for their enemies are our friends. Are you alone?”


  Stevens beckoned into a brush and a slim, firm-muscled woman dressed briefly in patched remnants of cloth came forth. “Markett, my wife,” he explained. Then to her: “These men are our friends, but who they are, I do not know. They are honest people, I think. Let us sit by their fire.”


  He and the woman crossed their legs before the blaze, and one of the band piled wood on top. As the flames rose, the forest shadows were driven back, and every pebble in the little clearing cast its long shadow on the ground. The black-bearded man seated himself before the two strangers and his people arranged themselves in council behind him.


  “Selim, Stevens,” began the leader. “I am Isral, one of the judges of the clan of Hebers, expelled and hunted down by the accursed Fotchy these seven generations and more. Are you, too, hounded by the murderous, invading swine?” The firelight gleamed on his nose and played about his ourly beard and hair.


  “These Fotchy,” said Stevens slowly. “I have never heard of them. But I am hounded by another kind, perhaps. I have forsworn the cities of gleaming metal and glass, with their tasteless water and pulpy food. This I have left to live in the wilderness with my wife, and for that reason, they seek to kill me. These Fotchy—who were they?”


  Isral spat. “They came from over the ocean and conquered all things. They imprisoned women and tortured men. Their leaders grew fat and luxurious while the common people were ground into the earth. The Hebers (those who we are) were singled out for destruction, though no one seems to know why. All this have I heard from my father, and there is much in the Btory that is strange.


  “The Hebers were driven into the wilderness one winter to die, but even then we were a hardy people and most of us survived the snow and sleet of the first season. There was trouble as the isolated people met and formed clans, and much struggling for power. In the midst of this they neglected to store up sufficient food for the next winter and many died. For years—twenty, thirty, perhaps—they lived as brutes, with little more than fire to aid them. But, as a new generation grew up, they learned to make things with their hands, to build crude machines, and to turn the laws of nature to the common welfare. And from this time, we have risen in numbers and the enjoyment of life.”


  Isral held up a gleaming sword. “We work with iron and pottery and wood, as well as such metals as we can find in the mountains of the north; we have flocks of goats, sheep and bison. Although we live close to nature, we are not helpless before natural forces, though wholly dependent upon them. We whom you see here are a hunting party sent far south to capture living deer for breeding purposes.”


  He fell silent and stared inquiringly at Stevens, who cast his eyes over the man, and solemnly extended his hands. The gold-bearded man grinned and said: “You are a real people. I will be your friend.” From the group behind Isral was a pleased murmur. “Then,” said Isral, “you will come with us to the North and live with us, and tell us all you can about the world you have left. There may be much that we can put to good use.”


  “I will,” said Stevens. And he was thinking, “These men can fight!”


  DR. ALFREED has begun by discussing the Stevens affair hotly in the Medicos Club; a colleague had mildly objected to his neglect of duty. Alfreed had flared up and called the colleague a dirty name. From then onward Alfreed’s progress was spectacular. There was a challenge to debate the question, and Alfreed had won hands down. His opponent had presented his case clearly and logically, then retired from the stage. Alfreed had walked on with a sneer, the subconscious necessity of defending him elf boiling in his breast.


  His speech was like nothing that had been heard from the debating platform for a hundred years or more, for he began by lashing out bitterly at the private life of his opponent. Patiently the audience waited for him to get around to the issue in question, finding themselves strangely stirred by the wild denunciation. One man yelled from the floor: “He’s right! I’m for Alfreed!” and the cry was repeated in the hall.


  At this the doctor frowned heavily on the audience. “Enough of this!” he barked. “You, my friend, have seen the menace of this wildman loose in our midst. I say to you: ‘Hunt him down! Clark Stevens must be destroyed!’ ”


  The abrupt switch in logic disturbed the crowd not at all. For a hundred years or more they had lain fallow, ready for the first demagogue who came along with a phony cause and a platform technique. In a tremendous burst of enthusiasm the doctor was cheered off the platform and carried through the streets in a spontaneous demonstration, and the cry of the first man to rise had been mutilated into “Right for Alfreed!” which rang all over the city by nightfall.


  Deposited at his doorstep the doctor made a gracious speech, referring to the menace of Clark Stevens, and, passing a hand before his eyes, begged to be excused. Once in his apartment, Alfreed fell into a chair, astonished at himself. As he analyzed the matter there had been a psychological necessity to excuse his own mistake by violence misdirected, or not directed at all. But it was a good thing at any rate. Knowing in his heart of hearts that what he told himself was not true, he pledged himself to release what he already thought of as “his men” as soon as the menace of Stevens was eliminated. Then he went to bed. But all night there rang beneath his window the cry or challenge: “Right for Alfreed!”


  When he woke, it was to find that his men had been working fast, ranging over the city, spreading the news to their friends—news of this wonderful Dr. Alfreed who had emerged from public obscurity to denounce the dangerous maniac who had been permitted to menace the city by the softlings in administrative control.


  His door-signal flashed. “Come,” he called luxuriously from his bed. “ ’Lo, Winters,” he greeted an agitated colleague who strode into the room.


  “Alfreed,” snapped Winters, “how did you do it? And how are you going to stop them? It isn’t healthy, this concentration on the death of one man.”


  “One ruthless, murdering maniac,” said the doctor coldly. “Do you call unhealthy the operation that removes a cancer?” He sat up in bed and brought his fist down emphatically on his knee. “No! The day that Clark Stevens dies I shall rest from my labors, but until then it must and shall be my only thought—and not mine alone but all the people in the city. And those who say otherwise shall be crushed!”


  Winters stared him in the eye. “If you’re not mad,” he said, “you’re giving a very accurate imitation of megalomania. But, for the sake of the record, I assure you that I shall never be a Rightman, and that many others have told me the same. Alfreed, you’ll never get a majority in any election, so why continue a futile opposition?”


  The doctor frowned. “Get out,” he said. “You will see hew a man gets what he wants. He takes it!”


  As the door closed on Winters’ back he relaxed in bed. “Rightman,” did the old fool say? Not bad. Not bad at all. He leaped out of bed and dressed. He was nervous, almost hysterically so, As he strode down the corridor of the dwelling, his friends greeted him with cries of “Right!” They were on his side, he thought.


  He had to make a speech in the breakfast room of the dwelling and left with the cry of “Right for Alfreed!” crashing in his ears. Time to organize now, he thought. The enthusiasm must not be allowed to die down, for once cold reason was permitted to set in, his cause was lost. There could be no such thing as full debate; he must imbue his followers with such a sense of their truth and right that they would, unthinkingly, stamp on the first murmur of opposition, without listening to what the opposer had to say. Had he really been fooling when he intimated to Winters that he would take over by force? Maybe. He didn’t know yet. First thing the Rightmen would need, he decided, would be some sort of identification. Badges—stars? No, these were too flimsy; they might get lost easily, or then some scoundrel who had no right to them, who did not swear allegiance to the cause, might get hold of them.


  What was needed was an ensign more substantial—a staff, perhaps. How about a rod, he thought. A nice, heavy one, of course—it’d look better that way—and it should be painted with bright colors. They could even wear bandoliers and shorts of the same color. Red, of course. Red stood out, attracted attention, and was the color of enthusiasm and violence. The sight of solid red ranks would at once intimidate opposition and attract recruits. “Right Red,” it should be called. “Right Red” for the “Rightmen.” It is the duty, he thought, of the Rightman to defend his person against irresponsible attacks, that he may be preserved for the good of the state.


  And, a few hours later, these same words thundered through a microphone to all parts of the city; “It is the Duty of the Rightman to defend his person against irresponsible attacks that he may be preserved for service to the state!” And a thousand bright Red Staffs swung up in salute, while from the throats of the bearers came the chant: “Right for Alfreed! Right! Right! RIGHT!”


  ISRAL pointed. “See, Stevens, the sharpened tops of the stockade; logs half buried, upright, ten feet out of the ground showing, so close together that a rabbit couldn’t squeeze through. We’re safe here from any animal or man, I think.”


  “I see,” said Stevens, shifting his rucksack. “It’s most ingenious. But shouldn’t you have sentries posted there by the gates?”


  “We usually do,” said Isral, puzzled. “I don’t understand—” He broke off sharply as his eyes caught something. “Thundering heavens! The gate’s open! Somebody’s going to catch hell from the judges for this. Come on!” he shouted at the straggling column of men carrying, in a sort of palanquin cage, the live deer they had gone so far South to capture. “I can’t understand it,” he mused fretfully as he and Stevens and Markett ran on the double. They halted before the picketed gate and Markett wrinkled her nose. “What’s that smell?” she asked.


  Stevens grimaced at the foul stench that drifted over the high palisade, and turned to Isral for an answer. The Heber had forced his face into lines of composure, but beneath his weather-beaten tan, his skin was white with shock, “Fever,” he said, pushing open the gate. “But twice before it has come, and both times we were able to combat it. Now—look—”


  Hopelessly he stretched forth his hand, and Stevens turned his head.


  There was a long street of neat little houses, log houses, punctuated here and there by little shops of artisans. At the end of the street was a meeting-hall on which, in wood contrasting with the rough, unfinished logs on the outside, was nailed the six-pointed star, tribal symbol of the Hebers. But the pottery wheels and grindstones and forges before the shops were untended, and there was no smoke of cooking from the neat little chimneys of the houses. Lying in the street, or half hidden in doorways, were drawn, gaunt figures, women, children and old people.


  With a little cry of alarm, Markett bent over the form of a child and felt its pulse and skin. “Still alive,” she said anxiously. “How do you combat this?”


  “A kind of berry,” replied Isral. “But there were none growing this year when we left. They were small and bitter.”


  “I know the general type,” said Markett. “The bark does just as well, if you soak it in water. Have you any of the wood about?”


  “Here,” replied the Heber, pointing to a bush outside the gate. “This is the kind that grows the berries. And there are others in the forest.” He turned to the bearers. “You!” he barked. “Go pull up every fever-bush you can find and bring it here. You, Samel, draw clean water from the Old Well and fill some tubs. Wash them first. You three, dig a trench. Some of our people are past any service save that.”


  “That settles it,” broke in Stevens grimly. “You can’t live here any longer.”


  “Why not, friend?” asked Isral, his eyes on the men who were carrying out his orders.


  “This sort of thing might strike you any moment. To save those who are still here, we have to kill every fever-bush by uprooting and stripping the bark. How many people live here?”


  “There are about two thousand in this suburb. Of these, one thousand may already have died; others have fled to our other cities and towns. In them, if the plague has not been spread; and we have means of keeping it down if there is time for warning; we have seventy thousands in all.”


  “Seventy thousand,” Stevens whispered to himself. Then, with a great roar, he cried: “We’ll do it!”


  “What?”


  “Go South—all of us, men, women and children. We can do it easily—take the city from which I fled and live there, peacefully and healthily.” Isral stared at him. “How can we take a great city of the South?”


  “Isral,” answered Stevens, “you don’t know what has happened to men in the great cities. They have become soft and helpless. A score of them, all armed, came after me, and fled at the first sign of opposition. A band of determined infants could take the city, for these city-dwellers are incapable of violence. What do you say to that, friend?”


  “I say,” declared Heber slowly, “that we’ll do it!”


  THE HISTORIAN faced the little group of men, sweeping the small room with a glance. “Where’s Denning?” he asked.


  The General Practitioner coughed. “The Rightmen got him,” he said. “Since Alfreed linked up the entire scientific council with what he calls the subversives, none of us have been able to appear in public safely. Denning’s apartment was raided last night and I think he’s been liquidated.”


  The Neuro-specialist drummed the table-top nervously. “It’s incredible the way this psychopathia has spread all over the city. In three short months Alfreed and his followers have become so powerful that they do not need to intimidate opposition; they’re a majority.”


  “You’re wrong there,” said the Historian. “They make a lot of noise. But the investigation has shown—well, let’s hear it from first hand sources. Would you please repeat what you told me this morning, Gallacher?”


  A tall, thin man arose. “Despite appearance to the contrary,” he began, “Alfreed has only succeeded in winning over a certain part of the population. Those people who have succumbed, and become Rightmen, are those whose social position has been such as to require a minimum training in social consciousness and responsibility, those whose functions are such to require the minimum application of intelligence.


  “These people, despite the facilities that the city offers, have been leading very narrow, cramped lives. Their emotional attainment has been very low, frustrated in many cases. Thus, the terrific emotional appeal of Alfreed’s insane program has swept them away, made them willing followers.”


  “What,” asked the Practitioner, “has been the actual range of violence and intimidation on the part of the Rightmen?”


  “Enough to have a demoralizing effect upon the city as a whole. In fact, enough to make many feel insecure to such an extent that they would join the Rightmen sheerly for self-protection. The cases of violence against citizens, although still small in number, have been increasing, and have been sufficiently ferocious to paralyze, almost completely, any attempt at public opposition.”


  “Quite right,” agreed the Historian. “You were correct in one sense,” he said to the Neuro-specialist. “Alfreed does not need a majority to win an election, or to seize power now. He can either intimidate the citizens into voting for him, or to refrain from voting at all.”


  “What has been done to combat Alfreed, without using his own methods, of course?” asked an engineer.


  “Rightmen have been captured by the ambulance squads, interrogated, then treated with Regulators. The interesting thing is that, once removed from Alfreed’s influence, they return to normal very quickly, and a bit of Regulating makes them permanently immune.”


  “The difficulty is,” he went on, “that, so far, the psychopathic has spread more quickly than the antidote. What we must do is set machines to capture the Rightmen, Alfreed in particular, and regulate them. We cannot afford to use violence ourselves because of the deadly effects it has upon those involved in its use.”


  The Historian nodded. “We must move quickly,” he stated, “because I greatly think that Alfreed will make an open bid for full power very shortly. Unless there is something else to come up, gentlemen, I suggest we adjourn and get to work.”


  A TENT camp for women, children and the animals had been pitched far outside the city, and the forty-thousand armed men of Heber were swinging down one of the great, outmoded superhighways which led into the city. Overhead circled spotting planes, a vivid red in hue, marked with symbols strange to the Hebers, and even to Markett and Stevens. “Something must have happened in the city,” the girl hazarded. They could see it not far off, and from it issued along the highway men marching in ragged file, with none of the snap and precision of the Hebers.


  “Fools!” spat Stevens. “If they want to reduce our numbers why don’t they drop weights from those planes?” Markett was shocked. “That’s a very clever idea,” she said. “I wonder that nobody’s thought of it before.”


  “They haven’t the military mind,” said Stevens. “Such things do not occur to them.” The men from the city were drawing nearer; calmly the Hebers unshipped their weapons, front ranks armed with spring-bows, rear ranks with throwing darts and the savage backswords that could cut down a grizzly bear in midcharge.


  An especially large plane roared overhead, and, from it, thundered a great voice. “Halt your forces!”


  “Dr. Alfreed!” cried Markett. “That little fool’s trying to order us around.”


  “Ignore that,” advised Stevens. “Go straight ahead. Meet that mob and you won’t find any resistance worth speaking of.”


  “I have arranged for everything,” said Isral serenely. “Quarter will be given when asked; corpses will not be mutilated, and no vengeance for our own casualties will be taken once resistance has stopped. We will accept them as equals once we have the city in our hands.” He fell silent and the tension grew as the two armies marched toward one another at a steady gait. The huge red plane of Dr. Alfreed yawped hysterical injunctions at the advancing Hebers, who didn’t even look up.


  Then, suddenly, there was a brief exchange of throwing-weapons and the armies made contact. Automatically they split up into groups, clubbing and slashing. Stevens waded into the thick of it, swinging a broadsword. He was startled to see that all the enemy were wearing vivid red shorts and bandoliers and were uniformly armed with heavy, short clubs. Remembering the timorous party that had first sought to kill him, he was dazed at the savagery with which the city men came to attack, with a suicidal disregard for their own safety and lives.


  Further speculation he could not indulge in, for he was hard-pressed by a piquet of men who charged with strange cries of “Right for Alfreed!” One he spitted on his point; another’s legs were cut away from beneath him, and a third landed a wild blow on Stevens’ shoulder before the sizzling sweep of the backsword cut him down.


  Stevens’ head was curiously clear in the midst of the turmoil. With a mental start, he realized that something had happened; that this sort of thing no longer seemed glorious. He was not afraid; he saw it as a necessity, but now he realized that his only desire was to get it over with as soon as possible and have done with violence and fighting fellow men. Mechanically he fell in line with a spearhead of Hebers and worked his way along it to the apex; there he stayed, slashing and parrying till a concerted attack from behind dissolved it into skirmishing knots of men.


  But now, from the city, came forth things that made the warriors gasp in amazement. Metal cylinders, upright, wheeled, each equipped with tentacle-like projections. They bore down upon the fray, plunging into the ranks of the red-clad fighters. For a moment, Stevens thought them to be reinforcements, but, now, he saw that the machines were for another purpose. The tentacles lashed out and seized the red-clad warriors firmly, yet, it appeared, carefully, so as not to do them harm, and, when their arms were full, turned and made back for the city.


  Stevens swung wide of a head that bobbed, and a red club came down on his head, while another crashed into his ear. The world spun around, then the ground reached up and struck him sharply. And, suddenly, it was night. “Hold your head up,” said a voice. Stevens opened his eyes. “Markett,” he whispered. “What is it?”


  “Concussion. You’ve been unconscious for three days. And what days!” She rolled her eyes.


  “Exciting? What happened?”


  “We were on the verge of losing the battle—they had us outnumbered—when the pursuit machines attacked the Rightmen—that’s what the red-clad fighters are called. That completely demoralized them, and they broke and fled back toward the city. We were almost too amazed to know what to do, but Isral ordered us on, so we advanced after them. When we were almost upon the entrance, a voice came through calling me.”


  “You?”


  “Yes. The council was watching the whole affair through tele-screens in the control room. They asked us what we wanted, who we were, and so forth. Isral and I explained, and they offered to take us in if we would lay down our weapons and promise to come peacefully; if we did not, they said they had a sort of gas which would make us all lose consciousness.”


  “So you agreed?”


  “Certainly. You see, they explained about the Rightmen, too. The people we were fighting are not the city’s army; they were a sort of club taking orders from Dr. Alfreed. A historian told me that it was what you call a dictatorship. They had seized control of the city (although the council had escaped and continued to work opposition, preparing the pursuit machines, etc.) and were beating down the people, not allowing any freedom of speech, so when they saw that we were losing, the people came out and attacked the Rightmen from behind. At the same time the pursuit machines came out, because, of course, no one except the council knew that there was a weapon which could be used against Alfreed’s army.


  “It was really the citizens who won because there were not enough of the pursuit machines to beat the Rightmen; as they could do was to create confusion in the Rightmen ranks, and work demoralization by carrying off fighters.”


  Stevens was silent for a moment, then: “What happened to the Rightmen—those who weren’t killed?”


  “They were Regulated, Alfreed among them, and all came out sane again.”


  “And Isral—the Hebers?”


  “Doing fine; they’re going into arts and crafts, something which the Chief Historian says has been a lost function with us. We needed them badly.”


  He scratched his head. “Somehow,” he said, “I feel different. I’m not the old, frightened Clark Stevens that I once was; and I’m not the man I was when I first ran away with you.


  “I want to live here, in the city. Yet I’m still not satisfied with it. It has to be changed.”


  He broke off as the Neuro-specialist came in. “Hello,” he said, “what’s up?”


  “ ’Lo, Stevens,” replied the man. “Feeling all right?”


  “Yes.”


  “We want you on the council. There was a faction that wanted to regulate you again, but most of us agree that we need men of your kind here, so long as they’re not extremists. You seem to have levelled off to just the right point to make you valuable.”


  He nodded. “Strange, Clement, but I feel the same about you fellows. At one time, I thought you were all fit for scrapping, but now I see that the city needs you as much as it does me. I think that’s the answer: we need all kinds of people; no one kind can be permitted to dominate, but no one kind can be suppressed, either.”


  “Of course,” said Markett. “After that one big burst of violent battle, you worked the ego of Roald the Viking almost completely out of your psychology. Only the part that I like, that I love, is left—and I think that will stay put.”


  Stevens reached out and took her hand.


  “I—I’d like to wear cloth again instead of leather, Clark.” Markett said—and both men laughed.


  Headhunters of Nuamerica


  Stanton A. Coblentz


  THERE was a stunned sensation in Downey’s head as he slowly regained consciousness. He had the feeling of one who has been drugged, or sandbagged; and for a moment he could not quite recall where he was or what had happened to him. He was only aware of a dull, hammering sound from somewhere in the distance; and aware also of the aching pain and the stiffness in every joint and muscle of his body. It seemed to him at first that his eyelids were glued together, and would never open; and when at length he forced them apart, he realized that he was in darkness, except for a faint light that slowly widened at the further end of a narrow gallery.


  A low moan from just ahead of him caused him to reach out; and, more by feeling than by sight, he recognized the slim form sprawled full-length on the floor. Judith Barclay! As this name flashed across his mind, recollection came back with a great leap, and his tortured brain reconstructed the scenes of the last hour or two. The announcement of the outbreak of war, followed almost immediately by the appearance of the raiding planes! His appeal to Judith, when for the twentieth time she had shrugged her thin shoulders and refused him; then the alarm, and their flight together through the panicky crowds toward the air-raid shelters! Their terrified halt, when a bomb plowed up the street just before them; and their dash into an immense section of concrete pipe, where some construction work was under way! And, finally, the thudding sound of a concussion; Judith’s scream—and darkness!


  “Well, by thunder, that shell pretty near got us!” he reflected, scarcely wondering at the changed appearance of the pipe, which he attributed to the explosion. Then, as he reached out and felt for the girl’s arm, he asked, “How are you, Jude? Hurt?”


  “No, I’m all right, Mort,” she answered, weakly. “Only, a little—a little funny In the head.”


  He glanced out along the tapering dimness of the pipe, and saw the light at the further end slowly widening. At the same time, the noise of renewed hammering came to his ears. “Well, the rescuers are getting here pretty quick,” he remarked. “Guess the raid’s over.”


  “Thank heaven!” she sighed. “I—I don’t think this was a very wise place to choose, Mort.”


  He bit his lip, wondering why, even in their present grim location, her least remark should have the power to torture him.


  “Don’t you—don’t you smell something peculiar? A little like ether?” she went on, in faltering tones; while he, as the light at the end of the gallery brightened to a glare, tottered to his hands and knees, and then fell back to the floor of the tube, feeling sick in the head.


  “There’s something wrong with the air, by Christopher!” he muttered; and then cried out in astonishment, “Say, do you see that?”


  By the bright light at the end of the gallery, two figures were visible. Two men wearing clothes like Scottish kilts, bright crimson and emerald-hued, and with bare arms and knees! Over the lips and nostrils of each was a drooping, scarlet-tubed apparatus, a little like a gas-mask, though different from any gas-mask that Downey had ever seen. And in the hand of the foremost was a minute shining stick, from which suddenly a dazzlingly white searchlight ray shot out, illuminating the two trapped persons as if by a blaze of sunlight.


  Downey thought that the strangers started back in surprise; but all that he was certain of was that, after a second, they were motioning him to come out of the tube.


  This Downey was able to do only very slowly, while helping the girl, who was tightly clutching at a large beaded handbag. So painful was their progress that the man’s mind, still dazed, had little chance to reflect on their rescuers’ appearance. Doubtless the strangers were vaudeville performers who, caught by surprise, had had no time to change their costumes.


  But when Downey Anally came to the end of the tube and stared out, he gasped and staggered, clutched one hand to his forehead, and sank full-length to the ground, in reeling bewilderment.


  Surely, the shock had turned his mind! The long marble lines of the Government buildings, which had dominated the scene only a short while before—they were no longer to be seen! The sandstone mansions of Bannerton Row, just to his left, had vanished! He was in the midst of a wide park, featured by gnarled old elms—gnarled old elms a hundred feet high, where there had been not even a sapling!


  But if this were only a nightmare, why did Judith share it? For her dazed exclamations showed that her eyes told the same story!


  As they breathed the clear air outside the tube, the hazes cleared rapidly from their minds; the strength seemed all at once to course back to their limbs, and they were able to rise to their feet. But each second only added to their befuddlement.


  The red-and-green-clad men were but two out of a score. All wore kilted costumes, with bare arms and knees; and all were arrayed in bright colors: purple and gold, chrome yellow, crimson, and milky white. And all had crowded around them with wild exclamations, calling out in high-pitched tones that neither of them could at first understand.


  At length, from amid the din, two cries made themselves evident, shrilling in a strange aecentuation, “Who are you? Who are you? Where do you come from? Where do you come from?”


  To this Downey replied, in a voice that sounded cracked and broken even to his own ears. “Who are you? Who are you? Where do you come from?”


  His answer was an outburst of laughter which, beginning in a low ripple, gradually rose to an uproarious crescendo.


  This demonstration was checked by the arrival of a tan blue-and-orange-clad individual, who stood out from the others owing to a large gemmed silver star that crowned his bald pate.


  Raising his left arm authoritatively, the newcomer instantly silenced the crowd; and, stepping toward Downey and the girl, spoke in slow, crisp tones that were quite understandable despite their foreign ring:


  “Better tell us, sir, where you come from. I understand you were both found among the ruins.”


  “Yes, I guess that’s right, Downey replied. “That is, the ruins of the bombing raid.”


  “Bombing raid?” several voices caught him up, sharply. “Bombing raid?” And the men turned to one another with muttered exclamations; while one or two put their hands significantly to their heads.


  “I do not know what you mean, sir,” said the star-crowned one. “Must I tell you we are a civilized people, and have had no bombing raids for three hundred years?”


  Downey grumbled something beneath his breath, thinking this a poor time for jesting. But incisively over all rose the voice of Judith, “if you have had no bombing raids for three hundred years, then what year is this? Didn’t we go through a raid only a little while ago?”


  The starred one cast Judith a piercing glance, and replied, contemptuously, “I suppose, then, you’ve forgotten this is the year 314!”


  “That is, 314 by the new reckoning,” another voice explained. “2270, if you prefer the Medieval calendar.”


  Downey and the girl stared at one another, dumbfounded. Could it be that they had slept for more than three centuries?


  “Do not forget,” the starred one continued, fixing Downey with a severe scowl, “we have yet to account for your presence here. A few days ago, digging among the ruins left by the savages in their war hundreds of years ago, we came across a big concrete tube which, on being opened, gave out fumes that produced temporary unconsciousness in the investigators. Later, as they worked with gas-masks, you two were noticed within. It is evident that you entered sometime after the first opening was made, while the workers lay drugged by the fumes. But where did you come from? That is what we cannot understand.”


  Downey’s mind reeled. An explanation, amazing and yet barely possible, had flashed over him. What if the impact of the explosion had sealed both ends of the concrete tube where he and Judith had sought refuge? What if the tube had been buried beneath the earth, to remain there for centuries? What if the poison gas released by the bombs had entered their retreat, too diluted to kill them and yet strong enough to produce suspended animation? He remembered reading of a new war gas which could cause precisely that effect; and he knew that such substances did exist in nature: as, for example, the paralyzing fluid which the hunting wasp injects into the spider, to keep it indefinitely alive though seemingly lifeless. If such a poison could operate for weeks or months, what was there to prevent it from being effective for a year? for ten years? even for three hundred years?


  Then might this not be what had happened to Judith and himself? In their profound unconsciousness, time would have no meaning for them; generation after generation might be born, grow to maturity and old age, and pass away while they slept their dreamless sleep, to be awakened at last when the opening of their tomb had released the poisoned fumes and let in some pure air.


  By some swift intuition, Downey felt sure that this was what had happened.


  But his new acquaintances were not to be convinced by his explanation. “I do not know where you are from,” said the starred one, while his green and orange costume glittered brilliantly in the sun. “You do not talk like natives of our Nuamerica. You know our speech as if from old books, and there is a foreign ring to your voices. Your clothes are strange and clownish—I half believe you have robbed a museum. Either you are foreigners who have no passport, or fugitives who seek an outlandish disguise. For that reason, I proclaim you under arrest! You will come with me to be examined by the High Councillor!”


  To the accompaniment of a sound as of rattling chains, three men stepped forth from the crowd. Each drew out a little pistol-like machine, and pressed the trigger; and from the muzzle of each apparatus there shot forth thin shining wires, which, with incredible swiftness, wound themselves about Downey and the girl, binding their arms to their sides beyond possibility of release.


  Then, with a brusque “Come!”, the starred one stalked away; while the two prisoners, poked and shoved by half a dozen guards, started slowly down an avenue of elms toward the huge triangular doorway of a remote building.


  II


  AS they passed along the tree lined boulevard, their eyes were attracted to several edifices of strange forms and colors. Some were shaped like gigantic mushrooms, and were of a sky-blue complexion; others were like huge inverted sea-green funnels; while the queerest of all was an enormous crystalline sphere that rested on a wide base of black marble. “You see, Jude,” Downey remarked, “this is the twenty-third century, sure enough. Was anything like this ever known in our own time?”


  “They do look crazy,” Judith admitted, “but I’d be crazier yet if I believed what you want me to. We must both be dreaming. That’s the simplest explanation.”


  On reaching the triangular doorway, they passed into a hall whose softly glowing walls were lined with a satiny claret-colored cloth. The floors were of alabaster; the air was rich with pine-incense; and the golden incense burners, upon ebony tables, gave something of the effect of an Oriental temple.


  But it was not this that arrested the newcomers’ attention. Their eyes were immediately drawn to a figure who, clad in lush crimson, sat on a throne that dangled ten feet above the floor, being suspended from the ceiling by chains. As Downey adjusted himself to the subdued light, he was able to make out that the man was old, very old; his face was seamed and pitted until it might have been mistaken for the mummy of Rameses.


  Yet his movements belied his age. He was able to act with the swiftness and decision of youth; and his words, when at length they came forth, were spoken rapidly and with force.


  Surrounding him like courtiers, on the floor of the hall, were half a dozen elaborately robed men with faces as creased and scarred as his own. Yet all, despite their appearance of extreme age, moved with an almost youthful robustness; their bodies seemed erect and well developed, with none of the flabby or wizened quality that might have been expected to belong to their years.


  It was with a vague discomfort that Downey noted the owlish stares these ancient beings cast at him, nudging one another, and ogling him with unhealthy peeps and squints. In his eyes they were the most repulsive creatures he had ever seen.


  Judith, also, appeared to have something of the same feeling. Pressing close, she whispered into his ears, “What is this? The hall of the Harpies?”


  The silver-starred dignitary, who had preceded them into the hall, had paused before the suspended throne, and was speaking to the crimson-robed old man, whom he addressed as “High Councillor.” Downey could not make out much of his words, but could see how he paused occasionally to point to Judith and himself; and he noted with apprehension the avid gleams in the eyes of the High Councillor, who stared down half curiously, half malevolently at the two prisoners as they stood silently amid the guards.


  At length the Councillor motioned the starred one away; beckoned Downey to approach him; and spoke, in the high, piping tones of advanced age:


  “Stranger, I do not know where you come from: whether you be a spy from across the ocean, or one who was hidden away by misguided parents in order to escape the Decapitation Draft. In any case—”


  “What is the Decapitation Draft?” Downey could not help breaking out.


  The Councillor’s fist came down angrily, pounding at the vacant air.


  “Do not think to save your head,” he shrilled, “by pretending ignorance of one of our most honored customs! As I was about to say, unless you can satisfactorily show where you come from, you will be sent to the bodytesting rooms; and if you pass, as I believe you will, judging from your sturdy-looking frame, you will be put on the list for early decapitation. Such is the law of Nuamerica, of which I am the local administrator;”


  Downey gasped. Could it be that every one in the twenty-third century was mad?


  “Well, are you going to speak or not?” piped the Councillor, leaning down from his throne until Downey thought he was about to fall off. “I’m giving you your chance to prove where you come from!”


  As simply as he could, Downey attempted to state the facts of his origin; although he felt convinced that there would be little gain in arguing with a lunatic. And, as he foresaw, his words evoked only merriment. “Truly, stranger,” said the chief tormentor, after he, the courtiers and the guards had all rocked back and forth with laughter, “you have little imagination, if you cannot think of a better story! So you were born in the year 1915! That is, 1915 by the old reckoning! Why, that would make you older than I! And I’m the most elderly man in this district, even though I won’t celebrate my two hundred and seventy-fifth birthday till next year!”


  Downey stared, and said nothing, more convinced than ever of the Councillor’s madness.


  “Of course, if it were not for you young man,” the leader went on, meditatively, “I would have been in my grave two centuries ago. It is you who supply us with the robust young bodies to keep our old heads alive. I well remember how, just two hundred and nine years ago, I was pronounced at the point of death from heart disease—and the transfusion to a young body was performed barely in the nick of time. Since then, I’ve had the operation repeated once every thirty years—which accounts for my present good health.”


  From amid these rambling phrases, Downey had begun to catch a gleam of horrible meaning. Was the old man really mad after all? Or had he and his followers been kept alive through some dread process of grafting new bodies on to old heads?


  Even as these questions flashed across the young man’s mind, he heard the renewed rasping of the Councillor’s voice, “I give you one final chance, sir! If you can’t explain who you are and where you’re from, you will be honored, according to the law of Nuamerica, by giving your head—”


  He was interrupted by a half muffled cry. Judith, with one hand to her mouth, had vainly tried to keep back her horror.


  The scowl on the Councillor’s mummy face gave way to a faint smile as he turned to the girl, and said, “Have no fear, lady. You will not share in the honor. Don’t you know that the Official Head Commission only last year exempted women from the Draft?”


  And then, blandly turning to the guards, the Councillor ordered, “Take the prisoners to the body-testing rooms. I believe we are up on our schedule, are we not?”


  “Yes, Your Highness,” returned the leader of the guards, bowing until his bare knees touched the floor, “there is no reason why your desires should not be executed within three days.”


  “Splendid!” approved the Councillor; while Downey, his arms still bound by the cramping wires, felt himself being drawn away in the midst of his grinning, kilted captors.


  III


  STRIPPED to the waist, Downey stood in a gray steel room that somewhat resembled the turret of a battleship. Gun-shaped implements bristled from the grim painted walls; a veritable arsenal of knives glistened behind him; while in the foreground was a series of tall machines equipped with an intricacy of dials and tubes, to one of which Downey’s left arm had been strapped.


  Just behind Downey stood a queer looking individual; robed in black, although with bare knees, according to the local custom; and with a black mask, and two tubes like doubly long opera glasses attached to his eyes. Eagerly he was bending over the dials, and reciting, half as though to himself, “339. 339.1. 340.1. 340.3.” Then, with sudden enthusiasm, he snapped off the mask and glasses, revealing a wizened ancient face, and exclaimed,


  “Young man, I congratulate you! You have passed!”


  “Passed what, Doctor?” demanded Downey, as the examiner freed his arms from the straps.


  “Passed the body test! You have come through with high honors! I never saw a more perfect physique! No flaw—no disease! Your score is more than three hundred and forty—and two hundred and thirty, as you may know, is considered a good average. I shall recommend you for immediate decapitation! My congratulations again, young man!”


  Downey glared at the blacked robed one. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “It seems to me nearly every one here has lost his head, but that’s no reason I want to lose mine!”


  “Ah, but it’s considered a glorious thing, young man! To be decapitated for your country’s sake! Not every one can rise to such heights! Your name will be enshrined in the Tablet of Heroes!”


  “I can get along without that,” stated Downey, drily. “All I’m asking to know is what this nonsense is all about.”


  “Nonsense? You won’t think it’s nonsense, young man, when you put your neck under the knife!”


  Noting the look of bewilderment and horror on Downey’s face, the Doctor continued in a different vein:


  “Well, maybe I’d better explain. I’m coming to see you’re sincere in claiming ignorance. Not that I can accept that silly story about the twentieth century. But judging from your looks, your queer accent and out-of-date manners, you are undoubtedly from some foreign country, where maybe the people are uncivilized and don’t know anything about decapitation.”


  The black-robed one seated himself on a little revolving stool, crossed his legs, and slowly went on:


  “The original invention was made about three hundred years ago, by a physician named John Knight, who lived in an ancient city called New York. Was it necessary, Knight asked, for our best and most brilliant minds to be taken from us at the early age of seventy or eighty owing to some bodily defect? If fed by a vigorous blood-stream, the brain would continue to function indefinitely—perhaps for centuries. But a vigorous blood-stream, after senility had set in, could come only from another body. Therefore, Dr. Knight concluded, if an old man’s head were grafted on to the body of a youth, the old man might continue to live, with new limbs and organs, but with mental faculties unimpaired. Think what a boon it would be for the race, if we could keep our great geniuses alive for hundreds of years!”


  “But how was it possible, Doctor,” broke in Downey, “to attach one man’s body to another man’s head?”


  “It wasn’t possible until after long experimentation. But the same principle had already been applied in the grafting of limbs. There was a gas, Etherene by name, which would produce suspended animation for a few hours, even stopping the heartbeat and the circulation of the blood. Any part of a man’s body might be out off while he was in this condition; and if ligament was fitted to ligament, bone to bone, and blood-vessel to blood-vessel, the removed portion might be attached in its proper place to the body of another Etherene patient. Of course, this required skilled surgery. But it was found that, by making proper measurements in advance, it was possible to graft arms, legs, ears, eyes and even whole bodies on to new possessors.”


  “That doesn’t explain,” remarked Downey, grimly, “where the new bodies would come from.”


  “No, it doesn’t.” The speaker arose, pointed to a crimson wall-chart marked, “Selective Decapitation Draft,” and then went on to state, “There has been a great deal of trouble on that score. In fact, the Anti-Draft Revolution of the Twenties was fought on these grounds alone. First, as to whose lives would be preserved by the new invention. Of course, our rulers voted themselves that privilege. Also, the friends and relations of the rulers. Then all persons whose income tax was high enough were automatically entitled to remain alive. Furthermore, those who got in by what is vulgarly called graft—unfortunately, there have been some scandals on that account. And, finally, if there were bodies enough to go around, a place was to be made for the geniuses, such as great scientists, philosophers, poets, etc.


  “I regret greatly to say, however,” the Doctor concluded, with a sigh, “that we have never yet gotten that far down on the list.”


  “That still doesn’t tell me,” Downey insisted, “where you get the young bodies to attach to the old heads.”


  “Well, that has always been a problem,” admitted the Doctor. “At first we used the bodies of criminals condemned to capital punishment. But the age was a humane one, and abolished capital punishment. Then we called for volunteers. But people showed a decided lack of patriotism. So finally we adopted the draft. All young men between twenty-one and thirty-one must be permanently registered. If they are selected in _the great annual lottery and are found to be without taint or disease, they will have the blessed fate of giving their bodies to rejuvenate their country’s aged leaders.”


  “But are the drafted men the only ones taken?” inquired Downey, anxiously.


  “No, we are broad-minded. We offer the same distinguished lot to criminals—and to aliens without a passport. That is how you gained your chance, young man. As it happens, we are now far down the list. Your turn will come in just three days.”


  With a groan, Downey stared at the gray, knife-lined walls that hedged him about like a fortress prison. For the first time in his life he regretted—and bitterly regretted—the care he had always taken to keep in prime physical condition. He chewed his lips in mortification to think that he had come to the twenty-third century only in order to nourish some tottering dodo with his life blood. But for one reason above all others he was stabbed with grief: a vision had burst over him of Judith’s eager face and burning bright blue eyes; and with a rush of vehement emotion it came to him that he could not, must not die! How would she fare, alone and friendless in this strange century? To escape from the bleak steel walls appeared impossible; yet for her sake, more than for his own, he must find a way to avert the threatened doom.


  IV


  TWO days had gone by. Up and down the length of a long curtained room Downey slowly paced, with drooping head and drawn white face. Sumptuously upholstered chairs and carven tables were ranged about him, as if to lend luxury to his final hours. But it was not these that he observed; his eyes were drawn constantly to the door, which was crossed with steel bars, beyond which two kilted figures stood beside an ugly black apparatus resembling a machine-gun.


  Bitterly he reviewed in his mind his fruitless efforts to free himself. The windows were locked and grated; the single door was guarded, and he was under constant surveillance. Every effort had been made to render his last days comfortable—but what comfort could he take when he was held like a doomed ox in the stall, awaiting the slaughter? He had hardly slept and barely taken food; and the final irony, he thought, occurred when he was handed a steel plaque which read, “The Purple Badge of Heroism. Died for his country this Thirty-Third day of May, in the year 314 of the New Era.”


  “Well, guess I’m as good as dead already,” he reflected as he stared at these words.


  He had flung the iron plaque to the furthest corner of the room, and had sunken into a chair with his head buried in his hands, when a rattling at the door caused him to start up abruptly.


  “A visitor to see the prisoner!” he heard one of the guards droning, automatically. And the other responded, as automatically, “Let her in! Let her in!”


  Leaping up, he observed Judith peering dismally through the bars.


  “Mort!” she cried, in tones of mingled joy and sadness; while as he sprang forward to meet her he observed that two kilted women and a guard accompanied her. He also noted—and was a little hurt at the incongruity of the fact—that she had taken pains with her make-up: she was carrying her handbag, and the rouge on her lips was particularly thick, and the powder was smeared on her cheeks in great white patches.


  “Mort, I—I’ve done everything,” she exclaimed, as she flung out both hands to him. “But it was—it was no use. They wouldn’t even let me see you till this minute. I—I’ve come to say good-bye, Mort.”


  He noticed that her big blue eyes were brimmed with tears. And in the tumult of that moment his own eyes were moist. With a swift impulse, he drew her to him, bending down and pressing his lips against hers. But, even as he did so, a powerful restraint seized him against his will. Caught by a sudden spasm, he turned aside, inwardly cursing—and sneezed.


  Then again he sneezed, and again, and again, with fierce explosiveness; and the tears rolled from his eyes, which began to grow red and inflamed. Seven times in all he sneezed; then, with a growl, he muttered, “Damnation! There goes my hay fever again!”


  “Your what?” the guard inquired, not quite catching the words. “What kind of fever did you say?”


  “Hay fever,” Judith answered. “It’s a pestilence that used to rage in the twentieth century.”


  “Never heard of it,” said the guard; at which the girl, drawing a mirror and powder-puff from her bag, began to smear her face anew; while Downey once more sneezed violently.


  “Sounds mighty dangerous!” concluded the guard; and opening a little black tube on the wall, he called into it, “Send Doctor ZX down here at once! The prisoner has a fit!”


  Downey was just completing his third sneezing spell a minute or two later when the black-robed Doctor arrived. With a dismayed gasp, he stared at Downey; then opened a little case and took out a mass of batteries and wires, which he attached to the prisoner’s wrists and ankles, while he damped two tubes to his ears and listened.


  While he was doing this, Judith was using her powder puff again, and Downey once more sneezed.


  “I don’t know just what the disturbance is,” the Doctor at length decided, gloomily. “There’s some hidden functional derangement. The heart-beat is too fast. And the nerve pressure is too low. It’s too bad, young man, that you should have to spoil a good record.”


  Downey’s answer was to sneeze once more.


  “I can’t imagine what causes the fits,” meditated the Doctor, while conducting a further examination. “It’s something new to medical science. For all I know, it may be contagious. Worst of all the germs are probably in your body, and would infect any head to which you were attached.”


  “It was considered worse than smallpox in our own time,” contributed Judith.


  The Doctor paced slowly about the room, shaking his aged head doubtfully; while he himself, as Judith continued operation with the powder puff, all at once began to sneeze.


  “By my old head, I do hope I haven’t caught it too!” he snapped, withdrawing from Downey anxiously. And then, with sudden decisiveness, “That settles it! I’m afraid I have bad news for you, young man. All our decapitation heroes, as you know, must be in the best physical condition. We can’t take the chance of having them contaminate an old head. Our rule is, ‘Safty first.’ So you see, young man, I am left no choice. I will have to withdraw my recommendation!”


  “What?” demanded Downey, rushing toward the Doctor in a wild outburst of joy. “Does that mean I won’t be decapitated?”


  “Keep away from me!” snarled the Doctor, making a dash toward the door. “Of course it means that! There’s no use arguing, either! Henceforth you’ll have to earn your living like any ordinary head-wearing citizen!”


  *    *    *


  As Judith’s attendants and the guard withdrew, a startling thought burst over Downey.


  “By heaven, Jude,” he exclaimed, “how did I happen to get hay-fever already? My death-plaque said it’s only May. And you know the fever season doesn’t begin till August.”


  Judith looked up at him with streaming eyes in which a faint light was dawning. “Silly!” she said. “Why do you think I kept rubbing so much powder on my face? Don’t you remember, you always used to complain, you were allergic to it, and it made you sneeze so much?”


  “Well, thank the Lord for face powder!” cried the rescued man, as he suddenly realized how long and ingeniously the girl had been planning to save him—and realized, also, what such planning implied.


  “It is lucky I brought my handbag with me from the twentieth century—and the face powder in it,” stated the girl.


  But his arms had already reached down to seize her. And, for the first time, she responded fully to his embrace.


  “I—I—I didn’t know how much I cared, Mort,” she sobbed, “until I thought—I thought they were going to kill you!”


  “Well, after all, decapitation has some merits,” he smiled back. “Come to think of it, Jude, it doesn’t matter much to me what century I’m in, so long as I’m there with you.”


  Healing Rays in Space


  J. Harvey Haggar


  CHAPTER I


  STRANGE BARGAIN


  THE big library was of platinum-and-teakwood. There were two occupants, a monstrous man who wore expensive vitrilex, and a wisp of a girl in a wheel chair. One entire wall space was taken up by a chart of the solar system. Below the chart was the label: Marshall Space Lines, 1990 to 2055, First In Astral Commerce.


  Spaceports, marked by red pins, dotted the entire chart. The large man was humming as he thrust other scarlet pins into Ceres, Pallas and Juno with such a savagery as one might use in thrusting swords.


  “Feel better, dad?” The wisp of a girl was speaking. Misty locks of sheeny hair lay on the back of the invalid chair like starclouds on a summer night. A beautiful frame for a picture of lifeless, transparent features.


  “I ought to! It took fifty years to scalp the Thallin Starways!” gloated Keith Randolph Marshall, looking proudly at the carmine clusters that marked new interspace commerce lanes. “You bet! Fifty years to skin old Rufus Thallin’s hide! Why, every ship he owns is mine now.


  “He’s going to come and beg! I’ve got it figured out. He’ll come today, before the foreclosure. He’ll be on his knees and I’ll like it. He’ll want more time on his notes, the ones I bought from mortgage owners long ago. That’s another little surprise for him. Right now my secretary is waiting down below, and will send him up.”


  “You must be very proud,” said the girl listlessly, and the leonine man brought his pacings up very short. Pain marked the tycoon’s face. Deepening lines went snaking from his puckered brows.


  “Eh? I’m proud enough, but I’ll never be really happy! That’s the bitter edge of crushing an enemy, I guess. I’d give everything I ever owned, turn over every red copper, if I could only make you well again, cure you from the Venus plague. You know that, darling.”


  Wistful eyes glimmered moistly, and her feeble hands pressed his monstrous one against her cheek.


  “As a last resort,” bellowed a new voice, “I’d even take you up on that, Marshall! I believe you were expecting me!”


  Marshall spun and hi6 gray mane quivered. It angered him to be caught off guard. Glaring past the glistening pyrite cases of interplanetary souvenirs, he saw the doorway. In it stood a man garbed roughly as are those accustomed to space travel, a great fellow fully as large as himself, who had to stoop to get in.


  Stalking forward grimly came the mastodonic spaceman, while well-worn asteroid boots cut insolent gashes in the varnished teakwood floors, leaving scars that struck sparks in the owner’s outraged eye as he watched the careless advance.


  A. spectacled secretary thrust his head in at the doorway, panting in an effort to overtake the caller.


  “Mr. Rufus Thallin to call upon you,” he gasped and withdrew apologetically.


  “Mister who?” demanded Marshall.


  “Rufus Thallin was my father,” announced the young giant softly, and his grey eyes kindled. “They put him away yesterday, scattered his ashes to the infinities he loved. He made me promise to keep the old Thallin Starways going, whatever I did. That’s why I’m here.”


  There was a small spaceship on Marshall’s desk, spindle-shaped, a model of the latest Marshall antigravity spacer. It was a symbol of power, of survival of the fittest in space. Marshall was shocked by the news, but pretended a sudden interest in the miniature.


  He stared through a window over his acres of a vast California rancho. So old Rufe Thallin, lean of girth, leathery of visage, was dead. Queer that he would never face him again. The executive went over to his desk and plopped down in a chair.


  “Have a seat, son,” he said in a quavering voice that surprised himself. He knew at once it was the wrong tone. Young Rufus had straightened, had scuffed new chicken tracks into the polished floor.


  “Don’t call me son!” burst out the young man angrily. “My father told me all about how you’ve hounded him, underbid all of his contracts, drove his spacers out of business. I’m warning you I’ll do anything, anything at all, to get back at you. That’s how I feel about it!”


  The young whippersnapper! This was more like it. Marshall was glad he wouldn’t have to waste sympathy on the young pup.


  “Have a stogie, kid,” he growled condescendingly, “and don’t get huffy! Your old man stuck to out-moded rocket pushers, and I graduated with anti-gravity wings. He always was hard-headed!”


  With two clattering steps young Rufus stalked forward and slammed fists down on the desk before Marshall.


  “Listen, Marshall!” he snorted. “I know all about that! Don’t go over that and rub it in. What do you think I’ve been doing at California AstroTech? I’ve studied up some good stuff that will make your gravity wings look like rowboats. I’ve got a propulsion system that will knock weeks off the regular schedule. All I need is a try! I’m asking that you give me a few months’ time. With that new drive in performance I’ll raise money and pay you back.”


  In another few minutes this young devil would be on his knees, promising anything, even his soul.


  “Too bad, Thallin,” said the astral magnate with cold satisfaction. “Can’t do a thing for you. We’re not flying kites! You played and lost. Take it like a man. If you’ve really got something good, and can put on a demonstration, I’ll handle it at a profit for you—”


  He wasn’t prepared for the next move. The blonde caller of Nordic dimensions seemed to leap over his desk. One big hand grabbed the lighted cigar and ground it to shreds. The other seized his shirt front.


  “You’d like it that way!” he challenged. “Then I’d be penniless, and you could make an easy steal! Nothing doing. I’m not out of the game yet. If I thought I was I’d grab your spindly old neck in my hands and wring it, right now. We’d both go out in grand style.”


  Sweat popped out on Marshall’s forehead. It was hard to tell just how far the young jackanapes would go. Then the wheel chair lurched forward.


  “Get back, Thallin,” commanded Marshall as a frail hand thrust a flame gun at his caller’s middle. “Or I’ll tell Alyce to sear you. You’re going a little too far with your threats!”


  Rufus glanced at the muzzle of the electronic gun, flushed and backed away. The girl, already panting with the exhaustion brought on by excitement and the scant action, let the weapon fall back into her lap. It was hard to think of this shadow of a woman as that young and beautiful society debutante whose pictures had been plastered over all the pleasure bars from Mercury to Pluto. Venus plague strikes without mercy! In less than a year she was but a ghost of that former self.


  “Guess I kind of forgot myself,” admitted the young map sheepishly. “I sort of owe you an apology, Miss.”


  “You ought to be jailed,” stormed Marshall uncertainly, rising partly to his feet. His big visitor did not cringe.


  “You’re big and strong,” scoffed young Rufus scornfully. “And all puffed up with your own importance. Like a robber baron! Lots of power in your hands, and worlds to tremble at your decisions, but there’s some things you’re weak at. One thing—”


  He looked suggestively at the limp little being in the wheel chair, so pallid and impassive. Her handling of the gun had been almost mechanical and quite without feeling. Marshall swayed, and young Rufus knew he had struck a vital spot.


  “Thallin, I’ll kill you for that!” he promised brokenly.


  “She’s your daughter, isn’t she?” demanded the blond giant ruthlessly. “And a year ago she was queen of the interplanetary cafes. The doctors that attend her say she’ll die in six months. What will you give for her life, Marshall?”


  Falling back loosely into the seat, Keith Randolph Marshall began to quiver in every muscle of his body. Because he knew by the other’s manner that he was serious.


  “I’ve studied all the tricks of modern medicine,” continued Rufus goadingly, “and know all the late practices and kinks. I’m not such a fool at that as I may be at running spacelines in the void!”


  “I’ll tell you,” whispered Marshall savagely, his soul bare for the other’s gaze, “And I’ll tell you the truth! I’d give every cent I ever owned if she were sound and well. I’d give every spaceship I’ve got if she had the vitality of your oxlike body.”


  Whirling around, young Rufus pounced without warning, snapped up the flame gun from the girl’s lap, and held it before him. Then he began to rock with wild bursts of laughter.


  “There’s only one chance for her,” he chuckled. “It’s a cure most doctors, even now, are afraid to speak much about. But I’ve seen it happen. Out in space, a person’s body is permeated with lots of solar rays you never get on Earth. Sometimes unhealthy tissue will heal like magic. The chances are slim, one in a hundred, but they’re better than nothing.”


  Now Marshall’s eyes were glazing with horror, and he segued too paralyzed to move. The other’s mockery drove him frantic.


  “You wouldn’t dare!” he gasped. “The physicians have said the shock on going to space will kill Alyce. It would be plain—murder!”


  “You’re a man of your word,” yelled young Rufus. “I’ll take that word. Don’t forget that, Marshall! If I ever come back, it’ll be to collect!”


  With the flame gun held expertly he leaned and scooped the girl’s fragile body up in one powerful arm, then backed slowly away. Reaching the doorway, he leaped out of sight. His pounding feet echoed from down the hallway.


  CHAPTER II


  TWO LIVES ARE GAMBLED


  STAGGERING toward his desk, Keith Randolph Marshall began to jab at buttons affixed on its top. When servants appeared, he began screaming orders to pursue and apprehend the kidnapper.


  Almost unable to breathe from sheer horror, he slumped at a window and gazed into a courtyard below. The big man was springing lightly across the lawn, and the puny wisp of the girl looked a light burden in his massive arms. A last leap, and they went through the open port of the moored space-flyer.


  Spurts of flame came from smoky rear jets. A sound like thunder rolled into being, shaking the house and rattling the windows. For an instant the space-flyer was cushioned on a turmoil of flames. Jets beneath the prow tilted the nose upward. Then it darted swiftly into the heavens.


  People over the solar system called the grizzled old man a dictator of the spacelanes, yet it would have been hard, even for a close acquaintance, to recognize Keith Randolph Marshall in the broken man who now stooped over the tele-panels, pleading for a wireless connection with the Space Police Bureau.


  His next connection went through to a Dr. Haliburton, in the Medical Towers Building of San Francisco. Marshall was calmer now, but controlled himself only with an effort.


  The mirror cleared to reveal a tall man in laboratory apron, bent absorbedly over a retort. As the features turned to Marshall, a look of surprise gleamed behind gold-rimmed glasses and he tugged at the point of a distinguishing Van Dyke beard.


  “What’s wrong, Mr. Marshall?” he demanded. “Is Alyce ill—”


  “Everything!” gasped Keith Randolph Marshall. “I’ll explain later. Tell me, do you know young Rufus Thallin?”


  “Indeed I do,” responded the scientist with a frown. “I’ve been in private practise for several years since leaving the faculty of California School of Technology. An excellent pupil. Aptness for medicine. A future for him there, if he wants it . . .


  “Since you speak of it,” went on Dr. Haliburton curiously, “he was here only yesterday to talk over old times.”


  Marshall was tense as spring steel now and trying hard to conceal his extreme excitement.


  “Then he’s pretty good in a medical way?” he wanted to know savagely.


  “Pretty good is no word for it!” exclaimed Dr. Haliburton. “Why, I saw him do a plastic operation once that would have stumped an old hand at surgery. It was on a Venus expedition of the faculty, and a man had become drunk and staggered into a grove of leper-plants. The flesh was peeling from both hands, and Rufus operated—with only a native dirk, mind you! He grafted plastic protoplasm to the tendons and saved both hands. An exceptionally fine bit of surgery . . . .”


  “Just what,” demanded the dictator of spacelanes, “does he know about the Venus plague?”


  Dark eyes narrowed and sparkled through the transparent lenses.


  “Blue virus!” he exclaimed. “He’s very interested. We discussed it at length, and also went over the records of your daughter’s case. I gave her six months to live, as you know, and he—”


  “That damned devil!” snorted Marshall in uncontrolled rage. “He was planning it all the time. Now he’s kidnapped her and taken her to space.”


  For a moment the physician was stunned. He went quietly to a cabinet case and jerked open a drawer. His face above the beard became ashen.


  “Her case records are gone,” he said dazedly. “You must be right.”


  Incoherently, Marshall poured forth the story, and the savant listened incredulously, tugging at his trim beard.


  “If she dies,” shouted Marshall, swinging his fist, “he’ll pay for it in the atomic blast chamber, with his life.”


  When the telecaster was silent, Dr. Haliburton stood for a long while, merely staring.


  “No other would have dared!” he whispered awedly. “And there is a chance, a tiny chance. He risked his life on it. How I wish I had his courage!”


  RUFUS THALLIN was afraid neither of his pursuers nor of their bullets as he fled from the Marshall manor. Not as long as the precious little bundle in his arms held the dim spark that was heir to the Marshall millions. Widely opened blue eyes were peering up at him, but not with fear. Only with a strange wonder that bordered on mental stupor.


  “Don’t be frightened,” said young Rufus as they lumbered into the port aperture of the space flyer. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


  He laid her on a pendant space cushion and she did not struggle.


  “I’m not frightened,” she said in a leaden tone. “All you could do is kill me. And I am not afraid of death. Neither would you harm me bodily, since I am no longer attractive as other girls are.”


  Hand on the controls, Rufus faltered, looking back at the tumbled maze of glinty hair.


  “Whoever told you that?” he demanded, feeling poignantly sorry for her for the first time. Up until the present instant, he had considered her impersonally, rather as a key or possible solution for his own troubles. It made him aware of the tremendous risks he was taking with her life. Yet it was too late to back out now.


  Under his guidance, the space-flyer lurched up at the sky, hurled itself through the thinning blue stratosphere and smoked a fast trail for the outer depths of space.


  Strange, or was it?—that up till now he had thought only of that final memory of his gaunt death-beckoned father, of the promise he had made looking into the stern exactness of fading eyes.


  When young Rufus swore he would keep the Thallin Starways going, would preserve that proud tradition that went back to former times when the first gallant rocket-ships bellowed like fire-breathing monsters and hurtled fearlessly into the void, he had meant every word of it.


  His feelings changed. Again the girl was only a pawn. Everything else had failed. He had seized upon her and the sickness that lay prey to her body as a means toward an end. He felt that there was a good chance of her being cured when exposed to the healing rays of the void. He was gambling not only her life, but his own as well. For if he failed in his mission the Space Police would hound him to an eventual ignoble end.


  In the visor screens, earth was falling away swiftly. As he watched a scattering of dots appeared, drifted slowly across the face of the globe into space. Police craft, of course.


  The girl’s pale face was watching and he knew that she also was aware of the pursuit. To those who followed their spaceship could be but a dwindling mote that floated out of place in the pattern of encircling stars.


  Yet they had him! He read that conviction deep in her listless eyes. The jaws of a gigantic trap were closing down about him in space. With the superior speed of the Marshall gravity-impelled speedsters, overhauling was certain, and then it would be a mere matter of clamping him in magnetic grapples and making up a forced boarding party in space taggings.


  He pushed the controls down, built the discharge blasts to their limit, and mopped sweat from his brow.


  “They’ll catch you, won’t they?” He was surprised at the limpid words. Alyce was lying on the swinging spring-couch, watching him in a detached lethargy.


  “Good girl!” he exclaimed jubilantly. Her faint interest was evidence that there was still sap left in her body. “No, I don’t think they’ll catch us. Now, don’t move around and exert yourself. Just remember that I’m your doctor now, and a pretty good doctor at that.”


  Bight now those radiant, penetrating rays might be going through the hulls of the ship, passing through diseased cell tissue, rearranging the cellular patterns. He was determined not to frighten her. Words might soothe her. So he pointed to the dots in the rear vision screens, which were becoming larger.


  “They’re getting closer! That’s because they’re using the gravity repulsion system, and I’m still using rockets. The rockets are on full blast. There are about ten police ships hot on my trail. If I depended entirely on rocket blasts. I’d never get away from anti-gravity chasers.”


  As he spoke he was engrossed in making changes on the oval mechanism board.


  “My new drive doesn’t use an explosive blast,” he explained. “The fuel doesn’t explode, but changes into primitive radiation! This radiation shimmers away—at almost the speed of light. Due to its increased mass with its enormous velocity, it will exert an enormous force in the opposite direction.”


  An instrument on the board cackled, and he flipped a switch. A telescreen began to lighten. Those pursuit spacers were dangerously close now. Close enough to see uniformed men standing on their bridges, peering through glassite. From the nearest cylindrical shape a long tentacle was shot forth.


  Magnetic grapple! It slithered past the front cowling of his space flyer, looped out and whipcracked back. If it had fastened to the outer berylumin hull, escape would have become impossible. Through transparent portes on all sides he saw the bulky noses of the Space Police ringing him in. Many eyes were watching him over the sights of grapple rockets.


  Big Rufus Thallin grinned, turned and waved goodbye through the nearest port, then slammed a power throttle down.


  “So long . . . Howling Jupiter! What a jolt!”


  Long trailers of flame vanished behind his jets. Now only a shimmering column of radiant force appeared. Rufus was jerked back against the seat. It was as though the space-flyer had just scooted into motion from a standstill.


  One startled glance told him that the girl had passed into a coma. Jerking himself upright, he began to fight the throttle, which was jammed to the last notch and held there by the motion of swift acceleration.


  In the nearest police craft a topnotch pilot was staring with popping eyes as the fugitive craft leaped ahead.


  “Great blazing Antares!” exploded the “ace” spaceman, following the departing space-ship with his eyes. “Where’d he get that power? Lordy me, what speed I”


  “Feed the juice into this star wagon!” groaned a Space Police commander, deeply chagrined. “He’s got some new propelling force that has everything beat.”


  “They’re getting away,” gritted the pilot bitterly. “They’re getting away, and we can’t do a thing. All we can do is stand here and watch while that crazy man escapes to space with the poor girl.”


  In the craft ahead, Rufus’ body was pulling away from the throttle. Blood was clogging up in his respiratory system. Though his breathing was smothered he held on grimly. The throttle snapped and he catapulted in a wild heap across the control room, smashing against a wall.


  A sickening knowledge swept him. The lever had snapped at a crystallized joint, and was of no use now. He dropped it and went crawling across the floor on all fours.


  Alarmed by the smoothness of the space-flyer’s motion, he shot a fearful glance up at the accelerometer, to find the needle floating at zero. The power-thrust of radiant force bad ceased as quickly as it had come into being.


  It took little effort to get to his feet now. The police craft had kept on his trail and were gaining again. Automatically he reached out and snapped the rocket blastors into action to steady his spaceship. With the new propulsor disabled, he could only coast along with his newly gained momentum. The police ships were getting big again on the visor screens.


  CHAPTER III


  AN OLD FRIEND


  HE reached for the flame gun at his belt, then glanced at the pale features of the girl on the swinging couch. No, it wouldn’t do. He wouldn’t resist when they boarded. They’d get him in the end and it would only endanger her life foolishly.


  A chattering of the space wireless signal told him he was being contacted for communication.


  Heart sinking, he plugged in, cutting in a serried bank of glowing tubes. Static rattled, and a mottled picture began to form.


  “That’s odd!” he told himself. “They didn’t try to contact me before. And odd because those police are blue devils for radio wizardry. I’ve never seen their power so low!”


  A pleased chuckle came from an amplifier.


  “Don’t worry none, Doc,” the hoarse voice continued. “It ain’t th’ coppers! Hell, my televiz panel’s not so hot, but I like ’em that way.”


  Murky on the reforming mirror, he saw a dark visage with keen piercing eyes, a tiny mustache over a cruel hyphen of a mouth. The features were vaguely familiar.


  “Who are you?” he demanded of his mysterious caller. “And where are you calling from?”


  “My name’s Frenchy Logrieux!” spoke the black image. “We’re up ahead of you, some fifty space-ships, and every one a battler. The police won’t dare come up to us, so just head your space-flyer into our middle, Doc. Look here, Doc, remember these!” Great hamlike hands were thrust before the televisor screen. Scarred and misshapen, the flesh had obviously been grafted back to the tendons.


  “Venus Colony!” exclaimed Rufus Thallin amazedly. “And the leprous fang-weeds. Now I remember you, Frenchy.”


  “Sure you do,” grinned the slit of a mouth. “And I ain’t never forgot a young doc by the name of Thallin. When I hears Hie police broadcast, giving out that you’d kidnapped ye a wench and made off wid her, I says, now he’s after yer own heart, Frenchy. I got a bit of sparkle for romance in me blood, and here’s a good half hundred stout spaceships flyin’ the skull and crossbones that’ll see you through, Doc, till high hell freezes over.”


  “Okay,” returned Rufus Thallin. “I’ll make a run for you. Give me your position, and I’ll split right through.”


  He sighted the cluster of dark hulks against a darker background of space, but he also sighted the police craft, moving near again and preparing to fire out their magnetic hooks. Pushing a starboard jet-throttle down, Rufus corrected his angle of flight, losing a precious bit of momentum as he did so, heading his space-flyer straight for the pirate craft.


  The space police were drifting away in the rear. Temporarily, their pursuit would be ended. It was impossible that they had not noticed the large flotilla of piratical spaceships ahead. To have tried to break through would have been sheer folly.


  The black spindular hulls held a rough circle formation. Rufus aimed the prow of his spacer through them and flashed beyond. Ahead of them was the dull grayness of open space.


  He was hardly aware that the furtive image of Frenchy Logrieux was still on an upper panel, and that the keen piercing eyes were flashing rapidly over the interior, coming to rest at last on the motionless shape of Alyce Marshall.


  “Right nice little space-flyer ye got there, Doc,” chuckled the space buccaneer. “Care to join up with a bunch of me hearties?”


  “No thanks, Frenchy,” answered Rufus Thallin, waving farewell. “This makes us even.”


  “Sure thing, Doc,” said Frenchy Logrieux, smirking significantly toward the bed. “I got a streak for frills meself. Happy voyage, Doc, and I can’t say I care much for yer taste fer wenches.”


  The image faded and Rufus Thallin said nothing. He had no relish for the idea of being obligated to a pirate. He was glad that his score was even with Frenchy Logrieux.


  Ahead of him, a black planet was swimming out of the void. Dark and foreboding, that lustreless sphere had an evil repute throughout the solar system. It was a barren, lifeless world, and one to be avoided by living creatures. Rufus Thallin headed the spacer in that direction. He knew that it was Pluto.


  Repairs were made, and Pluto was far in the shimmering wake of the improved radiotron—again an opalescent beam of pure radiation hurled the space-flyer into the astral depths at speeds his accelerometer was incapable of registering.


  The outside planets, discovered only during the last decade, came and went. Tiny Minerva, like an icy pearl under its coating of liquid air, whisked by. The black spongy mass of huge Seigfried, a burned-out hulk of a world, lumbered to the rearward. Then at last huge Hermes, the outer guardian, with its monstrous satellite Cerberus, hove into view. A sentinel and his watch-dog.


  Now they were in open space, with only the vast abysses beyond. Days flickered by rapidly. The sunlight, so much fainter now, was collected by huge mirrors and thrown into the front compartment of the space-flyer, where Rufus Thallin had rigged curtains to give the girl privacy when she slept. Days were marching by unmarked—for here in space there was no beginning and no end—only the roll and sway of the spaceship as it plunged on and on.


  Rufus Thallin was fighting the battle of his life, despite the extraspacial serenity. Not with actual, living opponents. That was what made his struggle so hard. He couldn’t get his big fists on the blue virus that made diseased flesh look like jelly in a strong sunlight.


  Always there was the grim knowledge that behind them the pursuit would never end. Though the Space Police had been thrown off the trail, they would be questing even now for new leads, new spoors that might send them speeding in the wake of the space-flyer, even here in this Stygian depth of outer space.


  Of course he had a watch to measure hours. He used it to plot a diet of synthetic foods for the girl, and followed it religiously. He was not so careful with his own.


  Her spark of life was still glowing, though firmly. It needed kindling. New energies must build that spark to a flame, but those energies could not be fed from the outside.


  He could take a microscope and look deep into her body, see the arteries pulsate, watch the slow rivers of great veins heading back toward her heart. But the virus, if such it was, remained invisible, a skulking menace he could only sense. A menace vulnerable, as he knew, only to the mysterious radiations that came out of the macrocosmos.


  Yet before nature began its healing work that inner spark, the vital “will” to live, must be nurtured. The body itself would only respond when her desire to continue life had been instilled. And that would never be when she lay in that perpetual coma, not caring whether she lived or died.


  He began to plot desperately, knowing that this twilight state would not last forever. Perhaps the sound of a loved one’s voice, the awakening of old memories of earth, would reach through the gloom and arouse her lethargic brain. At least it was worth a chance.


  The curtains across the control room were shoved back against the wall. He was sitting nonchalantly before the mechanisms when the spacewireless began to sputter, roar harsh words.


  “This is ZIX, Earth Space Station in San Francisco!” shouted the amplifier. “Tonight we are cutting into our regular programs so that a frightened, sick old man can make a last desperate appeal over the ether. To ships of space, and especially to one pirate craft on whose board is a kidnaper, we give you the voice of Keith Randolph Marshall!”


  The thin face against the coverlet had moved. The eyes were wide and staring, watching him. He hoped desperately that she was listening as well.


  Over the space wireless a familiar voice began speaking, vibrantly but brokenly.


  “I am hoping that Rufus Thallin, kidnaper of my daughter, will hear me now. If you do, you will know that your crime will be forgotten if you return my little girl to me. She is all that I have, all that I have ever loved. Somehow, against my better judgment, I feel that she is still alive. Bring her back to me, and you may have my pledge. Every spacer of the Marshall Spacelines will be turned over to you.”


  The announcer’s voice, booming and sympathetic, cut back in, “So you have heard the final plea of a tired old man, whose health has been broken and is under the constant care of doctors, who is hoping against hope that a miracle may be achieved, and the hard heart of a criminal softened by a father’s plea . . . .”


  Alyce was moving. He didn’t dare look, as he pretended to deliberate the words from the radio, then stalked across the metal floor slowly. He snapped the switch on the announcer’s voice, then wheeled about.


  She was standing there, a frail phantom, but her eyes were like jets of flame. Terrible hate burned from the wasted contours. Now she was tottering toward a wall, with one hand reaching where a holstered flame-gun was hung. The weapon was too high. Upon this realization, she collapsed.


  Rufus caught her in his arms, returned her to the couch. There he administered a sleeping gas. Even after that brief exertion she must have rest.


  But he was exuberant. Seized with unbearable emotions of delight, he grabbed the controls and sent the space-flyer in dizzy spirals and crazy patterns while the girl lay sleeping.


  His scheme had been triumphant, though not as he had expected. A tiny mechanism, unrolling a strip of celluloid film, had been buried on the space wireless, and a beam of light had carried his clever imitation of voices from the supposed broadcast.


  The spark of life was being fanned, not by an emotion aroused from the sound of a familiar voice, but from hate. She had seen him standing there, uncaring, with a grin on his face, and she had wanted to kill him. Wanted to do it so badly that she had wasted her last bit of strength when her eye chanced to fall on the flame-gun.


  Rufus Thallin chuckled. He hadn’t planned that she should hate him so terribly, but that would do just as well. It would give her a reason for living.


  There was a terrestrial calendar in the bottom of a cabinet drawer. At its top was a picture of a nearly nude beautiful girl, poised over the waters of a moonlit lake. Laughing hoarsely, the earthman began ripping the months away, one by one. At last he came to a sheet encircled by a ring of crimson. That meant death for Alyce. That was the deadline set by the physicians who had made their examinations on earth.


  His big hand continued to jerk away at the month sheets, until the calendar year was bare, and only the picture of the alluring girl beckoned at him from the calendar. It would be a great joke on those brilliant savants. For the six months had gone by—and as many more.


  And Alyce Marshall had just learned to hate.


  CHAPTER IV


  SPACE THE HEALER


  THERE were a hundred ways to build hate in the mind of the convalescent, and Rufus Thallin used them all. He circled back among the worlds of the planetary system, and began skirting the habitable planets to arouse her curiosity. That was the way he encountered Frenchy Logrieux again.


  Luck had not gone well with the little pirate. Several rash encounters with armed merchantmen had cost many piratical lives. There had been no plunder, and much grumbling had ensued among the remaining buccaneers. The ships began to split up into small groups and drift apart. Finally his own quarter-deck was the scene of a bloody mutiny. His officers had been butchered and Frenchy Logrieux was abandoned on Cerberus.


  He was sitting on the edge of a big spire of glassy rock, overhanging a gulf, when the space-flyer landed. Weeks of exposure to the weather, of living on fruits and tubers, had given him the appearance of a wild man.


  “Nom du Nom,” he had screamed with delight, flinging himself bodily against a glassite porte. “But it’s me old friend, the Doc! How’s the kidnaper? And this little wench that ye—”


  He paused uncertainly, having lurched over the threshold, for the woman sitting quietly on the edge of the bed was surely not that wretched, pitiable slip of a human being he had glimpsed on the sick-bed months ago. To Frenchy’s mind, this was a creature of Heaven’s fashioning, a graceful feminine being such as he had never seen outside of Paris, and he could never return there. Such of her rounded limbs as he saw were flushed with glowing health. The eyes were of a cerulean blue as seen only on earth. Yet the cascading wealth of cloudy hair was the same.


  “This lydee, I mean,” he stammered. “Why, where’d ye get her, Doc? She’s class, she is! A beauty if I ever see one—jes’ like a dream, if ye don’t mind my sayin’ —”


  Rufus Thallin rose from his seat and frowned irritably. He had seen the pleased smile flicker over the woman’s face. It might have been hard for him to explain his own irritation.


  “I’m certain the lady doesn’t care to hear of it,” he said gruffly. Alyce shot him a malignant glance.


  “Oh, but I do!” she cried indignantly. “And the man is human, just as I am human, though you treat me like a dog.”


  “Come on outside, Frenchy,” snapped Rufus angrily. “I want to talk to you.” The amazed pirate followed him into the chilled gloom of the Cerberusian landscape.


  “She hates me!” he explained hurriedly. “And it’s necessary that she keeps on hating me. Sometimes she tries to kill me, and she always keeps plotting—”


  “Oh yeh?” grated Frenchy Logrieux, bringing his big doughy hands up in a strangling motion. “Whyn’t ye give her this, Doc? The best lookin’ wench in the worlds won’t do that to Frenchy. I’ll fix her up good and proper, Doc, if ye’ll only get me back to a little asteroid I know of—”


  “Keep your hands off her I” commanded Rufus, shuddering a bit as the scarred hands fell on his metallin shirt. “And we’ll see about the other.”


  Shaved and freshly clothed, Frenchy Logrieux was handsome in a dark furtive way. His gallantry and thinly veiled compliments seemed to amuse Alyce Marshall, yet they drove Rufus Thallin into a silent fury. He resolved that the space-flyer would leave Cerberus without Frenchy Logrieux, and that was all there was to it.


  He needed a fresh water supply for the space-flyer. It had landed in a big valley of tremendous naked rocks. Each night it rained on Cerberus and the water flowed into a large crystal pool at the other end of the valley. Frenchy showed him a path leading down to the water.


  “Ought to do, after it’s distilled,” commented Rufus, bending over to examine the chemical rings deposited on the rock by higher water levels. It was Frenchy’s opportunity. Rufus saw the swart features in the pool’s reflection, then felt the shock of a blow that hurled him down into the deep pool.


  He sank swiftly, for the water was not as heavy as that of earth. Long arms pumped like pistons, stirring up filmy clouds of white silt from the submarine floor. But he quit struggling. No use trying to swim in that thin fluid. He’d have to climb!


  Lungs near to bursting, he jammed his hands into the crevices of the precipitous walls and began to pull upward. His fingers tore on knife-edged formations of lime and silicate, leaving crimson smears in the water below, but he kept climbing.


  At last his head broke water and he gulped in precious lungfuls of rarefied atmosphere. Frenchy Logrieux was nowhere in sight. The thin air was being split by a clap of thunder. Rocket blasts!


  Dripping water, he lurched up along the trail, his bleeding fists clenched at his sides. Young Rufus Thallin had cast off his exhaustion with his first few lungfuls of air, and as he raced up the broken trail of glassen fragments his grim face became as dark as a thundercloud.


  He saw the space-flyer, cushioned on its jets of rocket blasts, could make out Frenchy’s dark face hovered over the controls. Then the flames died away with a final swoosh and the space cruiser settled. The pirate was fighting the controls insanely, his nervous fingers flying everywhere in an effort to get a response from the rockets.


  Rufus darted across the blackened rock, still warm from those first flame spurts, and his big fingers searched deftly along the outer rim of the airlock. Both the inner and outer doors of the airlock slammed open. The girl was lying on the bed, her arms and legs having been bound hurriedly from strips of her torn skirt.


  Now he halted in the doorway, shouted for the pirate to come out.


  “I’ve got a gun, Frenchy!” he yelled. “Come out with your flippers in the air, if you want to live! You didn’t think I’d leave the space-flyer so you could run it, did you?”


  A roaring figure came out suddenly. Frenchy had a knife in one large crooked hand and was going to chance the ray. Rufus pulled the trigger of the flame-gun, but it had become jammed with silt in the sandy floor of the pool. He used it to parry the metal that darted down toward his heart.


  Arms interlocked, they went hurtling from the airlock to the black table of lavalike rock. The smashing jar of collision wrenched their bodies apart. For a moment the pirate seemed about to flee, and Rufus would have let him go. Then the beady eyes fastened upon the space cruiser, and he came for Rufus swinging. One of them would go back to earth with the girl. Frenchy Logrieux didn’t intend to spend the rest of his life as a castaway.


  So the pirate came forward furiously, hacking the air before him with the long knife, and big Rufus Thallin backed slowly away. He was not fool enough to walk in close where Frenchy’s snaking blade could find a vital spot. He was being backed up a slow incline to the edge of the precipitous spire where the pirate had been perched when they came. His footing narrowed to a mere ledge, with precarious depths to either side. Soon he would be able to retreat no more.


  Glancing hurriedly about, he saw another parallel spire jutting over the gulf, some ten feet away. Poising quickly, Rufus leaped across the intervening gulf and landed catlike. Then he began to run down the incline toward the cruiser.


  Frenchy Logrieux’s blade was out of reach now, but he took a chance, poised for a moment, and hurled his weapon in a glittering streak. Expecting this move, young Rufus dragged his toe in the rugged slope, fell to his hands and knees. The blade clattered off into lower depths.


  It is the unexpected that counts for most in a struggle. That was why Rufus Thallin spun around and again leaped the gulf between the twin glassy spires that overlooked the precipice. As he landed, his big fist shot out like a hammer, landing squarely on the swarthy chin.


  Crumpling slowly, Frenchy tottered over into the depths and disappeared.


  When Rufus went back up the trail he saw Alyce Marshall, standing in the outer porte. She had managed to free herself of the hasty bonds and was watching him strangely. He shook her away as she came to help apply bandages to a bleeding gash on his arm.


  Alyce Marshall stamped a slender foot and her face became livid with cold fury.


  “You heartless devil!” she shrieked. “I wish he’d killed you! He at least had the desire to be a decent, respectable citizen again, even if you—”


  Rufus had frozen as the import of her words reached his mind, was watching her. She gasped to a stop, looked startled. He came closer to her, his eyes narrowed and suspicious. She glanced fleetingly toward the space wireless, and that stopped his advance.


  “The dirty rat!” he cried wrathfully. “He communicated with the space police. Offered to sell me out, if they’d give him a fresh start. He did that, didn’t he, and they made a deal with him? Of course they’d do that!”


  She was not retreating and her little head was held high.


  “Other people besides you can make bargains!” she cried. “And they’d have kept them with Frenchy Logrieux, even as my father would keep your bargain. Why don’t you take me back to earth now? I’m not ill any longer, and I’m certain you can buy any number of sleek space-ships in return for my body.”


  “Well, why shouldn’t I?” demanded Rufus furiously. “That’s what I intended to do when we came here. If your father lives up to his word that is just what is going to happen!”


  “Don’t worry about my father!” burst out Alyce Marshall proudly. “He’ll pay everything he promised. And I don’t like to hear you cast evil reflections about him in everything you say. He said he’d give every space cruiser he had if I were sound and well again, and he’ll do it, if you ask him to.”


  “What makes you think I won’t?” demanded Rufus, striding for the controls. “At least I’m not going to be fool enough to wait here for the space police to come and trap me.”


  CHAPTER V


  LUNAR RENDEZVOUS


  LONG crater shadows were crawling across the dead seas of Luna. In the very edge of those long shadows which moved so slowly, tiny phosphorescent wrigglers, the only form of life on the satellite, kept pace with the strange twilight of this slow dusk.


  A cold, frigid world was the moon, passing into the dusk of existence, even as the month-old day was passing from the dead seas.


  From out of space something moved, a silver dart that came twisting out of the reflected sunlight and leveled out in a long gravitational glide over the dead Sea of Serenity.


  At last it swooped down, landed on a high ledge that was almost obscured by jetty walls that went ever higher and higher, to end brokenly where the last lingering rays of moonset made crowns of foamy refraction.


  A man in a fat, grubby spacesuit of metallin came from a porte, gazed around, and having sighted a dim glow of light, went warily toward where the black wall was indented with a deep grotto. He stepped on the threshold, saw an atomic lantern glowing in the hand of a waiting figure, also clad in spacetogs.


  “Rufus!” called the newcomer excitedly. “That you, Rufus?”


  “Yes, Dr. Haliburton,” returned Rufus Thallin. “Where’s Marshall? Wouldn’t he come?”


  “Oh, yes,” replied Dr. Haliburton, who was having the dickens of a time keeping his gold-rimmed spectacles on inside of his helmet. “He came all right. But he wanted me to make certain you were here.”


  “Go bring him,” said Rufus Thallin. “I trust you, Dr. Haliburton, but I’m not so certain about Keith Randolph Marshall. Did he come prepared to complete the—bargain?”


  The spaceclad man turned. He saw the academic features of the physician but dimly.


  “He came with a property deed to every space-ship he has,” said Dr. Haliburton. “I think you’ll find that Marshall is a man who always keeps his word, no matter how the bargain is made.”


  Rufus Thallin made no answer but stood holding the atomic lantern until two spaceclad figures walked from the space-flyer and came toward him. The faceplate of the larger helmet was turned into the lantern’s glow and he made out the massive, aquiline countenance of Keith Randolph Marshall, glaring at him.


  “You remember our bargain?” he asked curtly through the spacephones.


  Marshall shook a leathern pack of documents in his metal-gloved hand.


  “I remember,” he muttered hoarsely. “And if Alyce is completely recovered, as you say she is, I will sign every space-liner I own over to you.”


  “Very well,” said Rufus Thallin. “Follow me.”


  He led them down a curving corridor carved from solid volcanic rock, and at length emerged into a gigantic cavern. The floor of the cavern ended abruptly in a ledge that fell sheer into black depths. Perched on the brink of the black abyss was Rufus Thallin’s space-flyer. No hint as to how it had been transported here could be gained from the black unfathomable shadows that girded it around.


  Alyce was waiting inside. She was beautiful in that happy moment of reunion, vastly more beautiful than mere words could have told, and her blue eyes were radiant with expectant joy. The tall spaceclad man ran ahead eagerly and clambered through the aperture of an airlock.


  Rufus felt Dr. Haliburton’s gauntleted hand on his arm.


  “Perhaps they’d rather be left alone,” he said. “Remember, they’ll be like strangers almost, meeting for the first time.” Through a port they could see the big man, now without the upper portion of his space suiting, and the girl sobbing on his shoulder.


  “You have done a wonderful thing,” said Dr. Haliburton enviously. “Alyce is completely transformed. Rufus, there is some magical quality about the outer rays of cosmic space. If we could pin it down, we’d make enormous strides in preserving eternal health for the human body.”


  The young giant was looking up into black vaults. When he spoke his eyes were dreamy.


  “I can see them now,” he whispered. “Big cruisers, done over with the new radiotron drive, whisking across the gulfs as though they were nothing. The Thallin Starways will blaze an eternal trail across interplanetary space. Dad would have liked it that way.”


  Dr. Haliburton sighed. “If only you’d think more of science, and not of—”


  Rufus Thallin was no longer listening. He had whirled around and was peering into the indigo blackness of the cavern from which they had come.


  “My nerves,” he said at length. “I guess I’m jumpy. Let’s go in now. I want a talk with Keith Randolph Marshall.”


  He waited for the slighter figure of the doctor to enter the airlock, waited until the inner sigh of atmosphere told he was inside. All of the while, Rufus stood tense, peering into a blackness that was so thick it was like a cushion. Then he, too, went through the airlock.


  His metal arms moved swiftly, unfastening the middle of his space togging. Keith Randolph Marshall was signing a bunch of papers against a berylumin strut.


  “Here,” he grunted, screwing up his fountain pen and returning it to his coat pocket, “They’re yours, every space scuttler! The Marshall lines are yours, lock, stock and barrel.”


  “I told you father would keep his bargain,” said Alyce Marshall, clinging to the arm of the erstwhile dictator of the spacelanes. “I only hope he never regrets it.”


  “He won’t,” said Rufus drily. “He won’t, because I’ll never get hold of them.”


  Another helmet fastening came loose and the slender upper body of Dr. Haliburton appeared. He adjusted his glasses hurriedly and glared at Rufus Thallin. A strange smile of triumph lingered on the heavy lips of Keith Randolph Marshall.


  “Don’t mind him, Alyce,” said Marshall. “I’ve kept my bargain. Next week, after you’ve rested, I’m going to stage a coming out party for you. He has the papers, hasn’t he? Come on. Let’s get out.”


  “Wait a minute!” cried Rufus sharply. “Yes, I have the papers. But they’d never let me file them, not with charges of kidnaping against me. And once convicted, a thing your lawyers could see to, it would be illegal for me to own any property in space! Isn’t that true, Marshall?”


  The space commerce king shrugged his shoulders.


  “Its truth does not concern our bargain,” he began evasively.


  “Nor do the space police who followed you,” went on Rufus calmly.


  “What’s that?” demanded Dr. Haliburton. “I assure you, we came in utmost secrecy, and that—” He stopped, having seen the plain guilt on the face of Keith Randolph Marshall.


  “Oh, damn the man!” stormed Marshall angrily. “What if I did? I’m a man of my word, and he’s a man of his. Yes, your jig is up! You might as well give yourself up quietly, Rufus.”


  Marshall’s hand came up from the lower part of his space suiting, holding a flame-gun that was pointed at Rufus Thallin, but that young man was no longer there. Leaping with all of his strength, he dove clear across the room. His shoulders struck the metal suiting and the gun flew from Marshall’s hand.


  One balled fist came up to a defensive position, kept on going. Rufus followed it with another, a straight punch that carried his full weight behind it. Keith Randolph Marshall went down. He wasn’t out, but when he looked into the face of the man standing over him, he stayed down.


  “Get out!” snorted Rufus furiously. “Get your spacetogs on and get out before I really do commit murder. Go out to your precious, skulking space coppers. And just let them try to take me—alive!”


  He picked up the flame-gun where Marshall had dropped it and watched the three of them as they fastened space toggings about their bodies. Marshall was the first to go through the airlock. Dr. Haliburton, looking slightly dazed, went next. There was only room for one of them at a time.


  Alyce Marshall stood hesitant, waiting for the hiss of escaping gas that would be the signal for her turn. As she did Rufus Thallin stalked to her side, wrenched loose the upper fastening of her spacetogs. When her face came free he brushed back her tangled hair and kissed the exposed lips savagely.


  “That wasn’t in the bargain either!” he ground out furiously, and spun on his heel.


  She was gone. He sat at the controls and waited. She would be going from the outer door of the lock now, and the space police would be creeping nearer. Perhaps Alyce would tell them how he had gained entrance to the cavern, but by that time, it would be too late.


  His hand flickered over the controls. A low thunder shook the spaceflyer. On the outside a seething cushion of flames would be supporting it. Through the glassite he glimpsed retreating figures, saw the cavern abruptly become as light as day.


  The space-flyer floated out over the edge of the abyss and dropped. It descended straight for three miles, then followed the curl of the titanic crevice toward the horizontal. Ancient civilized men had shaped the upper cavern, men of a lost generation, but this titanic lower abyss was a fault created by nature herself.


  Rocket flames cast a weird illumination on the monstrous grotto, sent grotesque shadows leaping far ahead. The volcanic walls fell away from either side and were gone. Overhead he glimpsed crusty stars that twinkled like diamonds. On all sides were high black walls. The space-flyer had emerged in the giant crater called Copernicus.


  The down-lash of flames became more furious, lifted the spacer high. Prow jets spat additional flames and sent the nose of the space-flyer angling vertically toward the dim, dark regions of outer space.


  It held poised on the maelstrom of unleashed flame for an instant like a living thing of metal. He reached down, snapped on the radiation propulsion beam. Instantly the space-flyer began to accelerate.


  The dark side of the moon was cleft asunder by a puff of high flame that lingered for a moment and then was gone. Only a thin column of shimmering light rose, slim and tall and straight. On its peak a space-flyer was hurtling on its way.


  Rufus Thallin leaned back in his leathern pilot seat and relaxed. He felt very, very tired. A clicking sound aroused him. He turned to see a spaceclad figure emerging from the airlock.


  The helmet came away and she emerged from the spacesuit like a butterfly from a cocoon.


  “You—you didn’t give me time,” said Alyce Marshall, evading his eyes.


  “Look here!” snorted Rufus Thallin. “There was plenty of time to get out of the lock. What were you doing in there all of that time?”


  “Thinking,” answered Alyce, folding the spacesuit neatly and putting it into place on a nearby rack. “And it was your own fault, Rufus Thallin. It was on account of what you did just before—before—


  “Anyway, I was thinking that you had deliberately made me hate you all along. But you overdid it, Rufus. Did anyone ever tell you how closely related are the emotions of extreme hate and the emotions of extreme—”


  “Extreme what?” demanded Rufus Thallin in incredulous amazement.


  “We can pull through anything, Rufus, if we hold out—together.”


  “Together, Alyce?” he whispered. “You mean it that way? Why, together we could lick the universe.”


  Dark Reality


  Robert Moore Williams


  Out of a future too dimly discerned to be comprehensible one was chosen. Why—no one knew or could know.


  SLOWLY, wearily, the yellow sun went down the sky. From the east the night came on, as dark and as deep as the night that has no ending.


  The last rays of the sun washed down over the planet, over the low rounded hills and the trees that grew on them, through the shallow valleys where the grass grew rank and luxurious. The last songs of the birds came undisturbed through the dusk. A deer snorted. From somewhere came the bark of another animal, a bark that ended in a howl, long-drawn and mournful.


  Dawn world or dusk world?


  The night flowed into the valleys, filled them with a mystic darkness. The darkness crept to the tops of the low hills. Slowly it crept around a huge ball that rested on top of the nearer hill. The ball, perhaps fifty feet in diameter, lifted a foot from the ground. It quivered, lifted two feet, then slowly settled back to earth.


  The darkness came in around it, touched it, hid it from sight.


  Lee Garth twisted in his chair. Wearily he laid the pencil down. The equations wouldn’t work right. They kept trying to run off into impossible combinations. There was an erratic but persistent gadfly of thought buzzing in his mind, a vague shadowy movement in his brain. Like a ghost from shadow-land it twisted through his brain, twisting through the dark convolutions where his memory lay testing the open synapses, seeking a place where a short circuit would result in action.


  Fretfully, Lee Garth picked up the pencil. But there was a thinking in his mind, a formless thinking that was somehow purposeful. He sensed the import of that purpose. Tiny chills ran over his body, tiny rivers of icy cold. His fingers trembled. The pencil moved over the page. Garth was first puzzled, then perturbed, then lost in a vast unease.


  Here and there upon this earth are fields where men, looking backward, see how the stream of history shifted.


  There is a field in Greece.


  XERXES gave his orders to his captains. He waited while his host was led forth. Footmen, archers, men with slings. The cavalry would not be of value, for the barbarians, up there, where in a narrow mountain pass. It did not matter. The light-armed troops were more than capable of dispelling these wild tribesmen. By noon, or the middle of the afternoon, the way would be clear to the peninsula beyond. Thus reasoned Xerxes.


  When the night came the barbarians were still holding. Tomorrow, Xerxes thought, his troops would be victorious.


  Tomorrow came and fresh troops went forth. And eventually the news came back to where Xerxes waited that his army had been routed and was fleeing in disorder.


  It was fate, Xerxes perhaps decided. Fate was a chancy thing. No man could know for certain what the morrow would bring. Tomorrow was a dark reality and the paths to the future were uncertain and tortuous.


  But if Xerxes had ravaged the peninsula of Greece in 480 B.C. in all probability Plato would not have been born in 427, and he would not have had as his pupil a youth named Aristotle, and the thinking of the scientists of twenty-five coming centuries would have lacked the guidance of these two men. Into the dark reality of the future the human race would have followed other paths and the man-world of 1940 would not have come into being.


  There is a pass in Greece called Thermopylae.


  LEE GARTH watched, his eyes following the pencil. Gold winds seemed to blow on him. They blew oolder each time he realized he was not dictating what the pencil was writing. He watched the factors appear on the paper. There was a meaning in those symbols, a meaning and a purpose stretching across the long, long gulfs of time, reaching from the amoeba, in the protoplasmic slime of steaming sfeas that are long gone, forward to the creature that shall emerge in some other era, in some century of the far future.


  Through him the meaning ran, through Lee Garth, who was 37 years old in 1940.


  THERE is a field in France.


  The far-flung southern horn of the Saracen crescent, sweeping northward in its history changing flight, found the field in France where Charles Martel—Charles the Hammer—waited. With keen sword, and long lance, and hissing arrow, all day long the armies battled, and when the night came on, the Saracen host, smashed and bleeding under the blows of the Hammer, reeled backward, fled back out of France. To the Saracens, tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, was the backward turning road. The glowing sun of Islam flickered, and never again burned so brightly. There was a shift in history, and another world evolved because of Charles Martel.


  There is a field in France called Tours.


  Lee Garth mopped the perspiration from his forehead. He stopped writing for a moment, pushed back his thinning hair, pulled a cigarette from the package on his desk, struck a match. The smoke was blue and indistinct in that shadowed room. Far off, from another world it seemed, there came the raucous hoot of an automobile horn. Somebody going home, or going to work, or going somewhere but probably going home, since the hour was so late. Didn’t matter.


  There was a gadfly buzzing in his brain.


  Again the pencil raced over the paper.


  JAN LIPPERSHEY’S children played in his yard, and now and again, when he would let them, they played in the shop where he worked. They liked to play with the things he made. Lenses, convex and concave. The children played with the lenses, and the telescope was born. Now men could see farther.


  That happened in Holland, early in the 1600s.


  Perhaps it was more important than Thermopylae or Tours.


  Men looked at the stars. World on world on world—world without end—as far as the first telescope showed the dance of the suns went on. Men made bigger lenses. Beyond those limits the suns were to be found. Did space go on forever? Bigger lenses, bigger lenses.


  But still men could not see into tomorrow. It was a formless void of unreality and no instrument could penetrate it. Men had to go blindly into tomorrow, fearing, hesitating, drawing back, until they were kicked there by relentless time.


  In 1940 men worked on a lens 200 inches in diameter.


  IN 1940, all through a sleepless night, Lee Garth watched his racing pencil write factor after factor, watched the equations grow from page to page. Still the pencil raced. He watched it.


  He did not think of Leonidas, who had withstood Xerxes, or of Charles Martel, or of Jan Lippershey, or any of the thousands of others who have warped the course of human destiny—Kepler, Newton, Watt, Einstein, Galileo, Copernicus, the little corporal who went down to Saint Helena. He did not even think of Lee Garth. For that night Lee Garth did not matter to himself. Nor ever again.


  The dawn came in through the windows of the old house where he worked. Softly, quietly, silently, the night went and the day came. Another tomorrow became today, another dark reality lifted out of the formless void of the future.


  GEORGE McNEIL, Scot production foreman in charge of the cable manufacturing department on United Electric’s vast plant, stared at the order that had come down to him. His face a wrinkled frown, he studied the blue prints.


  “Those domned monkeys with their domned slip-sticks,” he grunted, referring to the drafting department, “have made another mistake.”


  Specification sheets in hands, he stalked out of his cubby-hole and headed for the office of the production manager.


  The production manager examined the specifications. He called the head of the drafting department on the office phone and got a short answer for his trouble.


  “The specifications are right,” he said testily to McNeil. “Go ahead and fabricate them.”


  “I can build the domned things,” McNeil retorted. “But I’ll sweat in hell if I see any use for them. Solid copper bus-bars twenty-four inches in diameter! We don’t build a generator—and neither does anybody else in the world—that needs such cables to carry the current it produces.”


  “They’re just part of a big order that came down from the front office marked ‘Rush’,” the production manager answered. “But they do seem out of reason——” His forehead wrinkled into a frown. He hesitated. “But an order is an order. Build them. What the customer wants with them is his business.”


  When McNeil left the office the production manager was still frowning. Twenty-four inch cables—. He scratched his head, as if to stir to life a sluggish idea. Then he got up, walked through the plant, up to the general offices, and the girl in the beautifully finished reception room said Mr. Tompkins would see him in a minute.


  “The point I make is this,” the production manager said to Mr. Tompkins, “if anybody is building a generator that requires cables of that size, we had better know about that generator.”


  Tompkins didn’t show any emotion. He was a heavy man, not from fat but from muscle. Strength. He had to have strength to hold down his job as general manager. His eyes narrowed slightly and a tiny glow appeared in them.


  “A fellow by the name of Garth placed that order,” Tompkins said. “Garth? Garth? Where have I heard that name before? Umph!” He remembered the presence of his subordinate. “Thank you. You may go.”


  The production manager wait.


  Tompkins flicked a switch on his desk. “Call Railton.”


  He went on thinking. His eyes narrowed to slits and the glow deepened.


  Railton came. “You called me?” he asked. He was a slickie, a front man. College, teck school. Knew all about electricity, and what made the wheels go round. Knew how to talk it. Well dressed, smart.


  “Go call on Lee Garth,” Tompkins said. “You will find his address in the files. Ask him if he will accept a ten day extension on the delivery date of certain items of his order. That is your excuse for getting in to see him.”


  “Lee Garth? He’s a big shot theoretical physicist,” Railton said. “Worth a mint. Made his money on a, bunch of inventions. The papers call him another Einstein, but I personally think they over-rate him. What has he been ordering from us and what am I to find out?”


  “Find out why he needs solid copper bus-bars twenty-four inches in diameter, but don’t let him find out that’s what you want to know.”


  “What?” Railton recovered his composure. “Yes sir.”


  “Get going.”


  Railton left. When the chief used that tone, he wanted results, and to hell with expense and everything else that stood in the road of what was wanted.


  DAWN OR DUSK? And which roads lead to the future? Or is there no future? Is there only the present and the past, and is the present only the husk of dying life?


  Again and yet again and yet again the ancient yellow sun went down the sky, and night, ever growing bolder, came each evening out of the east. Again and yet again the darkness crept around the huge ball that rested on the nearer hill.


  The ball did not lift again, did not move, did not stir or struggle. Like a huge stratosphere balloon made out of some strange metal, it rested there, unmoving.


  Animals ranged through the night. In the darkness lonely dogs howled for lost masters. There was never an answer to the howling of the dogs.


  SCOOP MARTIN’S index fingers moved so rapidly they almost blurred. He only used two fingers on the keyboard. Two were all he needed. The typewriter carriage almost ran over itself getting across the paper. It stopped abruptly and Martin read his lead.


  “Secrecy shrouds new scientific development at Valley Park, where Lee Garth, the world’s outstanding physicist, has a large crew at work on the construction of a large steel and concrete—”


  Martin swore at himself, ripped the paper out of the typewriter. What a hell of a lead for a story. It didn’t tell anything. Vague, ambiguous.


  But where in the hell could he start this story?


  He remembered that steam shovel, ripping the earth down to bed rock. Gangs of men, drilling into the rock and driving reinforcing steel into it. Other gangs setting up forms for the concrete that was to come. A concrete tower going up, a huge mixer being blocked into position, lines of trucks dumping gravel and cement.


  Floodlights overhead so when night came the work could go on. Twenty-four hour a day schedule. Over the whole job the sense of desperate urgency.


  Martin tried to think what that urgency might be. That would be his lead. A darned good one too. But he couldn’t figure it out. All he could say was that out at Valley Park men were tumbling over each other getting done a job of work. They didn’t walk. They ran. If a worker gave out, he stepped back out of place, and a fresh man took over his job while he rested.


  It was costing a fortune. That didn’t matter much. Lee Garth had a fortune. He was spending it.


  Martin thought of Lee Garth. In getting in he had practically forced himself past an overworked secretary. Once in, he had found Garth in front of a desk covered with papers.


  Garth was not a big man, not an impressive-looking man. You had to think twice to realize the reputation he had won for himself. Pale blue eyes and thin black hair. He looked like a dreamer, or a poet. Not very efficient. Or so he looked.


  “Mr. Garth, I’m Martin of the Globe. We would like to have a story about you and about the construction work going on out here. What are you building? A new observatory, a laboratory, a workshop, or what?”


  Scoop had smiled in his most winning manner. He had a nose for news and a way of getting it.


  Garth blinked at him. He seemed to withdraw his mind from a vast distance to meet the problem presented by the newspaper man. He hesitated.


  When he spoke, he gave a hint of the man he was. “Sorry, but I am not interested in publicity.”


  “Not interested in publicity!” Martin found that hard to believe, even from Lee Garth.


  “But why all this construction work? What are you building?”


  “There is a need for it. I am not quite certain I know everything about that need, that I really know anything about it, except that it exists.”


  “What is this need?” Martin insisted. “You’ve got twice as many men as you can really use. You’re working your crews twenty-four hours a day. What is it you need? What are you doing?”


  Fretfully, Garth answered. “I can’t tell you about it. It wouldn’t make sense because it doesn’t exist now. It exists two million years from now.” Two millions years! What the hell? Garth was cracked, he was bugs, he was off his nut.


  Garth punched a button. To that plain secretary he said, “Stella, show Mr. Martin out. And see that no one else without business here gets in. Hire guards.”


  “Yes, Mr. Garth.”


  There had been a sleek, prosperous-looking chap waiting in the outer office when Martin went out. He had heard the secretary say, “Mr. Garth will see you now, Mr. Railton.”


  TWO million years. Scoop Martin twisted at his desk, ran another sheet of paper into his typewriter. Two million years. Why, recorded history didn’t run back over five thousand years. That guy Garth was nuts. Or was he? Those scientists talked damned funny at times. What would the earth look like in two million years? A baked, waterless plain, broken by jagged mountains? Dead, deserted, lifeless? Man and all of man’s achievements gone?


  This was 1940. If you added two million to that, what would the number be? It would be darned hard to remember that it was 2,001,940.


  Two million years. It was a gag, it had to be a gag. Two million years didn’t mean anything, didn’t make sense. Yes, it was a gag. Well, he’d just make it a good one. There was his lead. He’d fix Garth for tossing him out on his ear.


  His index fingers raced over the keyboard, his thin face writhed into a wolfish grin.


  “Prominent Scientist forecast doom of earth in two million years—” Scoop let his imagination go. It would be a good yarn at that. Might even make the front pages. No, not likely. Hitler was holding down the front pages.


  RAILTON came through the front office at a dead run.


  Mr. Tompkins swallowed his annoyance at the sight of the young man leaning against his desk. Mr. Railton was no longer sleek and capable. He was panting and sweating, actually sweating.


  “Chief,” he panted, holding his side and gasping for air. “That gay Garth, he’s gob—he’s got atomic power.”


  It was the first time Railton or anyone else had ever seen Tompkins show surprise.


  “What?” he snapped.


  “Atomic power,” Railton parroted. “That’s why he needed those busbars!”


  Tompkins settled back into his chair. His face turned faintly purple. His eyes bored into the disheveled Railton.


  “You got a lot of guts,” he rasped, “coming back to me with a cock and bull story like that.”


  Railton whitened. Doggedly, he persisted in his story. “I’m telling you just what he told me.”


  “All right,” Tompkins said heavily. “Tell me what happened.”


  “I went out to see him, and just as you suggested, I asked him if he would accept a ten day extension on the delivery date of part of his order. Chief, as sure as we don’t make delivery as per contract, that fellow will sue us for the last dollar in the treasury. He says he has to have delivery on August 21, without fail. He means it. What the hell he is working on, I don’t know, but that man is in a hurry and he means business.”


  “We will make delivery as scheduled unless it is to our interest to do otherwise,” Tompkins interrupted. “Get to the point.”


  “In order to pacify him, I told him we would guarantee delivery. Then I went over his whole order with him, to make certain that everything was right. When we got to those bus-bars, I suggested there must have been some mistake.”


  “He said, ‘No. No mistake. The specifications are right.’ ”


  “I protested that there wasn’t a generator made that needed bars of that size to carry its load.”


  “He said, ‘No, but there is going to be one. Those cables aren’t any too heavy to carry the power of the bursting atom.’ Those are his exact words. ‘The power of the bursting atom.’ ” Tompkins leaned back in his chair. Viciously he bit the end off of a cigar.


  “Then Garth is crazy, instead of you!” he said.


  Railton’s face turned white. “Well—” He made futile noises deep in his throat. “Well, you may be right. Because, well—if Garth has discovered atomic power—it—it doesn’t mean much to him. He isn’t interested in it. He isn’t working on it. He’s working on something else, something bigger, and atomic power is just one of the little things he needs to reach the goal he wants . . .”


  Railton’s voice trailed off. He was a slickie, a smoothie. He knew all about electricity, and the power industry. He knew all about uranium 235, and why it wouldn’t work. He knew what atomic power would do to the power industry. He was wondering if Garth was crazy. Or what was Garth trying to do? What purpose was so vast that atomic power was only incidental to it?


  There was silence in the room. The clamor of traffic outside did not penetrate here. The only sound was the soft whisper of a fan pushing cool air through the conditioning apparatus.


  Tompkins cleared his throat. “Thank you. You may go.”


  “You mean—that’s all?”


  “That’s all.”


  “But what do you think?” Tompkins stirred restlessly. “I don’t know what to think.”


  Railton left.


  Tompkins sat without moving. Garth, Lee Garth. Atomic power. He didn’t dare take a chance. Too much was at stake. He had to know. He picked up the phone. His secretary got the connection for him.


  “Sullivan? This is Tompkins. There’s a fellow out at Valley Park by the name of Lee Garth. I don’t know but I suspect that somewhere in his house you would find blue-prints, if you look. If I were you, I would have one of your boys do a little looking. Yes, the financial arrangements will be taken care of to your satisfaction.” Tompkins hung up the phone. He turned his mind to other matter.


  Sullivan ran a detective agency. If you didn’t like your wife, he would make it easy for you to get a divorce. If your employees were demanding a higher wage rate, he could handle that too. Divorces, strikes, anything.


  DAWN world or dusk world?


  Overhead the sun slanted westward, and the night, black and ominous, came out of the east. The birds sang their songs as the day closed, and the animals that moved in the night awakened, and ranged abroad. And on the hills there was the sound of mournful howling, like the baying of lost and lonely dogs seeking their masters; but not finding them, not ever.


  SCOOP MARTIN twisted in his sleep. Or was he asleep? It was hard to know, when you were sleeping. You might be awake. Or you might be dreaming. But how would you know for certain?


  He sat up in bed, stared at the window. The moon was shining through the window, casting a thin, ambiguous light into the room.


  “Two million years,” he whispered.


  Hell, yes, he was asleep, he was having a nightmare. He laid down and rolled over. Suddenly he was wide awake.


  The house was dark, Mike Ritter saw. Good. The boss wanted some blueprints, or plans, out of that house. Fifty bucks for them. They must be important if the boss was willing to pay that much for them. Well, his job was to get them.


  He slipped through the darkness toward the house. Over to the right, at a distance of about three hundred yards, there was a lot of lights. He stopped to stare. A building of some kind was going up. Trucks were coming up a lane, dumping gravel and cement. Under the lights men were pouring concrete until hell wouldn’t have it.


  “What’s the hurry?” Mike wondered.


  Well, it wasn’t his affair. His job was to get into that house. He turned. The beam from a flashlight struck him in the face.


  “Buddy,” a voice growled at him. “You better get out of here a damned sight faster than you got in.”


  Mike blinked. The boss hadn’t said anything about guards. What the hell . . .


  “Get going. And don’t come back. Or is it a poke in the snoot you’ll be wanting now?”


  Mike got going. This would require some careful planning.


  TOMPKINS picked up the morning Globe. The war was still going on. Raids on Britian. The blitz was coming. He read the accounts through.


  What was this?


  “Prominent scientist forecasts doom of earth in two million years. Lee Garth . . .”


  He read the article through. He thought heavily for a few moments. Then he spoke into the box on his desk.


  “Get me Sullivan on the phone.”


  The bell of an invisible alarm clock was ringing in Lee Garth’s mind. He turned over, tried to go back to sleep. Sleep was such a wonderful sensation, especially when you were so tired. He wanted to sleep forever, and forever. There wasn’t enough time left for him to get rested. Days and yet more days the driving pressure of screaming energy had run through him. It had burned out his muscles, put a flutter in his heart. His whole body screamed for rest. He had to rest. He tried to go back to sleep.


  The invisible alarm clock rang again.


  Abruptly, Garth rolled over and sat up. Yawning, he flexed his arms. Every nerve ending in his body told him to lie down again, called to him to lie down, begged him. He was going to lie down.


  The alarm bell in his mind rang again.


  What did it mean, he wondered.


  Oh, yes, now he knew. It was August 21.


  Today United Electric began making deliveries. The construction work was already finished, the concrete dry, the forms already off.


  Suddenly he was wide awake. Suddenly he was out of bed, and dressing frantically.


  JIMMIE BLAKE excused himself from dinner. His dad and mother smiled wistfully as he dashed upstairs.


  Jimmie whistled as he shaved. Shaving was really not necessary, but he imagined it was, and in consequence it was a ritual not to be neglected. For he was a man now. Next week he was going off to college again. He would be a sophomore this year. No more green caps, no more hazing. The whistle swelled in prideful strength.


  He looked out of the bathroom window. The sun, already at the edge of the horizon, flung its rays over the suburb of Valley Park. The grass was dry and the leaves were beginning to change color. It was September, September 8, 1940. Jimmie burst into song. One more week and he would be off to college.


  Over there, perhaps half a mile away, he could see the sunlight shining on fresh concrete. Garth’s Folly, they were calling it already. Garth had spent a fortune building a house that would stand to the end of the world. Two million years, that newspaper article had said.


  Too bad. Garth had gone off the deep end, of course. Just when he was really becoming distinguished, he had cracked. Why didn’t they have him in an asylum, Jimmie wondered, staring from the window.


  Oddly, the landscape shifted. It blurred and twisted, just like it did when you looked through a pane of bad glass. But he wasn’t looking through glass.


  The air was tingled with a deep violet color. From somewhere, from nowhere and from everywhere, came a shrill whining note, a screaming frequency that lifted rapidly up the scale. It went quickly out of hearing.


  The violet deepened to black and the light was gone. Suddenly knives were tearing at his flesh. His body was racked by a thousand pains.


  Jimmie Blake screamed. The scream was choked off into horrible silence.


  His father came to the foot of the stairs.


  “What’s wrong, son?” he called.


  There was no answer.


  His father went upstairs. Mystified, perplexed, he began to search.


  “Jimmie!” he called. “Jimmie!”


  There was no answer.


  Jimmie’s mother came up the stairs. Her face was suddenly white. One hand was pressed over her heart.


  “What—” she began.


  Her husband was standing in their son’s room. She had not known he was so old, so haggard, and so tired looking.


  “Jimmie’s gone,” he whispered.


  He barely managed to catch her as she fell.


  LEE GARTH’S face was white, drawn, pinched. Bloodless. His hair was twisted and tangled, there was a stubble on his face.


  He lifted blood-clotted eyes from the screen in front of him, the screen that had suddenly gone blank as he flipped a dial set in the control-studded table on which his hands rested.


  Deep in the heart of the tower of steel and concrete a lion-roar went into silence.


  “God,” Garth whispered. “Dear God.”


  His voice was cracked and chipped and lined with pain.


  His head slumped forward, rested on the table.


  Behind him there was a tiny creak as a door opened. He lifted his head to stare dully at the person who stood there.


  “Stella? I thought I told you I didn’t need a secretary any longer, to write yourself a check and go away?”


  “Yes, Mr. Garth.”


  She came forward holding a tray.


  “But I think you need me now more than ever. And so I stayed. I will leave if you order it.”


  He stared at her. She wasn’t pretty, or he had never thought she was. But on her face at this moment was something that made her beautiful. Her eyes were filled with a deep glowing.


  He remembered the years she had been his secretary, the years of hard work perfectly performed. If they worked until midnight, she had never complained. Summer, winter, spring, and autumn. Why she had never had a vacation! But then Lee Garth had never had a vacation. He didn’t know what the word meant.


  He stared at her, at the radiant glowing that was transforming her.


  “But—but you must not stay here. You must not. Don’t you understand? This is the end.”


  She set the tray in front of him.


  “You must eat something. You haven’t had a good meal in weeks. Here is a sandwich and a glass of milk.”


  He was vaguely aware of a gnawing in his stomach, a persistent ache.


  “Why—thanks—Yes, I am hungry!” He looked at the tray.


  The door creaked as she left the room.


  He wolfed the food. He turned again to the table in front of him. He pressed buttons.


  Under him, in the belly of the squat tower of concrete and steel, a lion began to roar. The roar increased until the whole structure was shaking with the pressure of inconceivable energies seeking release. It became a whirling, roaring, thundering torrent of sound, a screaming pulse of incalculable force.


  MADELINE BROWN went out into the garden. Her mother watched her go. Not much longer, her mother thought, would she have a daughter. The girl was blooming into womanhood. Within a year or two some young fellow would claim her. The boys were already becoming a bother with their phone calls. Madeline Brown’s mother wondered how it would feel to be a grandmother. Lord, she was getting old.


  As from a great distance, she heard her daughter call. She rushed into the garden, recognizing the panic in that call.


  Madeline was gone. There wasn’t a sign of her anywhere. There was only the night coming down.


  The mother’s scream ripped through the gathering darkness.


  “Madeline!”


  There was no answer.


  A WINDING river ran through Valley Park, and beside the winding river, in the star-sprinkled September night, John Bruce walked with Jennie West. The browning leaves were beginning to fall Soon it would be autumn, soon it would be October, and after October, there would not be any Jennie West. There would be Mrs. John Bruce, John hoped that a clerk’s salary would support her, but if it wouldn’t, he’d darned well get another job.


  They stopped beside the river wherein the stars up in the sky were reflected, and it was in his mind to kiss her, but she was in a mood for teasing and she slipped away from him into the soft night. Laughing, he started after her.


  Suddenly she screamed in fright.


  “Jennie! What is it? Where are you?” John Bruce shouted.


  She didn’t answer. He started running in the direction from which her scream had come.


  He couldn’t find her.


  “Jennie!”


  The stars shifted, the trees bent, the earth twisted, heaved, and rolled. His body was cut with a million knives. There was a whistle in the air.


  Then there was silence.


  SCOOP MARTIN almost jumped out of bed. He could have sworn the telephone was ringing. But it wasn’t. Or was it?


  Just another of those nightmares, he decided. He hadn’t been sleeping well for over a month. It was hell not to be able to sleep.


  He laid down again.


  The telephone lifted him out of bed like a jumping-jack coming out of its box.


  “Who is it? Oh, I’m sorry, chief, I didn’t know it was you. What do you want? Working for you, hasn’t a man got any rights at all?—Huh?—I’m sorry. Huh!—Thirty-eight people gone, just like they had walked off the face of the earth? And more reports coming in all the time? All right, all right; I’m on my way to Valley Park right now.”


  OUTSIDE the police station, the street was jammed by a silent crowd, a tense, straining, shifting mass of people. Scoop fought his way through them.


  Inside, the station was alive with reporters, A.P. men, specials, U.P. men, a leg man from every sheet in the city. They were all asking questions. A brawny man, with his uniform coat flung open, was trying to answer them. The phone kept interrupting him. Every time it rang, the room dived into silence.


  “Madam, I’m sorry. Yes—yes—We’ll send a detail right away. You look around the neighborhood yourself. Perhaps she has just gone to the drug store. Yes . . . I’m sorry, but I don’t know what to tell you. We’ll do the best we can.”


  “Another one?” a reporter queried as the phone went back on the hook. The chief of police nodded.


  The strained silence was broken by the harsh breathing of frightened men.


  “Lord!” a reporter whispered. “That’s seventy-three n o w. And nobody knows how many may have vanished without being reported!”


  The phone rang again. The chief of police grabbed it.


  “Hello . . . Oh . . . Governor. You’re right we want the guard. We want them as fast as we can get them.”


  MARTIN found a reporter he knew, plugged questions at him.


  “They just go out of sight, that’s all,” the reporter told him. “How it happens, Why it happens, nobody knows, least of all the police. When the first two reports came in, they thought it was a couple of snatches, but they’ve been scared out of that idea now. There’s no rime or reason to it. Youngsters, nineteen, twenty years old; boys, girls, couples. Somebody hears them scream, but by the time anybody gets there, they’re gone. God knows where they’ve gone or what has happened to them. Jack Lecroy, heir to the biggest fortune in this town, is gone. Two Polish factory workers, brothers, were in their room. Their old man went in to ask them something. They weren’t there. College girls, shirt factory girls. It doesn’t discriminate. Talk about the Pied Piper!—What’s that?”


  Outside the building a voice had begun to screech.


  “It’s the end of the world. The angel Gabriel is blowing his horn and the goats are being separated from the sheep. I’m ready, Lord, I’m ready. Come and take me—”


  The reporter’s face went a shade whiter. “That’s another one gone off his nut. But he may be right, for all I know. Where you going?”


  Scoop Martin was shoving his way toward the desk of the chief of police. In his mind a phrase had clicked.


  “Chief, I’m Martin, of the Globe. Listen to me . . . I know you don’t want to answer any more questions, but I’ve got an idea. About a month ago I interviewed a scientist living here in Valley Park, Lee Garth. Did you read the story I wrote? He prophesied the end of the world. Then he got busy and built himself a castle that a regiment of artillery couldn’t blast down . . . Listen, maybe he knows more about this than he told.”


  The harassed officer stared at Martin, then grabbed his phone. Eventually he laid the receiver back on its hook.


  “Garth doesn’t answer,” he said.


  He bit off the end of a cigar. “I’ll send a squad.”


  Two brawny young cops forced their way through the massed throng. The crowd caught the news that they were headed out to Garth’s Folly.


  They didn’t come back.


  Another squad, with orders to make a careful investigation, reported that the car of the first squad had run into a tree beside the drive inside the grounds of Garth’s place, that the two men were missing, and that Garth was not in his house but was probably inside his concrete tower.


  “Maybe,” Scoop whispered, as the report came through. “Maybe Garth is doing this. Or maybe—he talked about the end of the world two million years from now—maybe he was lying. Maybe the end of the world is coming right now. Maybe Garth can help us.”


  “If there is a chance that Garth is either responsible or can help us,” the chief of police shouted. “By God, I’ll get him out of that place if I have to blast.”


  The phone rang again. He grabbed it, listened. “We’ll do all we can,” he said.


  He hung up, looked at his own men, at the reporters, “Another one gone.”


  His fist came down on the desk.


  “I’m going to see Lee Garth. Come on, men.”


  He led the way. Scoop piled into the car. Those who couldn’t get into the car, hung on the sides.


  They came in sight of the tower of concrete. It was a squat fortress in the starlight. There wasn’t a light in it.


  “There it is, men,” the chief of police said. “Drive up to it. We’ll find out if Garth knows anything about this.”


  Suddenly, to the occupants of the car, the tower seemed to lean toward them. The trees seemed to shiver in a blast of passing air.


  But there was no mind. The air was very quiet.


  How could trees dance in a wind when there was no wind?


  The ground seemed to writhe. It seemed to twitch.


  Men screamed.


  The car left the drive, plunged forward into a tree. The motor sputtered, coughed indignantly, died. Then the night was silent, except for the deep, bull-throated roar pounding from the tower which Lee Garth had constructed.


  There wasn’t a man in the car.


  Scoop Martin never wrote his story that night. Nor any night thereafter.


  GARTH had slumped forward, his head on his arms. He awakened to the touch on his shoulder, turned tired eyes up to the girl who had entered.


  “You?” his voice was dull and low. “You still here?”


  “Yes, Mr. Garth. Here, I have some breakfast for you.” Her face was pinched and drawn and only her eyes were beautiful.


  He gulped at the food. While he ate, she went to a small opening and looked out. She returned to him, and when he had finished eating, she spoke.


  “The militia, or perhaps they are national guardsmen, are here. They have surrounded us.”


  “What?”


  For a moment, he did not understand. “Oh. So soon? No! You must be mistaken.”


  He went quickly to the opening, stared through it. Minutes passed. To the woman who watched him, he seemed to grow older with each passing moment.


  He turned. She was still there. He faced her.


  “You—you haven’t asked why the militia are here?” It was a question and not a statement.


  “No sir.”


  Her answer left him momentarily at a loss for words.


  “You don’t know—what happened last night?”


  “No. I do not need to know. I doubt if I could understand. It would make no difference.” She spoke quickly, the words blurring into each other.


  There was suddenly hunger in Lee Garth’s eyes, the hunger that grows in lonely men.


  “Stella—”


  The flat smash of an explosion coming from outside jerked him back to the opening. A deep, angry drone sliced through the morning air. Another explosion slapped the earth.


  “Bombers! A squadron of planes!


  The fools! What are they saying about me out there, I wonder? No matter.


  I did what I had to do. Or tried. There is only one thing left to do.”


  There was no anger in his voice. There was only resignation.


  “Stella,” he said, “if you ran from the door, I think they would let you escape. They want me instead of you. You could say I had held you prisoner.”


  Her voice was level.


  “But what about you?”


  “I will stay,” Lee Garth answered.


  “Here?”


  He nodded.


  “No!”


  “I really didn’t mean I will stay here,” he amended. “I will go there. I am needed, I think.”


  She did not understand. No one else would have understood. But she had no need for understanding. She knew the secret that surpasses understanding.


  She shook her head. “If you stay, I stay.”


  His eyes met hers.


  “There are numerous things,” he whispered, “that I would like to do over, if I had the chance. You understand?”


  The smile that lifted out of her eyes was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He choked. There was an obstruction in his throat.


  “Stella—”


  “Yes, Mr. Garth.”


  Smash!


  The morning rocked with the explosion of another bomb.


  “Quickly!” he gasped. “Stand here beside me. This tower won’t stand a direct hit. There isn’t a second to lose.”


  She moved to his side.


  He put his arm around her. His free hand moved among the controls on the table.


  Below them, in the heart of the tower of concrete and steel, a bull-throated roar started building up, started howling as energies beyond computation were set in motion.


  “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered. “I think it won’t hurt very long.”


  She was still smiling.


  GOGGLING, Tompkins read the description.


  “Perhaps as the result of a direct bomb hit, but more likely as the result of the release by Garth himself of some super-powerful explosive that burned but did not explode, the tower vanished in dame. The concrete glowed red, then appeared to run, then quivered for a moment like jelly. There was a blast of furious heat which forced back the attackers. The tower puffed into dust.


  “There is now no question but that Garth was responsible for the people who vanished. They stopped disappearing when the tower dissolved. What Garth was attempting no one knows, but he escaped the stern justice that would have been meted out to him by committing suicide.”


  “By the great Godfrey!” Tompkins muttered. “That fellow had discovered atomic power. What he was using it for, I don’t know. But he had it. Nothing else could produce a result like that. He had it. And I let it get away! I called Sullivan off, because that story in the paper about Garth predicting the end of the earth made me think he was a cracked fool. But he had atomic power. And I could have had it, if I hadn’t called Sullivan off. He had it. And I let it get away.”


  Back and forth across the private office, he paced, muttering.


  “He had it. He had atomic power. I could have had it. But I let it get away.”


  FOR an infinitesimal fraction of a second, as inconceivable energies were somehow released, the low hills and the trees growing on the low hills seemed to writhe and twist as if the light rays were being bent by some refracting medium.


  Then the translating force collapsed.


  Lee Garth fell. Not far, not over a few feet. His legs buckled under him as he landed. He rolled. He stopped rolling. The ground was soft, and to his weary body it was a perfect haven for rest. Earth, soft earth, and rest. His senses reeled. As he lost consciousness, he felt someone tugging at him.


  For a long time there was only the consciousness of complete relaxation, rest, surcease from striving. Rest! How he needed it.


  But a confused babble of voices kept intruding. And someone was rubbing his head.


  As he opened his eyes, he saw that his head was in a woman’s lap. Who was she? And why should she have his head in her lap? He had never had anything to do with women. Oh. Stella. Oh . . .


  “Mr. Garth,” Stella whispered. “You had better stand up, if you can. There is going to be—trouble.”


  Oh, yes, trouble. There had always been trouble, but somehow he had not thought to find it here. But he got to his feet slowly.


  He found himself in the center of a circle of people. Men and women. Several of the men wore blue, police uniforms. The men in blue had guns. The others had clubs. Some had rocks. Even some of the girls had rocks.


  “It’s Garth,” he heard a voice say.


  “Yeah, it’s Garth all right,” another voice answered.


  “Gentlemen,” Lee Garth said.


  “Shut up!” a voice answered.


  “What have you done to us, Garth?


  “Yeah, that’s what we want to know: what have you done to us, Garth?


  “Don’t try to deny it! We know you did it.


  “Where are we, Garth?


  “You and your experiments!”


  Lee Garth ran his eyes around the circle. A small, wolfish-faced chap caught his attention. He recognized the man. Martin. A newspaper man.


  “Hello, Martin,” Garth said.


  “What the hell have you done to us, Garth?” Martin said, scowling. He was truculent. He was also scared. He had a rock in his hand.


  “I—” Garth began.


  A man with a club stepped forward. “Whatever you’ve done, I want you to undo it, see? You brought me here. You damned well better be ready to take me back, see! And be fast about it.”


  “But that is impossible,” Garth answered.


  “What!”


  “I can’t take you back. I can’t return you. You’re here, and here you will have to stay.”


  Anger ran through the group like a hurricane through a forest.


  “Damn you, Garth!” a voice growled.


  “What do you think we are—guinea pigs?


  “You’re going to take us home, or else!


  “If you think you can move us into this damned country, where there ain’t a house in sight and no sign there ever was one, you’ve got another think coming.”


  “Darn you, Garth.”


  In all the tumult Garth heard only one voice on his side, a girl’s voice.


  “John Bruce,” the girl said. “You give Mr. Garth a chance to explain. He didn’t do this without a reason.”


  “Aw, Jennie,” the tall youth beside her answered. “You keep out of this. Garth brought us here without asking us, and he’s darned well going to take us back.”


  “But I can’t,” Lee Garth said firmly.


  Silence fell.


  In the silence Stella whispered. “Mr. Garth, we had better run, if we can. They won’t listen, they don’t want to listen. They’re scared, and dangerous.”


  The difference between a crowd and a mob is an angry voice expressing the thoughts lurking in the minds of all.


  “You can’t return us, eh?” the angry voice said. “Well, we’ll just fix your clock. Come on, boys!”


  Lee Garth would have stayed, but Stella pushed him, got him started. He fought his way through the circle of men. Then the two were running.


  The mob gave chase.


  The crack of a pistol shuddered behind them. A slug tore into a tree near Garth. The gun boomed again. Angry men screamed.


  Run, Garth thought. It wouldn’t do much good, but the instinct was to run, to preserve life as long as possible. Run! Through the trees, up the hillside. Men were coming. Run. Was this the right turning? It was. Up the hill, up the nearer hill.


  Only he couldn’t run much farther. His heart was beginning to hurt. Didn’t matter. Death came to everything eventually, to Xerxes, to Leonidas, to Charles Martel, to Copernicus, and Galileo. Death was coming to him at the hands of those angry, frightened men, coming quickly, unless he found what he sought, what he knew was here, somewhere.


  Where was the thing he sought? He had to find it, quickly. He couldn’t run much farther.


  They were at the top of the nearer hill.


  Then Garth saw what he was seeking.


  A huge sphere. A ball made out of some strange, silvery metal. It rested on top of the nearer hill.


  Garth and the girl staggered toward it.


  Out from it reached twin fingers of light. The streamers touched Garth, they touched the girl.


  “We’re there,” Garth sighed. “We’ve found the place. We’ve won. We’re safe.”


  Yelping with the lust to kill, the men came through the woods, came up the hill.


  Fingers of light reached out from the sphere. A glowing streamer touched another man. He dropped the rock he was carrying. Another man. He laid down his club.


  Something rode the streamers of light. A message. It whispered to the men the light touched. Their cries ran into quick silence. They looked at each other, they looked at Garth and the girl with him. Both were leaning against the sphere. They seemed to be drawing strength from it. They were smiling.


  An awed whisper ran through the men who had so recently been a mob.


  “What is that thing, that ball?


  “Look at the light coming from it!”


  “Say, I think we were wrong about this fellow, Garth.


  “When that light touched me, I changed my mind about him.


  “Let’s go see what this is all about.


  “Come on. Nothing is going to hurt us. I feel it.”


  Slowly, they approached. Anger had already left them. Now fear left them. Only awe remained.


  Then a voice began to speak.


  HERE and there upon this earth are fields where men, looking backward, say, “Here history was made. Because of what happened here, a new world came into being.”


  There is a pass in Greece, a field in France, a backyard in Holland. There are fields in America too.


  There is a field two million years in the future!


  DAWN world or dusk world?


  The sun went down the western sky. Its rays were flung over the group clustered around the globe, over the listening men, who stared quickly at each other, then away, then stole a glance at Garth, leaning against that globe. Over the frightened, clinging, awed girls, who listened too.


  In the air was a voice. It came from the sphere. It went directly to the minds of the listeners, whispered as a thought current in their brains, whispered as a ghost moving among the nerve endings. The voice said:


  “Thus the human race reached its goal. There were not many of us left, a few hundred only. We had reached the point where mental activity alone interested us . . . Then our last genius invented what we can only describe to you as a perfect brain. It was a substance that would absorb and retain mental impulses. It would absorb and retain our mental impulses. In effect, then, it would become us.


  “That substance is housed in the heart of this sphere.


  “We built the sphere, set forces in it that made it, to the best of our knowledge, all powerful. We armed it with incredible weapons. We built into it the apparatus to warp space—an adaptation of the drive we once used on our space ships. Then, on the brain substance housed in the heart of this sphere, we impressed the individual consciousness of each living person, and the knowledge that each person had in his own mind, which included all the knowledge that the human race has gained in more than two million years. We blended into one mind the minds of the two hundred humans who remained alive. Housed in a substance that was eternal, sheltered in a sphere that could not be destroyed, it became an almost perfect mind. We thought it was perfect. We discarded our bodies, as outworn tools. Physically, the human race died. Mentally, it would live forever.


  “One thing we had never done—flown to the stars. We had reached the planets and had almost forgotten them. But the stars in the sky we had not reached. It was the last great voyage of discovery.


  “We set out for the stars. And we reached them!”


  The twinkling points of light that Jan Lippezshey had shown to be suns lost in the immensity of space!


  The voice died into silence, seemed to rest, then whispered again.


  “And near Antares a meteor swarm struck us. Inconceivable powers were housed within this sphere. We tried to escape but the swarm was moving almost as fast as light. We tried to blast the meteors into nothingness, and we succeeded in this. But we could not succeed forever. Eventually even the powers of this sphere were near exhaustion. Thousands of pea-size meteors struck us. The force of those collisions cracked the sphere itself . . . In time we limped back to earth, limped back to a place where we could lie up and lick our wounds.


  “We discovered that the wounds would not heal, that the damage was irreparable. Energy was leaking from the sphere, a little by a little. Somehow we had erred in its construction.


  “Somehow we had gone down the wrong road, had taken the wrong turning.


  “We could not anticipate that this would happen, we could not see what would happen tomorrow. But we knew that our race, and your race, was dying here, that you, back in the mists of time, were moving down a road with death as your destiny.


  “The drive that carries a race is not lightly ended.


  “But the human race ended in us, in our error.


  “It was our mistake. It was our task to correct it, if we could.


  “We tried.


  “We could not go back through time, but we could force our thoughts back to certain cyclic periods. We could reach only a few periods, most of them too early or too late to meet our needs. Eventually we found a time that was right and a mind that could understand. To that mind we gave instructions, to Lee Garth . . .”


  The voice paused, sought for energy, slowly gathered it, then went on.


  “That is why you were brought here—to repopulate a world, to take up where we left off, to correct an error made two million years after your time.


  “We have taken the living from the remote past and used them to bridge the chasm of death. Yours to carry on.”


  There was silence. Men moved awkwardly, staring at each other, at that sphere, at Lee Garth. The girls, somehow, seemed to understand.


  It was Scoop Martin who came out of the crowd, stood apologetically before Lee Garth.


  “Mr. Garth, sir, is that right, what we heard?”


  Scoop’s wolfish face was a mask of fear, doubt, and hesitation.


  Garth swallowed. He nodded.


  “But—” the reporter gestured toward the globe. “How can men be in that?”


  Garth answered slowly. “A lot can be learned in two million years. It is not impossible. You, the you that really exists, your mind, your consciousness, is a movement of thought within a suitable medium. Evolution provided a chemical medium, a mass of tissue, your brain. That is all you really are, the movement of current within your brain cells . . . The men who came two million years after us found a better medium than the brain. Upon that better medium, they impressed their thinking.”


  Garth hesitated, and when he spoke, it was not to Martin, but to someone else.


  “Is that not right?”


  There was a rustle in the air. A voice whispered.


  “In essence, that is correct. It was not so simple as that, but you have the underlying thought. In the year that we have yet to live, we will teach you the process. Perhaps you may discover our error. Perhaps you will want to use other methods. We cannot advise on that point. The only thing that matters is that the race must go on to whatever is its ultimate destiny.”


  Sighing with the pulse of failing energy, the whisper ceased.


  The group stirred again, moving restlessly.


  “I’m sorry,” Garth spoke, “that I did not ask your permission to bring you here. But I had no choice. If I had asked for volunteers to repopulate the world of two million years from our time, you would have concluded I was crazy. So I had to bring you here without consulting you.”


  They didn’t seem to hear him. They stirred uneasily. All malice was gone out of them. Only unease and trembling wonder were left.


  Martin twisted. He spoke.


  “We have to rebuild—to repopulate—a world. That’s why we’re here?”


  Garth swallowed, fighting the lump in his throat. He nodded.


  “It seems hard to understand, sir,” Martin said. “But what can I do to help?”


  The lump in Garth’s throat rose so high he could not swallow it.


  A bulky figure in uniform came out of the crowd. “What can I do, Mr. Garth, to help?”


  There was a confused babble of voice. “What can we do, Mr. Garth, to help?”


  In that babble he heard only one voice, that of the girl at his side, asking what she might do.


  “You might remember,” he answered, “that—that my name is Lee.”


  And when, during the shadow night that followed, the descendants of the dogs the race had left behind them howled on the hills for their lost masters, now there came an answer. Men whistled to them. Slowly, hesitantly, fearfully, but gaining confidence as the whistles of men roused half lost memories, the dogs came down from the hills to their new masters.


  Here and there, upon this earth, are fields.


  Lie on the Beam


  John Victor Peterson


  SWEEPING from perihelion, the black destroyer curved toward the gibbous white ball of Venus, its jets stabbing mocking fingers at the majesty of the sun whose clutching gravity it had cheated. Within the heavily shielded control cabin, the hard skull-face of the commander split into a fleshless smile. From his fanged jaws a single word was spat into the spaceship’s intercommunication system:


  “Adrakolarn!”


  Back on dead sea bottoms the word had been but the weak utterance of a dream of yesteryear’s greatness. First a muted whisper in the thin air of a dying world; then a keening through the faint, dust-driving wind; at last a clamorous cry banding together the spiritually reborn remnants of a vanishing race. . . . Adrakolarn—moment of destiny—moment of reckoning!


  Throughout the urgently racing ship other skull-faced, chitinous-hided men thronged to bomb tubes and waited, heavy eyelids nature had fashioned as protection against the dust storms of the parent world drooping over eager, glittering eyes.


  ADRAKOLARN—


  THOUSANDS of miles away, on the surface of Sol’s second planet, a heavy, milky fog crept like a sentient thing up the side of a towering apartment dwelling. In and out of window recesses it stole, climbing higher and higher as if seeking entrance.


  Soundlessly, mysteriously a window slid open. The fog gained momentum before a sudden wind and swept into the dimly lighted chamber. The silvery-haired young man on the bed did not awaken. His slender form turned and twisted beneath thin coverings and the jargon of astronautics came thickly from his lips.


  A nightmare possessed him within which he was plunging down into Venus’ clouds in a small spaceship. Suddenly his ports were shattered in a head-on collision with a highflying native pterodactyl. In the dream as in actuality the great dampness of Venus poured chokingly into his lungs.


  Almost instantly the urgent buzzing of a televisor signal brought him struggling upright, coughing thick, humid air from congested bronchial tubes.


  Half drunken from the high oxygen content of the surface atmosphere, Frederic Ward slipped from his bed and reeled over to shut the port-like window. Damn these Venusians anyhow, he thought, meanwhile wheezing, coughing and spitting. Probably thought one of their clique was sleeping here instead of a decently-evolved native of Pittsburgh, Earth. That froglike brute down in Air Control probably had the atmospherics switchboard all awry. Well, I’ll buzz him when I get this telecall answered. I’ll tell him off proper. He has my temperature and humidity chart. Of all the nerve!


  Still grumbling, Ward turned to the television transceiver, clicking on the audios and videos.


  “Engineer Ward, Astronautics Authority, speaking.”


  The sight of Ward’s room caused a grin to light up momentarily the fat, tired face on the receiving grid.


  “What’s up, Silvy? Getting acclimated to our lovely Venus?”


  “What’s on your mind, Wagner?” Ward snapped back, in no mood for joking even if the buzzing of the televisorphone had probably saved him from an oxy-hangover or, perhaps, even drowning in the early morning tidal mists.


  “Plenty. Get out here soon’s you can. One of the trajectory beams is out and there are a couple of earth cruisers nearing perihelion from Mars. If they don’t get a signal at zero-one-three-zero they’re liable to coast on into Sol. Surface weather here’s damned near zero-zero, too. I need you badly.”


  “Where in the name of the twenty-seven local fish-gods is Portiz? He’s emergency man, isn’t he?”


  Wagner’s moonface dropped down six lines on the 441 line kinescope grid.


  “Portiz,” he explained lamely, “is incapacitated.”


  “You mean drunk!” Ward retorted sharply. “Isn’t he on constant call just like the rest of us? Just because he’s a cousin of somebody back in Washington is no sign that he can establish a semi-permanent site in Gasuki’s Grill. And just because he’s your immediate superior is no sign you have to whitewash his doings. I’ve seniority here. What I say matters! Give him the emergency call. We’ll sober the lug up if we have to dunk him in the Draka Malarga. If a couple of those plesiosaurs got on his tail he’d swear off for good. If he doesn’t show up, I’ll report it to H. Q. and—”


  “Okay, Silvy, okay,” Wagner said tiredly. “Now get out here, please, sir. Oops! There goes the patrol signal!”


  “Leave the circuit on!” Silvy Ward snapped and stood watching the video grid as Wagner jacked up the power in the distant radio receiver.


  “. . . are two ships trajecting in which are not listed on the incoming flights. One on an A-orbit coming in at terrific velocity from base-direction Mars; one on a C-orbit out of Earth. Approximate distances, six and five thousand miles respectively. Should hit atmosphere simultaneously, thus endangering themselves and other incoming ships. Advise.”


  More trouble. Ward began to grumble again as he snapped off the televisor and began dressing. Always somebody who says to hell with the Authority and plots his own Hohman orbit. Unusually an eccentric millionaire with a luxurious spaceyacht filled with a swan-necked crew of “Oh, r’ally? You don’t say?” debutantes and matrons, boyfriends, gigolos, etc. If they arrive in one piece without benefit of the AA’s trajectory beams, range and landing beams, okay; if they get into trouble and the Authority doesn’t get them to surface in one place, well then the Authority takes it in the neck and the paperwork is terrific over in General Inspection.


  Ward was disgruntled. Leave it to Portiz to get plastered. Leave it to Wagner to let a keying device, a teletype, a station location marker, a transmitter, the instrument landing beams or something go blooey in zero-zero weather. Sure! Silvy Ward, old faithful Silvy’s here to handle it and get a few more gray hairs thirty years ahead of Mother Nature’s usual schedule. Back in HQ on Earth a radio engineer is considered something like a Martian maharajah; he just doesn’t have to get down on his knees and fool around with leads and circuits, keeping one eye cocked on an oscillograph and the other on a multiwave meter. But leave it to HQ to send me to this bronchitis-stimulating hole called Pali-Vanyi, Venus, with a drunkard and an inexperienced college graduate for my only assistants when the Old Man damn’ well knows I should have at least four old timers.


  Good man, Portiz, but he lets his reputation and connections carry him. Let Venus get him worn down to a frazzle and then started to drink like a native squid. Wagner’s a good man, too. Fooled around with coeds and rocket polo too much in Astrotech, that’s all. Boned for exams and passed them, but his knowledge is mostly theoretical. Usually blows up in a pinch, like now.


  The air conditioning apparatus had practically straightened out the previously cockeyed atmospherics, and Silvy was waking up. But he was still a bit rankled as he zipped on rubberoid coveralls, donned a filtration mask, went out to the garage and drove his caterpillar-treaded fog flivver out into the nearly-liquid ground atmosphere of dear, damp Venus.


  The fog certainly was settling in on Pali-Vanyi port! Usually the Hump, the five thousand foot mountain range which runs along the east of the field, breaks the storm winds which blow in intermittently from Draka Malarga, the mighty eastern sea. Sure, sometimes there’s a real typhoon ripping beyond the mountain, chopping Malarga into thousand foot waves, at the same time there’ll be a four thousand foot ceiling at the spaceport and probably ten miles visibility to north, south and west. But take tonight: the weather broadcasts said that Draka Malarga was practically calm and the plesiosaurs and their girl friends were probably sporting on the waves; Pali-Vanyi was completely fogged in! Ah, Venus, weatherman’s headache and Authority’s dire pain!


  Visibility was nil. Even Fredric Ward’s infrared headlights and special goggles could not cut the fog. He spent a good half hour on the fifteen mile trip northwestward and glimpsed the station barely in time to jam down the hydraulics and squish to stop in the sloshy mire deposited by a recent typhoon.


  WAGNER was looking blankly at the great bank of keying devices on the trajectory transmitters when Silvy walked in through the airlock. He turned around forlornly, laying a fat hand suggestively on a complicated blueprint.


  “You look tired, Wag,” the engineer stated; then his alert eyes caught the reason why. The flight chart explained that: a series of entries on the incoming flights column. In this weather that meant work for the operator at the station. Traffic Control normally brought the ships in by voice contact after said ships had consecutively swung off the trajectory beams and radio range beams; but with zero-zero weather, the Authority men had to concentrate upon the instrument landing beams as well. Wherefore Ward didn’t reprimand Wagner. After all, if a keyer breaks down, it isn’t necessarily because a human being has failed.


  “I’m half dead,” Wagner acknowledged with a forced grin. “Twenty ships came in in the last hour. Twenty of ’em off twenty different trajectory beams. Twenty of ’em on the landing beams. I just got the bulk of ’em in properly when a keyer goes out with Earth’s two cruisers swinging into perihelion near the sun!”


  “What’re all those ships here for?” Ward asked as he stripped off dripping coveralls and proceeded to the multitrajectory beam transmitter.


  “Usual thing. Owing to the present tense situation which has developed between Venus and dear old Red, the representatives of Earth and Venus have decided to have a conclave to effect measures against our dear Martian cousins. Everybody’s afraid things will go smash when Mars and Venus are in opposition two Earth years hence.”


  “Oh,” grunted Silvy Ward. Political wrangling wasn’t his forte.


  Removing the transparent cover from the silent keyer, Ward made a cursory examination. The keying device proper seemed to be okay. He promptly got out the circuit tester and started checking the continuity of the circuits.


  Wherewith things started to happen with a vengeance. Traffic Control called, stating that a freighter was dropping in over the field and asking for the north-south landing beams. Wagner hurried over to cut in the juice on the remote controls.


  Immediately the open receiver which was tuned to the Patrol frequency snarled out:


  “Patrol V-11 calling Pali-Vanyi base.”


  The base station over in Traffic Control cut in on the same wavelength.


  “Okay, V-11. Report.”


  “The ship on A-orbit from direction Mars is a destroyer. Not near enough to read markings. Refuses to answer our signals or to cut velocity. Advise.”


  “Contact ship,” was the smug advice.


  “Doing our best!” Patrol V-11 snapped back.


  Wagner had his head half turned from the landing indicators to hear the patrol communications. From the corner of his full-lipped mouth he shot:


  “What in the devil’s going on up there, Silvy?”


  “Dunno,” Ward answered. An inexplicable chill was running along his spine. A conclave here in the twin city of Pali-Vanyi to effect measures against Mars—A destroyer coming in, refusing to answer the Patrol queries—


  The inner door opened behind him. Ward spun around. Anger darkened his face as he glared at the tall, dark skinned man who had unsteadily come to rest against the door jamb.


  The dark one looked owlishly at Wagner and Ward, twisted a loose mouth open and mumbled:


  “Portiz reporting for duty.”


  “In that condition?” Silvy Ward snapped.


  “I’m sober as a king,” Portiz answered.


  “King Henry the Eighth,” Wagner said softly.


  II


  THE fulfillment of his own particular mission was close at hand now, and the destroyer’s commander was tenser at the jet keys. How great, he thought, the destiny of the new Leader of the race and through the Leader how great the race’s destiny! No more worshipping of the ancient god, Zabir, Father of the Deserts. That had been frustrate, meaningless worship. Dawn after sudden dawn had passed and the race, without ambition, without a goal for its dreams, aye, even without its dreams, had waned into a purely subjective way of life, a fatalistic waiting for the end which every day came closer; now each dawn brought new hopes and life had become objective, meaningful. Zabir, you failed us; the Leader will not.


  The moment is drawing nearer—


  A SLEEK, luxurious spaceyacht blasted from its plotted C-orbit out of Earth and slanted down toward Venus’ cloudbank. Within a plushy cabin on its topside an incredibly fat man in white tie and tails squatted at the controls, a self satisfied grin on his bejowled face.


  “Jimmie,” he said to the ruddy faced navigator, “we’ll show the Authority that we don’t have to have instruments keying our course. We’ll show them that we don’t have to get a buzz every thirty minutes to tell us we’re grooving our trajectory. No, sir, Jimmie, my lad. Now we’ll show them Charleston infrareds clear down to Pali-Vanyi port. We’ll show them that we don’t need any antiquated radio range beam to get us into that foggy port. That weather broadcast my daughter made us listen to a while back said that Pali is completely fogged in, but that isn’t going to stop us. The Charleston infrareds will get us down.


  “Sure, Jimmie, we proved that we can get from Earth to Venus without the aid of a trajectory beam; now we’ll prove that we can get all the way down to surface without benefit of the Authority. We’ll prove that this Astronautics Authority stuff is just a waste of the taxpayers money, that the Charleston infrareds will make landing on Venus so simple that even a freshman at Astrotech could get in safely. When Congress convenes again, we’ll show them, eh, Jimmie?”


  “Yes, sir,” the navigator yessed. “What’s this Authority business anyway? Just a political organization which takes the taxpayer’s money for something that isn’t necessary at all. Sir, when you get back to Washington, you’ll show ’em!”


  “Good boy, Jimmie,” the resplendency clad individualist said with a smile, patting the young fellow’s shoulder with a diamond-studded paw.


  Wherewith Dewitt Charleston peered through the forward port at the onrushing, cloud-veiled sphere which was Venus and grinned very happily. And then, from the corner of a flesh-surmounted eye he glimpsed the red flaring of rocket exhausts on the port side, and not more than ten miles away.


  “Somebody crowding in on us,” Charleston said. “Release the broadcast antenna while I get the transmitter going. Let’s see, what’s Patrol frequency? Sixty Megacycles.”


  Below the spaceyacht a long length of antenna dropped, training some ten feet below the length of the four hundred foot hulk Jimmie nodded an okay to his employer.


  The fat one absorbed the microphone in a fleshy hand.


  “Calling unknown ship on port side. Sy 2700 calling.”


  There was no answer.


  “Rats,” said Dewitt Charleston. “What do they mean, coming in on our trajectory?”


  “But, sir,” Jimmie protested, “our trajectory isn’t listed with the Authority; they probably have this other ship scheduled to come in now.”


  “They shouldn’t do things like that,” Charleston protested peevishly with a sublime disregard for the necessarily intricate workings of the Authority. “No right at all. Might think we were ordinary spacebats or something.”


  Which is when the receiver, attuned to the Patrol frequency, caught Traffic Control’s command to contact the unidentified destroyer. Forthwith a third ship made itself present in the extra-Venusian heavens; a red-lighted ship bearing the AAP of the Authority Patrol. It came blasting from Venus’ east and over its transmitter came:


  “Patrol V-11 calling destroyer. What is your mission?”


  Silence. It is a ruling in the interplanetary code that all ships use the same wavelength when contacting ships of the Authority or ships under the guidance of the AA’s facilities; since silence reigned, it was quite obvious that the unknown destroyer had not answered.


  The patrol ship shot a warning flare across the destroyer’s bow. It burned bluely in the darkness of the outer atmosphere, lighting up that entire quadrant of space, revealing the baleful circle-in-a-square insignia of Mars on the destroyer’s hull!


  The receiver burst again into life.


  “Patrol V-11 calling base. Destroyer is of Martian origin. Advise.”


  But before an answer was forthcoming, a luridly flaring object leaped from the dark ship, speeding across the obscurity of interplanetary space like a leaping bolt of lightning.


  “Patrol V-11 to base. Destroyer launched torpedo. Trying to escape. Blast jet bank seven. Blast nine. Nine! Nine!”


  The voice went dead. A lurid red sundered the black abyss of Space. It was a void of baleful crimson in which two ships sped: Charleston’s spaceyacht and the destroyer out of Mars. Where V-11 had been was only a glowing scattering of wreckage which faded into nothingness in the eternal night of the void.


  “Pali-Vanyi base calling V-11. Calling—”


  But V-11 did not answer. V-11 could not answer. V-11 was but debris dropping down into the everlasting clouds.


  Charleston’s fat face was covered with perspiration.


  “Jimmie,” he said, almost inarticulately, “something is very screwy around here. Maybe I’d better contact Pali-Vanyi and find out what’s going on.”


  Cutting in the transmitter, Charleston began to bark excitedly:


  “Sy 2700 calling Pali-Vanyi Base—”


  Simultaneously a torpedo lanced from the destroyer’s tubes, darting straight at the spaceyacht. Charleston keyed in the underjets to avoid it, praying fervently the while. A shudder ran through the yacht; then it was running as smoothly as before.


  “What happened?” Charleston cried, his eyes darting feverishly from meter to meter.


  “The torpedo ripped away our broadcast antenna,” Jimmie said slowly. “We can’t contact Pali-Vanyi now!”


  “Damn them, damn them!” Charleston murmured. “We’ll follow them; we’ll find out what it’s all about!”


  “Yes, sir,” Jimmie said, but his whole body was quivering and he was wishing he was far, far away.


  III


  DOWN in the radio beam station, Wagner, Ward and a very unsteady Portiz surveyed each other in stunned dismay for about ten seconds.


  Fred Ward was struggling to put into speech that which he felt within. Here was crisis. Here was an intermingling of human and mechanical failings which had built up almost to the point of nervous dissolution in the men concerned. Probably of secondary importance now was the fact that two terrestrial cruisers were nearing perihelion at the sun; they depended absolutely on the keyed radio wave which would leap across their trajectory and crackle in their attentive receivers. But that keying device was out of commission and in all that great bank of two hundred keyers there was not another silent. There was not another which they could safely adjust to the cruisers’ course without imperiling the safety of some ether craft.


  Over in Pali-Vanyi proper were some of the greatest political minds of Earth and Venus, closeted within a great hall whose entrance was barred, whose televisorphonic connections were cut off. It would take at least fifteen minutes to gain access to that hall, once reached, and probably another ten minutes to evacuate the great and get them to a place of comparative safety.


  Up above a great Martian destroyer was diving down into Venus’ mists, doubtless riding the radio range beam straight down toward the port. Its objective was obvious: the convention hall.


  The radio range beam transmitter could not be cut off since there were a dozen ships due to hit atmosphere within the next few minutes. Six of them had bucked a Perseid meteor shower coming out of Earth and were low on fuel; it was imperative that they follow the beam down to Pali-Vanyi for a one-try landing. The excessive consumption of fuel in an atmosphere was prohibitive of their cruising around until the destroyer could be apprehended by Patrol ships and driven away. The beam had to be maintained!


  As for the human element, Portiz was scarcely able to stand; Wagner had a fine case of the jitters and could do little more than botch things up royally if he tried to tackle a complicated task; Ward had gone to bed after a sixteen hour shift, and after two hours of sleep plus a dosage of unadulterated Venusian atmospherics had been awakened and called back to the station.


  The nervous tension was terrific. The three inarticulate men stood there while the seconds sped, Wagner staring around with desperation on his fat face, Silvy Ward clenching and unclenching his hands, Portiz leaning his drink-pliant body against the bank of keyers.


  Suddenly Ward broke the silence.


  “Wagner, get that trajectory keyer going. First check the interlock earn relay; the circuits seem to be okay so it must be the relay. Portiz, get the portable glide beam transmitter unit and drive it out to the very base of the Hump on the eastern end of Idle field, and keep your receiver open on thirty-four megacycles; I’ll give you directions from here. Come on, get going!”


  Wherewith Ward spun around to the Pali-Vanyi radio range transmitter. There was a peculiar smile on his face as he released the controls on the goniometer unit which governs the direction of the signals by reducing or increasing the radio frequency in the four range radiators. They’ll be on the beam, he thought; these Martian boys won’t take any chances of missing on the first stab for it would take them so long to maneuver around for a second attempt that the element of surprise would be lacking and their prey would have gotten away. They’ll ride the beam in from the west. When they get directly over the range station they’ll get the vertical radio signal from the station location marker and know that the field lies ten miles to the east and Pali-Vanyi ten miles south of the field. Switching their course ninety degrees they’ll drop in right over the city and let go with everything they’ve got.


  They’re probably on the beam now and four hundred miles to the west. They’re due to hit the strato-winds which any astronaut knows will buck them around. The thunderheads will make their compass blotto so the only direction they can be sure of is due east on the beam. If we shift the beam slowly by rotating the goniometer counter-clockwise, the quadrants of the beam will be reversed. They’ll swerve their course to follow, and gradually instead of getting the A signal to the south they’ll be getting it from the east, and instead of an N from the north they’ll have an N from the west. They’ll come into Pali from the South—”


  THE radio range at Pali-Vanyi resembled to a great extent the radio ranges used for centuries before by the Federal airways of the United States of America, Earth. The increasing use of ultra-high frequency waves had made obsolete the four towers of the intermediate frequency range. Small, compact, the new range system had through the long decades of scientific advancement after the war years of the 20th century reached a stage of efficiency a hundredfold greater than its predecessor.


  A small antenna array atop the broadcast station consisting of four vertical radiators mounted at the terminals of a horizontal X replaced the towers of yesteryear. The four bars of the X pointed northeast, northwest, southwest and southeast.


  The NW and SE radiators sent out a steady N [dash-dot] in Morse code, the SW and NE a steady A (dot-dash). At thirty second intervals the identification letters of Pali-Vanyi [dot-dash-dash-dot dot-dot-dot-dash] were transmitted from all radiators. A ship coming in from the west, directly on course, heard both N and A simultaneously and with equal strength so that they interlocked and formed a steady dash. A swerve to the north of the course meant that the N signal would be predominant in the ship’s receiver; to the south, that the A would be predominant. Rotating the goniometer counterclockwise would so change the radio frequency in the four signal radiators as to cause all on-course signals to swing similarly, and ships on the beam would follow it blindly around, especially when their compasses were put awry by natural causes. A 90 degrees swing would completely reverse the so-called N and A quadrants; hence the beam would completely lie. WHAT would the destroyer’s speed be? Probably twelve or fourteen hundred m.p.h. Twenty minutes or less to swing the beam. With one hand Silvy Ward began to rotate the goniometer, casting an eye at a nearby chronometer. Ninety degrees, say, in eighteen minutes. Five degrees per minute. Easy now! With a free hand Ward reached out and snapped on the shortwave transceiver which was used in communications when testing experimental equipment. He picked up the microphone and called:


  “Portiz, are you in position?”


  “Yes, sir!” the answer came promptly.


  “Directions, pal. Cut in the glide path transmitter now and stick with it until further instructions so that nothing goes wrong.”


  “Yes, sir. But what’s the idea, Silvy?”


  “No time to explain now, Portiz! I’ve work to do!”


  Ward snapped off, and immediately reached out for the televisorphone. He dialed Public Service and asked for his good friend Duka Dwane, Venusian utility magnate.


  “Duka,” he barked after credentialling his way past a Mr.-Dwane’s-in-conference operator, “this is Silvy Ward of the Authority. There’s a Martian destroyer coining in with obvious intentions of bombing Pali.


  I want you to black out the city immediately.”


  “But, Silvy, think of the convention,” Dwane protested. “I had to give them special fluorescent lighting; they’ll be angry if I cut them off!”


  “If you don’t cut them off this time they’ll never be cut off again. Kick that master switch over pronto. The Authority will take all responsibility!”


  “Okay,” lisped Dwane. “Okay, sharnar!”


  Ward cut off wondering if that “sharnar” had meant “friend” or “bigshot”; it meant one thing in Pali and another in Vanyi, the city across the “tracks”.


  Four minutes gone. Twenty degrees. The destroyer should be almost west-south-west now . . .”


  “Wagner,” Ward barked. “How are you coming?”


  “It’s the relay, right enough. I should have it clicking in a few mins.”


  “You’ve about twenty, so do it right! Buzz Control and tell them that we’re going to cut off the landing beams on the south of the held and for them to light up all the eastern boundary lights.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Six minutes gone. Thirty degrees.


  IV


  THE SPIRIT of the Leader rides with us, thought the destroyer’s commander. The very force of his will has caused those fools below to leave their beam on. And they are members of the race that seeks to dictate terms to the Leader! So ignorant they are, so unenlightened. They are unfit to rule. By the great god Zabir—nay, not by that false god, but by the Leader, we are the only ones fit to rule and we shall!


  “Andrakalarn marsti virtu!” he shrilled into the intercommunication tube.


  The moment of reckoning—in twelve minutes!


  MEANWHILE Charleston’s spaceyacht was following the destroyer down the strange layer of wild winds in Venus’ stratosphere. Some time before he had reached out a pudgy hand to turn on his infrared viewplates and the destroyer stood out sharply on the visual grid.


  “Damn it!” the fat millionaire was thinking, “no state of war exists. Why should that Martian blast the patrol ship and tear away my broadcast antenna with a torp?”


  The air was extremely rough. The yacht pitched and yawed, and with the pitching and yawing Charleston found his daughter Ginny at his side.


  “Pater, what is wrong?” she queried in a post-deb voice.


  “There’s a des—” Jimmie started.


  “Harrrrumph!” Charleston burst.


  Jimmie was squelched.


  “Just following another ship down which acts kind of peculiarly,” explained the millionaire. “Wish I could report him to the Authority. Can’t, though, a—er—meteor tore away the antenna!”


  “Why are you swerving your course?” Unquestionably Ginny knew her rocketships.


  “Winds are pretty bad. Seem to be coming full force from the southeast if you can trust the compass. Had to tack around to counteract their force.” Charleston of course couldn’t admit that his infrareds didn’t allow for variable headwinds and compass deviations and therefor weren’t as dependable as the Authority’s beams.


  But his daughter could.


  “Why don’t you switch unto the Authority frequency? The beam’s on 65 megacycles in case you’re interested.”


  Charleston harrrrumphed again but reached out to switch on the receiver.


  Immediately he started receiving the steady hum of the on-course signal, broken at 30 second intervals by the keying of P V, identification signal of the base station. A minute later he heard the dash-dot signifying N, meaning that he was to the left (and in his case presumably to the north) of his course. Keying in the port jets he swung to the right and received the on-course signal again. He noticed with satisfaction that the destroyer had done likewise.


  “Ginny,” he admitted weakly, “this radio range business is quite the business. Of course the Charleston infrareds—”


  “Of course!” smiled the daughter.


  It was Charleston’s turn to be squelched.


  Suddenly the range signals were interrupted by the beam operator’s voice:


  “PV, Pali-Vanyi. Notice to all spacemen. Due to the unusually adverse weather conditions at surface, the north-south landing beams will be left on permanently until further notice. PV, Pali-Vanyi.”


  Ten minutes had passed since Ward had begun rotating the goniometer. Ten minutes and Charleston and the destroyer were fifty degrees off the true course. Almost south-south-west of the field now and gradually bearing more to the south.


  But Charleston did not knew and he was praising the facilities of the Authority and remarking about how wonderfully his infrareds would work in conjunction with said facilities. The future of his invention (well, he had backed it!) took on a rosy hue. He would revolutionize interplanetary travel; he would simply make it easier.


  V


  SLOWLY Silvy Ward rotated the flat, indexed dial of the goniometer. Eighty-nine degrees gone. One more degree. The destroyer should be at the south of the field now, coming in unknowingly over the blacked-out metropolis. Soon he should hear the thunder of its rockets. Were his computations wrong? Did the destroyer have improved compasses and other directional finding instruments which it was using instead of relying on the beam? If not, why did he not hear it coming out of—


  A chill swept over him. What was that far, thin thunder throbbing across the night? The destroyer! And that other, higher pitched roar? The Patrol had said that there were two unlisted ships coming in! Who was in that other ship? If he could only warn them without the destroyer catching the signal! But, dear God, he couldn’t!


  Zero-one-two-zero! Over against the Hump Portiz was attending the portable landing beam transmitter. An ultra-high frequency beam was shooting up uni-directionally at the glide angle of a ship coming in for a landing from the west. A normal landing was to the south where the main runways lay; this descent—no landing there!—must be to the east and the five thousand foot Hump along whose base the boundary lights were ablaze in the dense fog. From the air they would present the aspect of an illumined city . . .


  Ward cried out to Wagner:


  “The destroyer is overhead. They’re getting the station location marker signal. Listen—”


  They could hear the blasting of jets as the ship swerved around to the east, to the direction which its occupants doubtless thought was south. It would be catching the glide path beam now and dropping down toward what appeared to be the city!


  The second ship was coming in over the range station. It, too, was swerving . . .”


  “That must be the ship out of Earth,” Wagner cried.


  “If we could only warn them!” Ward said hopelessly. “We don’t even know whose ship it is. It may be the Director coming to the convention.”


  Yes, the Director of Earth might be up there dropping toward certain doom.


  Ward leaped to the shortwave transceiver. Simultaneously, it burst into life.


  “Portiz calling Ward.”


  “Yes?”


  “Sounds as if there’s a large ship dropping in towards the mountain. What’re your orders?”


  “Leave the beam on and get to hell out of there. You’ve only got about two minutes!”


  Silence. Sixty seconds of silence broken only by the receding thunder of the two ships.


  UNDERJETS flaring redly, making rosy-hued the fog, the destroyer eased down toward the lights which told its commander that here lay Pali-Vanyi. Down, down on the glide path beam.


  Commands spat from the commander’s fleshless mouth.


  “Ready at the bomb racks—Unload!”


  Keying in the rear underjets he zoomed the ship.


  The concussion of the unleashed bombs tore across the night, shattering ten thousand windows in nearby Pali-Vanyi. Martians in dehydrated chambers drowned as the heavy fog poured in; Earthmen choked and grew ecstatically oxy-drunk; Venusians leaped in hordes out into their natural element to see the flames licking against the Hump.


  “We have destroyed the city!” the Martian commander cried, for in the churning chaos of atomic bomb explosions no details can be seen. “The Leader will bless us. He will—


  “Oh, Zabir, Holy Father of the Deserts, what looms ahead? A mountain here? Oh, Zabir, no! Blast ail underjets! Blast!


  “Zabir, Blessed Father—”


  The great destroyer’s jets flamed futilely. It ground in against the Hump, splitting like a pod. From its halved entrails flames roared forth to further bloody the swirling tortured fog. The sound of the crash reverberated against the range station.


  Simultaneously Ward cut in the microphone and screamed over the beam frequency:


  “Climb., ship of Earth, climb. You’re on the Hump!”


  Peering out into the crimson-hued fog to the east, Ward saw spitting jet flames swerving upward, sweeping up and over in an Immelmann turn to safety.


  “Ship of Earth,” Ward continued, “proceed about fifteen miles west, make a one-hundred-eighty degree turn and come in for a normal landing. The beam courses were reversed because of an emergency; we are now correcting the variations.”


  Ward cut the microphone in again.


  “PV, Pali-Vanyi. Notice to all spacemen: Due to an emergency the range was rotated ninety degrees counter-clockwise during the past half hour. Any ships following the western leg into PV should be on the southern leg. Come into the field from the south and swing around for normal landings in accordance with regulations. The beam is now in normal operation.”


  Silvy Ward arose, began to stretch his tired, slender body, and then he glimpsed the chronometer. It was within seconds of zero-one-three-zero.


  “Wagner, have you got that keyer fixed?”


  “Watch!” Wagner grinned at him.


  There was a whir. The interlock cam relay in the device started to turn, keying out its message across some fifty million miles of space, a message which beyond a shadow of a doubt was crackling some moments later in the receivers of the two earth cruisers at perihelion, telling them that they were on their trajectory course and all was well.


  The televisorphone buzzed urgently. Quickly Ward snapped it on.


  Portiz’ face appeared on the grid.


  “Everything under control?”


  “Yes. And where in the devil are you?”


  “Gasuki’s. I needed a drink after those bombs landed on my tail.”


  Cosmic Tragedy


  Thomas S. Gardiner


  Here is the opportunity department for newcomers. Every month we will publish short shorts, giving preference to FIRST STORIES. If you have wanted to write science-fiction, now is the time to start. This department will discover the coming favorites.—The Editor.


  THE big man with the iron grey hair stared morosely out the quartz window and across the roofs of Greater New York. Far down the canyon streets a few motor cars still ran and over the swinging aerial bridges scattered pedestrians carefully wended their way. Their grotesque figures with the heavy metal helmets that reminded the watching man of the half-mythical sea monsters of the past or divers that used to explore wrecks were far different from the jostling crowds that had crowded the ways only a few short days ago. But that was before the plague—the plague of the whispering death.


  John Cortland, United Utilities Power magnate, sighed as he turned from the quiet streets below. Somberly he regarded a tiny light beam that came from the mirror of a galvanometer that trembled and danced continually. He mused over the events of the past few days and wondered at their meaning. Like a caged tiger he paced the metal lined room waiting for the word that would spell success or disaster. Five days before it had first appeared. A whispering, a singing and vibrating had manifested itself. It was not local but appeared simultaneously all over the earth. This whispering, as of elfish voices, was not annoying at first; but it changed and alternated from a shrill whine back to the eery murmuring that was first noticed. Young Cavendish at the Black Laboratories had first tracked down the cause of the strange sounds—as to its ultimate origin, that was still veiled in mystery.


  At the end of the first day people had become nervous, at the end of the second many were on the point of breaking, and then mankind Degan to go insane. It was too much for their nervous systems and the vibration seemed to affect the inner ear. Suddenly a well ordered planet became a center of bedlam and chaos. Order could not be restored because there was no one to handle affairs. If Dr. Hankins had not discovered that iron would shield a wearer from the vibrations, mankind would have been doomed. As it was only a few of the earth’s heavy population had been able to get the protecting helmets, and some had lived in metal lined rooms. This discovery of the shielding effect of iron led to the discovery that an electro-magnetic radiation between infra-red and the short radio waves was acting on the ozone molecules to set them into vibration. To cap it all the ionized Heavyside Layer that protected the earth from the ultra-violet rays from the sun was decomposing also. Thus to the plague of the Whispering Death was added the threat of sun burn—a horrible burn that killed the skin and ultimately the patient.


  Savagely John Cortland kicked at his chair as he paced across the room. There was one slender hope, a tiny thread that might save them at last. Europe was prostrated, Asia in turmoil, and America in chaos. All depended on the theory that the origin of the destructive vibration that had set their ozone molecules into their dance of death had intelligence back of it. The source of the radiation could not be found at this time, but that was not needed. If they could use the incoming radiation field as a carrier and heterodyne on it a super-imposed vibration perhaps the source could be destroyed. Japan had furnished the formula for the opposing field, and United Utilities Power the energy. All the great power stations on the planet had been connected up into a unit, all the tremendous kilowatts of energy had been flowing for hours into those great reservoirs of bound energy, the artificial space field invented by Minski of Stalingrad; and the great glass globes at Schenectady had taken this power and had built up a voltage unthinkable. The earth was going to hurl the thunderbolts of Jove.


  For hours now he had restlessly awaited the signal to release this energy in answer to the Whispering Death. For hours the stunned planet had awaited the moment of decision. When he would release all this pent up energy that Niagara, Victoria, and countless other water falls and many great steam power plants that had been harnessed for man’s use, the carefully pre-calculated voltage would hurl an electron stream at a target, the desired wave length would be omitted by the target, and would automatically heterodyne itself on the invading field. This frightful stream of energy would blast its generators into atoms, but it must suffice. It was earth’s dying stroke.


  A bell tinkled and eagerly John Cortland rushed to answer. A quiet voice said.


  “We are ready. The potentional has reached maximum.”


  The zero hour had arrived. Nervously John Cortland looked around the room, at the familiar articles, and once out the window at the sunlight and then back in.


  He threw the switch.


  PHOR, great leader of the once powerful Murians, gazed through the matter shield across space to the planet hanging in the heavens. A great green disk outlined in pearly light with green continents and bluish-green seas pointed clearly to its nearness. The artificial satellite that housed the observatory was circling this planet with incredible velocity. This was just what they had been looking for, an habitable planet with intelligent beings on it to aid them in their problems. Long ages ago they had left their planet just before their sun had become a nova and had exploded. Only a few of their peoples had been saved and at the thought the great goggle eyes filmed in sorrow. The great journey through space had tried them all, generations had been born and some had died. By necessity they had kept their population down until they could come to a system which might support them. They not only needed a habitable planet but an intelligent people on this planet so that they could rebuild their civilization quickly. They were friendly and had no wish to harm the dwellers on this planet.


  He did not entirely agree with the council that they should get into communication with these peoples before landing. Phor thought they were wasting time to encircle this beautiful world while attempting to communicate with them. Their atmosphere analysis had shown them small quantities of ozone and they were bombarding the ozone with a controlled radiation, This caused them to act as receivers and converters so that intelligent communication could be set up. It was just like a radio without a receiving set. The ozone molecules did it all just before decomposing. To one side he could see the huge transformers and generators of the tiny moonlet’s driving plant and ray generators. The actual projector hung like a huge mushroom some distance from the generating plant. The inclined buildings, due to the high radius of curvature of the moonlet, looked as if they were falling down all the time. Tiny figures of Murians ceaselessly worked about the great machines that had cared for them for ages.


  For days now they had been keeping up the barrage, hoping to get a response. Their electro-telescopes had shown them that this planet housed a people as intelligent as their own. Their great cities, ships, and power stations made them long to be with the planet’s peoples. Together they could do wonders and here they were waiting in space. Why this waste of time? Of course the Council was right in believing that the sudden appearance of unfamiliar beings might start an interplanetary war, and they could not fight a war. Their resources were practically exhausted, their peoples few, and they had no desire to cause trouble. They only wanted peace and a place to live. He shrugged his scaly shoulders and cocked his vertical eye at the meters covering the walls. No response to their messages yet. What could be the matter? Of course the planet had a denser atmosphere than that they had been accustomed to, but no matter. They could adjust themselves to it. Strange about the messages though. They had been exactly within the audibility range of the Murians and their antennae had no difficulty in reading them. Of course the planet’s men would receive them just the same. Still the prediction of Tum-tak that the denser atmosphere would increase the pitch of the ozone molecules had to be considered. However this increased pitch should not harm the inhabitants. Their antennae received them very well tests demonstrated. They had not tested them for an effect on an inner ear structure, for they had never possessed them. Their sound transmission had been direct.


  If they did not get a response within a few more revolutions about the planet they would be compelled to go down into the atmosphere. Wonder what that unusual activity about the power plants and the great crystal globes on one of the major continents meant anyway? Perhaps they were preparing to answer their calls. But why so much power as they seemed to be accumulating? What a peculiar field! That was unknown to them. Why these peoples had pumped more power into that one field than the Murians had developed for ages. Great peoples these inhabitants of the third planet. Well, he would take one more glance at the great crystal globes before turning over his place to his aide. There it was now. The crystal globes were surrounded in crimson flame, they disappeared in blinding incandescence, and horrors, simultaneously their projector had been surrounded by a halo of radiation that arced across to the generators. These exploded showering molten metal on the frightened Murians. Phor did not see the full charge arrive, blasting the moonlet into incandescence and destroying the last of the Murians.


  A great flare came into being in space between earth and moon. The earthlings were greatly mystified at it, but the Whispering Death had ceased. They were satisfied.


  The Planet of Illusion
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            “A phantom land and a phantom folk

            Come sailing out of the deep unknown

            With a soundless roar and a lightless flash

            To conquer a void for them alone.”


            —ROGER DAINTETTH

          
        

      
    

  


  “PLANET sighted!” sang out Kendall, eye glued to the electro-telescope.


  “Where away?” rang Fred Broster from his place at the controls.


  “Five point on ten left from star. Point three seven above the elliptic,” came Kendall’s voice again from the forward observation window.


  “You’re daft and dreaming. Snap into it and look again,” Broster yelled, staring hard at the automatically-recording space-chart. “There’s nothing here but a particularly empty species of nothingness.”


  The captain’s keen gray eyes stared carefully at the glowing panel before him. On it shone out tiny points of light which revealed each of the different bodies through whose vicinity the Astralite was passing. A remarkable device actuated by delicate gravital detectors which marked out every body they approached.


  And according to this chart, there was no such planet recorded in the depths of the device as that which Kendall had sighted.


  “I’m not dreaming. Your chart is wrong if you can’t find it there,” Kendall remarked after a pause, still staring through the lens of the instrument.


  Broster examined the chart again. No; there positively was no planet circling the star as his observer claimed.


  “Come away from there!” he called, straightening up. “Dr. Seaward, will you please take the observer’s place and check.”


  Seaward dropped the calculations in hand, walked across the control room of the great interstellar explorer, up to the very tip. Kendall stood aside while the doctor applied his eye to the lens.


  “It’s there all right, Broster. A little red disk exactly where he called it off; the chart’s wrong.”


  Broster ran a hand through his chestnut hair, a puzzled look in his eyes. He glared at the space-chart for a moment, as if loath to believe that that faithful instrument could have gone haywire. Then he picked his way over to the electro-telescope to verify the sighting personally.


  A moment later, the three were looking at each other wonderingly. All realized what this might mean: if that space-chart failed them, it might be all over with any possibility ever of returning home. Space-navigating in the bounds of the solar system was one thing; there it didn’t matter whether you ran by chart or by observation. But here in the bounds of cosmic space, thousands of light-years from the sun, where they had to navigate in the blackness of inter-stellar distances, the space-chart was all-important. Bodies out here were dark; there were no stars nearby from which they could reflect light . . .


  “That chart will have to be overhauled,” murmured the captain. “If it’s gone wrong . . .”


  “What about this planet? It’s the only one around this star,” put in Kendall, jerking a thumb in its general direction.


  “Head toward it; we may as well give it the once-over.”


  The huge ship pursued its unvarying course toward the approaching star. At a single light-year away, they decelerated, slowed down. Riding the strange eka-gravity waves, the little-known carrier-waves for light and gravity which seemed to travel as fast in relation to light as light in relation to sound, this craft of the Thirtieth Century was able to accomplish what had for centuries been believed unachievable.


  They approached until at last the gravital drag clutched the ship, started to draw it in toward that vast, fiery globe spurting forth countless tons of disintegrated matter per second, emanating energy inconceivable. Yet, withal, a small star, smaller than Sol and quite inconspicuous as stars go.


  As they drifted, Broster and Seaward examined the space-chart thoroughly. But in vain; nothing could be found out of order: no short circuits, no tubes needing replacement. It was in perfect shape, but . . . it refused to light a white speck in its black field for the near planet.


  They watched the planet grow larger, slowly made out surface details. A ruddy world, bathed entirely in red light, although the star around which it circled was white. Crimson clouds floated in masses of carmine seas and necine land-masses. The glow of the red world shone in through the stella-quartzite ports, throwing a weird, bloody glare on everything.


  “This is a helluva world,” growled Kendall. “You’d go nuts there after awhile.”


  Seaward nodded. “Quite so. Red is a color that acts to irritate those who look at it overlong. I wouldn’t advise staying on this world for more than a few minutes. We could easily go mad were we forced to remain here so much as a day.”


  “We’ll land, anyway, and look around. If—” Broster was cut off abruptly as the shrill scream of; the alarm pierced his line of thought. “What the devil is that?”


  The sound of running feet from the far back of the ship came to their ears, then the fourth member of the crew streaked into the control room. “Space ships approaching us!” Arundell shouted. “Didn’t you spot them?” Broster wheeled around to the chart. Nothing indicated; according to it, there was no planet ahead of them, no space-ships behind them. He muttered something then hurried across to the side ports, swung out the periscopic plates, stared anxiously to their rear.


  There were at least a dozen of the red bodies moving along in their wake. Large, all of them, and near. Ships almost as great as the Astralite, ships that looked dangerous.


  “They’re close,” he grated, “too damn close. I don’t like it.”


  “Neither did I. I was wondering why you didn’t do something when I saw them in the port,” Arundell exclaimed.


  Broster jumped to the controls, pulled the lever that should shunt the ship to one side. But as the nose turned away, and the great mass of her began slowly to describe a long arc in relation to her former course, another exclamation came from Kendall: “They’re spreading out to stop us!”


  Broster cursed, reset the course. The planet was dead ahead now.


  “Trapped!” he fumed. “The red planet ahead of us, and those ships behind us. What do they want?”


  “It might be well to stop,” Dr. Seaward put in. “They may want to look us over and nothing more. Unless we arouse suspicion by resisting now.”


  “And they might steal the ship under our noses, too,” protested Arundell.


  Broster shook his head. “There cannot be a question of letting unknown intelligences enter this craft or hold it. We can’t afford to take chances, even if the notion that other world dwellers are necessarily enemies is silly. We’ve got to assume that everything we see is dangerous until proven harmless or friendly. Those are our first orders: do not surrender the ship.”


  “Then we run for it?” asked Seaward.


  “We do. Our offensive weapons may be better than theirs but it’s another chance we’re not taking. The very fact that we’re outnumbered makes retreat the order of the day.”


  “Look there!” exclaimed Arundell. “They’re beaming past us!”


  One of the strange oval, multi-ported, oddly-ornamented, crimson craft had just shot a red beam alongside of the Astralite. Not touching it, but passing by, as if to show that, whenever they cared, this fleet could annihilate the intruder. Then, all the other ships surrounding them began to flash beams. Crossing and crisscrossing all about them save in front.


  “Look,” exclaimed Kendall. “You can see those beams as if they were in air.”


  “Marvellous and impossible,” groaned Seaward. “We’ve run into a swarm of impossibilities today. Some philosopher once remarked that in eternity everything was possible—in fact, everything that could possibly happen has happened. It looks as if we’re running into bits of that now. I should have taken my daughter’s advice and let a younger man come this trip.”


  “It may be impossible, but it’s so,” broke in Broster. “And deadly. We’re getting out of here fast.”


  He turned to the controls and a moment later the Astralite began to accelerate. There was a limit to the speed they could reach as they would have to shunt again soon to keep from smashing against the red planet. Unless—


  “Why not?” asked Arundell, following Broster’s evident thoughts.


  “They apparently want us to land on the planet. So we do go for it, then shunt aside at the last minute.”


  AT FIRST, it seemed as if the Astralite would leave the others behind, but it was soon apparent that the unknown ships could keep up with her. In fact were closing in.


  There was one pursuer behind them that seemed to Kendall, as he watched through the lens, almost to be upon them. It was, he knew, some half-mile away in reality. He could see the curiously pitted nose of the craft, note the weirdly-streamlined mass. He observed, with astonishment, a little piece of wire seemingly flying loose from a bearing on one of the strange ships, which was streaming off behind as if in a stiff breeze. Yet space about them was empty!


  “Look out!” called Seaward from the forward scope. “Here’s more of them.”


  Coming around the planet from behind, spreading out along the side as if to form a welcoming arch were more of the weird ships.


  “That ties it,” exclaimed Broster. “We’ll never be able to pass the planet. It’s either land or crash.”


  “Then we crash,” came the response.


  “Man the guns!” yelled Broster. “Let’s see how many we can take with us before we go.”


  The three others swung in the various weapons and trained them on the surrounding ships. Explosion-torpedo cannon, twin-rays for electric jolting comprised the types of offensive guns. They were getting very close to the planet, now. And it seemed as if the red ships were expecting the Astralite to slow down, for their beams shot occasionally in front of the earth-ship. The carmine bulk of the planet loomed up over most of the view now. It was too late to shunt aside.


  “Fire!”


  No sound, no roar of explosions. They watched eagerly for results. But there were none. Not a single torpedo appeared to have hit its mark, not a single twin-ray seemed to bathe the surrounding ovoids. They fired again.


  Kendall swore. The course of one torpedo was the stimulus; he watched it, saw its dark mass approach the nose of one of the vessels behind. Then he swears he saw it strike—and disappear.


  Firing was useless. These ships were invulnerable to their weapons.


  Broster looked up, bracing himself.


  “Stand by to crash!”


  The four stopped everything, turned to look at each other for a moment in silence. In a few seconds more they would simply cease to exist. No pain, no hours of lingering agony trapped in the wreckage. At the speed they were going, the entire ship would be volatilized, would fuse into a molten, glowing mass.


  They turned again to the plates to look for a last time at the universe around them.


  For six years they had traveled away from earth, far, far beyond any point man had ever dreamed of reaching. They were almost to the point where the order to turn back would have been given. Much had been learned; now it would be lost.


  Broster gave her full acceleration.


  They saw the planet seemingly leap toward them, saw cloudbanks flick past them. A great flat plain of ruddy rock, a dread expanse of barren granite. This in the veriest fragment of a second, then—


  A momentary shock, as if each man had received an electrical jolt; a sudden flash of intolerable red. Darkness.


  THE earthmen blinked their eyes.


  They were in the ship, unharmed. They stood at their posts in the same position as before. And about them the black of far space and the shining points of the star-studded Milky Way.


  Kendall gazed into the lens of the rear port, beckoned to the others. The red planet was already a small, crimson disk behind them, passing into oblivion as they accelerated onward, outward.


  Broster laughed. “It’s all clear now. Why the space-chart seemingly did not function, why our weapons were useless.”


  “And why we were not killed, and why their beams could be seen in space,” added Seaward.


  “Because they weren’t in space; they were in air. In the air of another universe.”


  “It was all an illusion,” explained Seaward. “The ships, the planet, everything. That is why none of these things registered on the space chart; there were no gravity waves emanating from them because they were not there.”


  Broster leaned back in his chair. “We’ve all known that there are many universes beside ours, separated from us by the fourth-dimensional space-time sheet. That was demonstrated by Marilus centuries ago. Laboratory experiments have produced images of other planets. All this was just such an image.


  “The space-time envelope must have been a little warped at this point. Enough so as to let part of the waves emanating from the atoms of that section to pass through to our universe—and permit waves emanating from the atoms of our universe to pass through to them. We were able to see the red rays of their spectrum, nothing else. They saw us as a violet ship. But that was all.”


  “Then,” put in Kendall, “that’s why they seemed to be shooting rays at us.”


  “Right. We appeared to them, in their world, as suddenly as they appeared to us in space; it was a double mirage. At one end of the warp, they and their planet suddenly appear in what the instruments show to be empty space; at the other end, we appear out of nowhere, a strange ship headed for their planet. And, it must have seemed to them, that we went right through their planet, too. That planet of theirs, by the way, must be a tremendous one. Many times the mass and density of Jupiter. It’s probably what causes the space-warp.”


  “What!” exclaimed Kendall. “You mean that thing’s a permanent institution in space?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Then let’s go back and have a good look.”


  “Check,” agreed Broster.


  “We’ll give their fleet and their planet the jitters again,” laughed Seaward as he prepared the plates for special photos.


  May 1941


  Ice Planet


  Carl Selwyn


  He saw the huge ball that was Neptune circle below, like a weak green light bulb.


  “IF it’s going to happen,” thought I Bill Ricker, “it’s got to be quick.” Lounging deep in his red-leather chair, he peered out of the port as the sleek space ship streamed through the darkness. He could see nothing outside but a big, humorous-eyed young man who was his own reflection and the pale green globe that was Neptune. The great planet hung like a ghostly emerald in the void, sinister in its loneliness. But bleak, desolate, a snowball of frozen gases, it was hardly the place for an ambush . . .


  “Pretty, ain’t she?” said the whiskery old fellow across the aisle.


  “Neptune?” Ricker glanced at the sourdough, then followed his gaze down the narrow aisle. “Oh—her!”


  There were twelve seats but only five passengers. Further down was a tubercular-looking Martian and near the pilot room sat a fat man with a woman. The fat man chewed sleepily on a dead cigar and the woman stared out of the window. They were handcuffed together.


  “Ever seen the orchids on Amor?” said Ricker. “Well, she’s just as beautiful—and just as dangerous . . .” She was obviously Venusian but her skin wasn’t exactly yellow, he decided. It was golden brown, little different from a deeply-tanned Earth girl.


  “They say she shot his head plumb off,” said the old codger.


  “Yep, she certainly mowed him down.”


  The sourdough lifted a bony finger toward Ricker’s brief case. “I noticed th’ tag on yer kit there,” he ventured. “Says th’ Planetary Times. Be you one o’ them telenews fellows?”


  Ricker grinned. “Shore am, podner,” he said.


  “Gonna write about this here murderess arriving on Pluto?”


  Ricker nodded good-humoredly. “That’s my job.”


  Slowly a faint siren hum penetrated the cabin, not unlike the sound of a power plant. A power plant it was too, the ship digging in full blast as it skirted the pull of Neptune. Ricker turned away from his garrulous neighbor, saw the sea-tinted planet had doubled in size. It was a perfect sphere, without a mark on its surface, a ring of solid hydrogen and helium. A worthless world, thought Ricker; worthless as was half the universe—because the woman in the seat up front had killed a man!


  “Molly Borden—Benjamin Adison . . .” the sourdough mused, apparently still awed by such infamous company.


  “Yep,” said Ricker, remembering a line from his last story: “In the flash of a pistol those names became linked forever . . .” It was odd, he reflected. One was a woman nobody at the trial had ever seen before, the other was a man whose name echoed throughout the spaceways. Benjamin Adison was to stellar travel what Wright had been to terrestrial aviation and in his sixtieth year when, at the completion of his work on planet-warming, he had suddenly become corpus delicti in the perfect telenews story. A stolen secret, a mysterious woman, a person high in the government—it had all the angles. Then Senator Trexel was acquitted, Molly Borden confessed. Now she was journeying to a life sentence on the penal planet.


  “Too bad she burned Adison’s plans when they trapped her.” It was Ricker’s self-appointed traveling companion again.


  “We lost the resources of four worlds by that little trick,” Bill agreed. “The police found enough in the ashes to convince them it was the plans.” He smiled to himself slightly, like someone who expected something but wasn’t quite sure he could count on it. He was probably the only one in the universe who wondered if those ashes really were the plans. What if they still existed—what if Molly Borden hadn’t been working alone after all—what if those plans for an apparatus that could heat a whole planet were in the wrong hands—? Well, it would be a great telenews story at least, worth following this woman all the way from Earth on a hunch . . .


  The Martian began coughing again and Ricker watched him get up, very tall, thin, emaciated. He was typically Martian with his dusty brown face, beaked nose and heavy handsomeness. He walked slowly down the aisle toward the water fountain.


  “Funny how Adison’s daughter swore she’d seen Senator Trexel leaving her pa’s laboratory,” continued the sourdough.


  “Trexel proved he was somewhere else at the time,” said Ricker. “He’s got a bad reputation but it’s graft—not murder. Dorothy Adison’s just a dizzy debutante. She left for a hunting trip immediately after the inquest, couldn’t be located for the trial. But with Molly Borden’s confession there wasn’t—”


  It was a sound like a handclap.


  Ricker glanced up, then stiffened erect.


  The Martian stood in the aisle beside the detective and the woman. He stared calmly over his shoulder at Ricker and the sourdough and in his right hand was a pistol leveled generally at them both.


  “Please be very quiet,” his lips moved in soft, even tones. Then without taking his snaky eyes from them, he spoke to the woman. “The bey is in his left vest pocket,” he said. “We’ll take a small boat and drop out of this before the pilots can be warned.”


  RICKER stared like he was watching a tele-movie. Molly Borden’s face was expressionless as a doll as she fumbled at the detective. Rieker heard a click and the fat man toppled out of his seat into the aisle. His limp body settled awkwardly on the floor, legs under the seat, and from the back of his head welled a dark stain that seeped into the carpet.


  “He slugged ’im,” breathed the sourdough.


  “Shut up!” threatened the beady-eyed Martian. “The first sound of alarm will be your last!” Coughing quietly, he stepped aside to let the woman pass and she moved up the aisle like a robot. Green eyes straight ahead, she did not even glance at Ricker as she passed him.


  Ricker realized in open space their scheme would be absurd but here, with the pull of Neptune on their side, they’d fall away in the darkness before the pilots knew what had happened.


  The Martian turned quickly as he passed, kept the gun on them. “Open the lock and get ready,” he told the woman. She threw the lever on a safety door, entered the boat and reached for the switch to slide the boat’s door shut after the Martian was in.


  Both doors close simultaneously, thought Ricker; the boat drops when the doors close.


  The Martian backed slowly through the door like a great dark crawfish.


  For an instant his pistol was out of sight.


  Ricker sprang from his seat like a panther, dived head first as the doors slid home.


  The pistol roared.


  But the flash of the gun was an instant behind the hand that knocked it aside. It clattered to the hull of the boat as Ricker bowled the man to the floor.


  Both were on their feet like cats. The Martian leaped for the pistol. The woman flattened against the wall.


  Clang!


  The door clamped shut and Ricker’s stomach rushed into his chest. Blood suddenly throbbed in his ears. His feet seemed nailed to the floor. The Martian and the woman swirled dizzily before his darkening eyes. It was like being in an elevator when the cable broke.


  They were hurtling down, down through the darkness toward Neptune . . .


  Weak and sick, when his head quit spinning, Ricker struggled to his knees. The first thing he saw was a small instrument panel in front of him. He stared at it a moment, collecting his senses. One register read “ninety-three” but it didn’t sink in at first. Then he gasped.


  “Ninety-three miles!” They’d fallen that far—straight down! No wonder he’s gone out. The normal jump of these boats was only twenty miles before the autobrake took over. The gravity of Neptune—! He remembered then.


  His gaze leaped to the Martian lying in a corner of the cabin. The thin fellow moaned slightly and his eyes were closed. His pistol lay beside him and Ricker stepped over, snatched it up as his eyes flickered. When they opened, the gun barrel was pointed at them.


  “Tables’re inclined to turn when you take a dive like that.” He grinned at the bewildered man. The woman, crumpled near the door, stirred and sat up. She stared at them a moment as her ivory face changed from puzzlement to rage.


  She glared and finally asked, “What are you going to do?”


  “Make the scoop of the century,” Ricker’s blue eyes twinkled. “I’m Bill Ricker of the Planetary Times. I’m going to contact my boss and give him a chat with Benjamin Adison’s murderess after her most sensational but unsuccessful escape.” The idea was positively brilliant. “I don’t think the law’ll mind—the Patrol can have you when I’m through.”


  “You won’t get me before a radio,” snarled the Martian, his eyes like black marbles.


  “Well!” said Ricker, feigning surprise. “The dear boy’s publicity shy! Afraid your boss’ll be annoyed if you make a fool of yourself?” The question went in the man like a barb. He said nothing, but his swarthy cheeks paled a shade. Ricker’s elation soared. “I followed Molly Borden all the way from Earth thinking something would happen.” He grinned. “I thought another plane’d attack and try to rescue her but you, my weak-lunged friend, were melodramatic enough. Also, when the Patrol gets through with you maybe we’ll know where those plans are.”


  The woman started, perceptibly. “I burned the plans!” she flared.


  “That’s what the police thought,” said Ricker. “But they thought you were working alone, too, and your Martian chum here has rather disproved that. No, Molly Borden. There’s more to the Adison case than came out in the trial. There’re others involved. I’m going to find out who if it’s my last story.”


  “You blundering imbecile—!” the woman broke suddenly. But quickly she stopped, clinched her teeth and lowered her eyes. Since Ricker had known her, this was the first time she’d lost that notorious composure and he made a mental note of it. He had the telenews man’s objectivity about murderers, millionaires and chorus girls. Molly Borden wasn’t a coldblooded killer to him, nor a most lovely woman. To Ricker she was just a good telenews yarn . . .


  He waved the pistol toward the boat’s little air lock. “Get in there, both of you,” he ordered. “It’ll keep you out of mischief while I contact the Times.”


  The lock was slightly larger than a closet, about one quarter the size of the whole boat. Standing well away from any sudden move, Ricker forced them in, sullen and tight-lipped. He spun a wheel giving them enough air and slid the door on the hissing chamber. Then hands on his hips, he surveyed the interior of the cabin.


  From about waist-high on all sides and sloping overhead, the walls were transparent—glassite, a foot thick. At the nose of the triangular shaped room was a control box, instrument panel and a small radio outfit. Ricker stepped over quickly, his pulse pounding with glee.


  He checked the auto-pilot; it was idling the boat correctly in its wide driftless circle. Then he clicked on the transmitter, found the New York beam and sat down.


  “Ricker calling Times, Ricker calling Planetary Times . . .” As he waited, he glanced through the glass, saw the huge ball of Neptune circle beneath him. The planet glowed like a weak green light bulb in the lonely darkness and he shivered to think twelve inches of glassite was all that stood between him and the vacuum of stellar night, the long dead fall to those snows far below . . .


  “Planetary Times. What is it—?”


  “Gimme th’ Chief!” His fingers tattooed excitedly on the panel. “Chief? This’s Rick. Got th’ biggest story since the ice age. Molly Borden’s escaped with a Martian. What? No! Don’t start an extra yet!” He paused for breath. “Gimme a Mercury-to-Pluto hook up. I’ve got Molly and her accomplice here—for a personal interview.”


  “Jupiter’s jumpers!”


  Ricker had never heard the Chief so gone wild before. “Yep. That’s right.” He laughed. “Do I get that raise? Just a moment and I’ll put Molly Borden on the ether . . .”


  He turned half-way around, half rose from his seat—and froze.


  Beside him, outside the glass, was a huge glistening shape, like a space beast swimming in the void. It gleamed bright silver in the light from the cabin and as he stared, mouth open, it THUMPED against the side of the boat.


  Panic jumped in Ricker. He almost fell over the instrument panel.


  Then he made out a row of darkened ports, a shark-like prow. He realized then slowly. The shadowed bulk outside was a space ship. It showed no lights, no life . . .


  THE ship drifted past like a falling leaf, a ghostly hulk floating aimlessly down toward Neptune. As it disappeared below the glass, Ricker caught a number and an insignia.


  It was the liner they had just left.


  “Chief,” Ricker spoke to the transmitter. “Stand by! There’s something wrong! The Jupiter-Pluto Liner—the one we were on—it just passed without signaling.” He grabbed the controls, eased down on the throttle. Top-jets humming, it was but a moment till the liner came in view again.


  Ricker circled the falling ship, saw no trace of a light. Its jets were off but the gyro-brake must be working because it wasn’t falling fast. He moved closer alongside, shot out a spot light. The white beam glowed weirdly on the silver hull, its dead staring windows. He flicked the light through the glass of the liner’s control room—and his heart jumped.


  It wasn’t a Negro or a Mercurian. He could tell by the features which still clung to the face. It was an Earthian, in the stained uniform of Stellar Liners, lying on his back across the instrument board. His arms stuck out stiffly, crumbling hands palm up, and one pipe-like leg swung with the motion of the wallowing ship. His face was black, black as a charred hunk of steak—as if his head had been sprayed with a blow torch . . .


  Ricker spasmodically snapped off the light.


  It was several moments before he turned it on again and played it through the ports of the lifeless cabin.


  They were all the same. The other pilot lay in the aisle. The detective lolled restlessly near his seat. The old sourdough swayed, upright in his chair—with his head almost burned away.


  Ricker clicked off the light, pulled away from the drifting tomb and bent over the transmitter. “Chief?” he said hoarsely. “Everybody on that liner’s been murdered. They’re black—burned. I don’t know how. I think—”


  “Do you think you’re the only plane with a radio?”


  Ricker looked around helplessly as his nerves turned to high tension wire. The very hair on his head tingled. It was a voice vibrating through the walls of the boat itself. An insane metallic voice from nowhere.


  Suddenly little dots of fire began to rain over the boat, sparkled on the glass roof. Then a stream of crimson light gashed the blackness outside and a drone of rockets came softly into the cabin. He caught a glimpse of a space ship circling over. The light disappeared in a cascade of sparks again. The plane vanished behind him.


  Ricker gripped the panel and his nails whitened. He began talking to the transmitter, very clearly and carefully.


  “Chief!” The humming increased as the plane neared again, coming in from behind. “Can you hear me? There’s another ship outside. They’re using impact phones and it isn’t a Patrol boat. I think I’m in for trouble.” The little pointer on the transmitter dial quit vibrating.


  “We burned off your aerial,” chattered the mechanical voice through the walls. “Open your space-door and prepare for boarding. And no tricks! We have a sight on you.”


  With clinched fists, Ricker gazed into the blackness a moment, then resignedly walked over and opened th? lock. The Martian stepped out with a smirk of malicious triumph. The woman’s face was expressionless. Of course they’d heard the voice, too, probably recognized it, and Ricker made no pretense of covering them with the pistol. Doubtless, he was the prisoner now.


  The Martian coughed behind his hand. “Soon,” he said, “I shall repay you for this delay.”


  “It’s all in the game,” said Ricker.


  The boat trembled as the craft outside clamped to the air lock.


  RICKER opened the lock when the order came and a dark, rat-like little man in gray coveralls entered the cabin. He carried a pistol of a type Ricker had never seen before. It looked like a revolver with the barrel sawed off.


  “Nice work, Vanger,” he greeted the Martian. He glanced at Molly Borden curiously, then with narroweyed admiration. Ricker waited stiffly. The Martian motioned to him.


  “Watch this man, Gurren,” he said. “Don’t hesitate to shoot if he tries anything but I’d like to find out what he knows when we land.”


  Land! Ricker’s forehead wrinkled. Where could they land? The nearest habitable planet was the radium-warmed Pluto and prison was what they were escaping. And who were they? Could they explain the liner and its cremated passengers? As he was marched through the lock into the other plane he decided information wouldn’t do a corpse much good but he’d certainly find out all he could until he became one . . .


  The ship was egg-shaped, its interior bisected into cabin and blast-engines. Small but powerful, Ricker inferred from the heavy insulation. He was led into the cabin where another man, also wearing coveralls, with ear-phones on his head, sat at the wheel. He was squat, like a tractor.


  He eyed Molly Borden appraisingly.


  “Hello, Hines,” said the Martian. “Get rid of that boat out there and let’s go.”


  “Right,” said the big fellow, reluctant to take his eyes from the woman.


  They cast off, circled the boat and then settled just over it. Hines jerked a trigger-like lever on the wheel. Ricker glanced through the viewplate.


  The boat beneath him glowed red. A puff of white smoke—it was gone!


  God o’ Mars! Ricker stared through the glass hardly believing what he’d seen. A little chill tickled the back of his neck. The boat had vanished in clear space, like a magician’s trick. This plane must have some sort of heat gun—a disintegrator.


  Vanger, the Martian, laughed in a voice irritatingly shrill. “And you tried to interfere with us,” he jeered at Ricker’s amazement. He pushed him into a seat in a corner of the cramped cabin, then turned to Gurren. “It took you long enough to find us,” his tone changed to displeasure.


  “The liner circled back and radioed the Patrol,” the ratty fellow explained. “We thought we better put it out of the way.” He grinned. “We just gave ’em a small dose—cooked ’em. When the Patrol comes, won’t they get a headache trying to figure that out?”


  Vanger laughed with him till a fit of coughing darkened his face.


  Ricker ground his teeth. So that’s what happened to the liner! They’d blasted it like the small boat, but with only just enough heat to—. Ricker thought of the friendly old sourdough. The dirty yellow weasels!


  Suddenly he sprang up like a whip, lashed his fist into Vanger’s mouth. The Martian crashed backward into the instrument panel. Ricker started after him with blind fury in his heart.


  Something banged into the back of his head, stunning, blackening.


  As he fell, he saw Molly Borden standing over him with a wrench in her hand. Her green eyes glinted with a look he could not define as he wavered into blackness . . .


  “WE can’t fail!” The words reached Ricker through a haze of pain throbbing in his head. “With all that equipment, it’ll be like capturing a rabbit hutch. And won’t I just love potting several rabbits I know. The chief of police, the judge, twelve rabbits that were on the jury—I really can’t wait!”


  Ricker opened his eyes, fought with his whirling senses. The Martian leaned against the opposite wall, the other two men worked silently at the controls. The woman sat on tile floor with her legs neatly crossed, a cigarette spiraling toward the ceiling. Her green eyes played the Martian like a piano and apparently the strings of his black heart were attuned.


  “But,” Molly Borden purred, “you don’t know what I went through on that liner, Van. After we passed Uranus and nobody came, I almost gave up. I knew there wasn’t a livable place after Jupiter and—well, I had no idea you could have located at Neptune . . .”


  “So!” Vanger glanced toward Ricker, interrupted her. “Our publicity agent’s with us again!”


  Ricker met his eyes evenly, said nothing. Sinking into his mind was what he had just heard. Something was located on Neptune; something would be like shooting rabbits . . . But Neptune was covered with snow a hundred miles deep. Its surface was a bleak hell of frozen, screaming winds. Nothing could hide, or live on Neptune. And equipment—rabbits—?


  He turned to the port, looked out as in his mind three facts suddenly and logically came together: Benjamin Adison could warm a planet and his plans were stolen—Neptune was barren with ice and—He saw the planet slowly spreading out beneath them like a convex plain of white glass . . .


  “That’s right, telenewsman,” the Martian interpreted his movement.


  He coughed like a dog sneezing. “Take a good look. Out of that desolate waste soon will come the most terrible armada of all history. We shall sweep everything before us—in a blast of white heat. Did you notice what happened to the boat we escaped in? Such will happen to your war planes. Who opposes us will quickly become’s crisp black corpse.”


  “I presume,” said Ricker dryly, “that you have Adison’s plans. They were supposed to be able to heat a planet but your Neptune still appears cold as ever. Do you care to elaborate on this little scheme of yours?”


  “Certainly.” Vanger smiled like a cat in the canary’s cage. “As to Neptune, you will have a personal showing in due time. As to the Adison Unit—you’ve seen an application of it destroy a plane in a matter of seconds. This ship is equipped with four guns that can cut through a yard of steel instantly. And the guns are controlled in range, intensity and breadth of contact. They can reduce a space liner to dust at ten feet—or melt a pin-head a mile away. What will you thinks when you see ten thousand planes like this—and materials for a million?”


  “I’ll think you’re a damn liar,” said Ricker, “till I do see ’em. And even then I won’t believe you can Lick one Patrol boat.” He was bluffing and he knew it. Obviously Vanger knew it, too, for he winked at the imperturbable Molly Borden, his nasty smile still there.


  Ricker cursed himself. If he’d called the Patrol instead of trying to be smart and contact the Times, this would have been nipped in the bud. What if it all was true? He’d seen what this ship could do. He’d also seen those dark crumbling bodies in the liner. And he’d followed Molly Borden on the wildest hunch. What had he run into? And what a story—if he lived to tell it . . .


  “Landing,” voiced Gurren from the wheel.


  Ricker felt a sinking sensation as the plane slowed its descent. Looking out the port, he saw the surface of Neptune gradually flatten into an endless table of sleek gleaming ice, ghostly blue in the pale light, like a frozen lake in moonlight. They sank closer and the bare expanse swelled to a dim monotonous plain of mirrored shadows. Far out, above the razor-smooth horizon, a dull red ball cast its feeble light across the lonely scene. Ricker felt a twinge of helplessness, homesickness. That weak orange light was the sun . . .


  Gurren fought the controls. The plane wallowed like a ship in a storm and outside a wind that was almost visible tore at them with grim, icy fingers. That sweep of wind, Ricker knew, was an endless hurricane that scoured the dead surface of Neptune to the smoothness of tin. It was a wind of tinted methane, a five hundred mile gale, eternally . . .


  What live secret teemed on this forgotten planet? What lurking fate awaited him—when he’d learned its festering secret—too late?


  Bump!


  The plane jarred down to a rough landing, streamed across the snow in a swirl of wind-driven ice dust. Ricker thought of what the Martian had said. Ten thousand planes—where? The man was mad. There was no place on this naked planet to hide a factory.


  “Forty-four-five!” said Hines. Apparently it was their magnetic position on Neptune. Ricker remembered it.


  “Right,” said Gurren. “Dig in!” He threw the brake, made a breathtaking stop and held the plane like a wild horse against the wind.


  Hines pulled a trigger on the wheel. A misty cloud of white—steam—suddenly frosted the windows. An angry hissing penetrated the walls and the falling sensation rose in Ricker again, though he could see nothing through the ice-coated ports. His eyes widened.


  The plane had landed, but it continued to fall!


  Ricker stared at the pilots with mixed exasperation and astonishment.


  He glanced at Molly Borden but she was blasé as ever. Finally he turned to Vanger.


  “Would you mind telling me what’s going on?” he asked with more nonchalance than he felt.


  “Not at all.” The Martian grimaced with what was his smile. “Since you won’t live to repeat it, we’re bound for the perfect hideout—beneath the snows of Neptune.”


  He laughed and the sound of his laughter mingled with the whispering hiss of steam, seemed to echo from the painted windows which had now turned black.


  Ricker watched the windows. His eyes narrowed again when they glowed again with the reflection of light outside. The light was brighter than before.


  Then, suddenly, as if by some quick heat, the ice vanished from the windows, and, if he felt surprise at the wizardry of their descent into the snow, what he beheld now was with a staggering shock.


  The ship floated down into a cavernous box-like place that stretched out into miles of smooth floor surrounded by white, glistening walls of sheer ice. On the floor, long geometrical rows of flat buildings, like an automobile factory, striped one side of a wide smooth landing field. On the other side of the field stood a large house like an office building and behind it lay a silver, windowed dome from which ran heavy tubes curving into the ground. Upon the field, forming a great dotted circle around it, rested literally thousands of egg-shaped space ships.


  Ricker stared through the viewplate as if watching the very gates of Hades open before him. They landed slowly. And despite his astonishment, he absorbed everything he saw with the photographic memory of a good telenewsman.


  The place was an immense chamber deep in the icy rind of the planet—apparently resting on the very surface of Neptune itself for the floor appeared to be rock, different from the glistening walls and the roof. And the roof—glancing up, Ricker saw the low sleek dome held no mark of their entrance! The ice had instantly frozen behind them again as they passed through. This place was impregnable, perfectly hidden. A hundred miles of snow was at once a shield and camouflage.


  But how?


  Then he saw how. Along the walls reared tall tripods, similar to radio towers. At the top of each flared a ring of yellow light—it was blinding to look at. Like looking full at the noonday sun. And through the windows, he could feel the sweaty penetration of—heat!


  “Show Miss Borden to her room, Hines.” The Martian’s voice brought Ricker’s staring eyes back to the cabin. “I’ll call for you shortly, Molly. And you, Gurren, lock up our meddlesome journalist till I have time for him.”


  The ship landed like a feather. Vanger opened the door, ogled a twittering good-by to the woman, and jumped to the ground. He strode off toward the office-like building beside the ship-encircled field. All the planes were shiny and new, Ricker noticed.


  Gurren and Hines motioned the woman and him out. The floor was a kind of granite underfoot, Ricker saw. The field was about the size of a baseball diamond, the ships staggered in a wide circle around it like eggs in a giant incubator. And an incubator it was. From the shops a quarter of a mile away echoed the whirr of machinery, the clang of metal against metal, the stutter of riveting hammers. Pale blue light rayed from the windows and open doors, cast an aura of stark efficiency above the gleaming roofs and in the streets.


  Several men passed, wearing the gray coveralls of his captors, and obviously a landing space ship was not unusual for they gave them no more than a passing glance. They stared at Molly Borden, of course. But then she would have attracted attention in the Shangri-la where dead nymphs go.


  “This way,” said Hines, and led them across the field, past a center tripod toward the factories. Ricker had never seen the Adison unit before but he knew this must be it. Like steel columns, heat held back Neptune’s sunless cold, forced a rigid hollow inside the living ice.


  Hines and the woman walked ahead. Ricker followed with Gurren a few paces behind him. Neither of his guards drew their strange-looking guns and Ricker also knew that escape was impossible. It would be like trying to get out of a box buried in a block of concrete. And he was no Houdini . . .


  A few yards into the canyons of the seething city and Hines stopped. “This is your room for the time being.” He grinned at Molly Borden like a school boy at the teacher. He waited beside an open door which led into a living compartment of some sort. “If there’s anything you wish—”


  Next door stood a building from which droned a low monotonous chatter, the hum of a transmitter, the crackle of static. On the roof towered two poles from which hung a long radio antenna. An idea akin to suicide suddenly quickened Ricker’s pulse.


  “Thank you,” the woman said to Hines who, since Vanger left, was rapidly becoming a two-bit cavalier on his own. Ricker glanced at Gurren out of the corner of his eye. He was also gulping in the beauty of the Venusian.


  If that radio room was only empty! thought Ricker. If he could make it in time—get the door closed—


  “Perhaps I should see if everything’s all right,” said Gurren, reluctant to leave. As Hines frowned nastily, he took Molly Borden’s arm, started into the room with her.


  Like a fleeing deer, Ricker suddenly streaked away.


  A shout behind him. The door wasn’t ten feet ahead. A hot white blast whizzed past his left shoulder. The door frame glowed red, steamed.


  Ricker dived through the door.


  HE caught the door as he went through, slammed it shut behind him.


  A man whirled around from a mass of instruments. In that split second all Ricker saw was the man’s startled face, his hand snatching a pistol from his belt.


  Ricker leaped for him as from a catapult, brought up a swift short right. Smack! The fellow fell back into a bank of scattered dials. Ricker jerked the gun from his hand as he sagged to the floor.


  Without another glance at him, he leaped to the transmitter. It was an ordinary radio outfit but apparently of tremendous power. He snapped the sending switch, kept his eyes fused to the door.


  “Come out, Ricker!” It was Gurren’s voice. “We’ll burn you through the door!”


  Ricker didn’t answer. His ears strained for the warming tone of the sender. He knew they wouldn’t blast the building; it would destroy the radio. And they wouldn’t come through the door—for a moment.


  A low hum sang in the room. The transmitter was working. Ricker bent over the mike, eyes on the door.


  “Attention, all listeners.” He spoke rapidly but without a tremor. “Ricker, Planetary Times—calling for help. Send Patrol to Neptune. Magnetic location—” God! what was that number! “Forty-four-five. Neptune, magnetic forty-four-five—”


  The door opened.


  “Get back!” said Ricker. “I’ll kill the first man that enters!”


  Molly Borden came through the door.


  “Stop,” said Ricker. “I swear I’ll shoot if you come a step inside.”


  “Put down that gun,” she said quietly. Gurren and Hines stood in the door behind her, their pistols leveled but unable to shoot with her directly in the line of fire. The woman moved slowly toward Ricker.


  “Stop!” he said. God! Why didn’t he shoot! This woman was dead anyway. The state had condemned her. It wouldn’t be like killing anybody else.


  She came on, slowly, like a lion trainer approaching a dangerous animal but with no vestige of fear. Her eyes knifed into his, unblinking, commanding, like the paralyzing fangs of a serpent. His finger tightened on the trigger.


  “Give me the pistol. Please.” Her voice was low, throaty but with vibrant confidence. With the spell of her eyes, it urged Ricker like the subtle demand of a hypnotist. “Please.”


  She halted before him, a gorgeous creature, like some great poisonous jungle flower. Her cold green eyes bored into him without a waver. Her face was expressionless, a thing of tinted marble. She held out her hand.


  “Give me the gun, Bill Ricker,” she said softly. “They’ll kill you if you don’t.”


  Ricker leveled the pistol at her heart. “I’ve never killed a woman—” Gurren and Hines moved around to get a shot at him. “Stay where you are!” said Ricker. “I’ll burn a hole through her if you move a step.”


  He tried to avoid her seeking eyes, met them again. Their gaze met like live wires touching. A current passed between them that almost made sparks. Ricker’s whole body vibrated to the electric force of her gaze. Her eyes became an irresistible power transfixing his very being.


  For an instant he felt like a moth on a pin. Then without shifting her eyes, Molly Borden slapped the pistol from his hand.


  It clattered to the floor. The men were upon him . . .


  RICKER found his pockets contained one cigarette, a book of matches and a clipping from the Times. He sat down on the cold metal bunk, dejectedly lit the cigarette and stared at the dark windowless walls and the heavy door that made his prison. Finally he glanced at the clipping:


  As Molly Borden, confessed murderess of scientist Adison, was hustled into a plane bound for Pluto today, the only question in the minds of the police and the thousands who witnessed her spectacular trial was “Who is Molly Borden?” The identity of the Venusian panther-woman remains as mysterious as her emerald eyes.


  Since immigration officers apprehended her at the City Rocket Terminal as she attempted to leave the country, no hint of her past has escaped her carmine lips. Her fingerprints, photographs, the handsome assassin herself, have brought no trace of recognition from a bewildered universe.


  Dorothy Adison, socially prominent daughter of the scientist, who left for Africa after the inquest at which she testified to seeing Senator Geb Trexel at the scene of the crime and was proved mistaken, could not be located for the trial. If Miss Adison can throw any light on the identity of her father’s murderess, it is now inconsequential for the quick sword of justice—


  Ricker crumpled the slip of paper, hurled it across his narrow cell. Why hadn’t he killed her when he had the chance. She was a killer, heartless, cruel as a lynx—and doubly dangerous because she possessed the claws of woman. Her beauty was a mask of murder; the charm of her eyes—well, he’d fallen into them and she’d taken a gun away from him like a toy from a child.


  His black thoughts returned to the fullness of his plight. Obviously, Molly Borden had pretended to burn the plans to keep the police off the trail of her henchmen. Then the law had virtually delivered her to their door-step again. Blind fools! He’d written story after story doubting those ashes they found in her stateroom. On the evidence of a few half-burned symbols and a charred notebook cover, the law had made a mistake endangering the very universe!


  He was as blind as the police. At least he had expected something—but now here he was trapped like a rabbit in a box. With a plot forming around him that could shake worlds—with a story any telenewsman would give his typewriter-fingers for!


  Vanger hadn’t lied. His heat-gunned ships could stop any army. And here, beneath the lying ice-wastes of Neptune, such planes were being made like bubbles . . .


  Ricker combed desperate fingers through his unruly hair, got up and paced the cramped floor. What was their plan? To attack Earth—conquer Mars, Venus, Mercury—all the colonies? No! It was unimaginable! But this unknown cave, those ships out there—?


  He wondered if his attempted message had gotten through to the Patrol. But he hadn’t had time to say he was beneath the location he’d given. They wouldn’t find a trace up there on the ice and how could they guess what lay under a hundred miles of frozen gas?


  He heard a key clink in the lock of his cell door. It opened to Hines’ tank-like figure. He had his gun ready, apparently wasn’t taking any chances since the incident of the radio building.


  “Let’s go, telenewsman,” he ordered Ricker outside. Ricker walked out the door without a word.


  Hines motioned him to go ahead, directed him out into the noisy street. The hum of machinery was deafening and in the buildings they passed, Ricker saw space ships in all stages of construction along busy assembly lines.


  “Where do you get the materials?” he asked idly.


  “Simple,” said Hines. “Neptune’s minerals have never been tapped before. We mine everything we need right here.”


  “And the men?” The streets were deserted but hundreds were at work in the shops.


  “Every man has his price. We pay well.”


  Ricker remembered several mysterious disappearances in the industrial centers on Earth. They had usually been without families and of small means, however, and no extensive inquiry was made . . .


  The gigantic cavern itself still fascinated him. Glancing up, he noticed the dome of ice was almost the hue of clear blue sky. It was perhaps a mile high and the suggestion of distance lent by the shimmering walls made the place appear even larger than it was. He wondered why there wasn’t a constant dripping, why the chamber wasn’t moist like a cave. Then he remembered it wasn’t frozen water around them. It was frozen atmosphere, melting back into its gases—like dry ice.


  Wouldn’t the public eat this story up, he thought, as they wove between the evenly-spaced ships beside the field. Then he smiled ironically. What public? The only public he could reasonably expect was a jolly bunch of pallbearers . . .


  They crossed the field, Hines with the pistol at his back. Ricker saw three new ships rolled out into line as they walked the short distance to buildings on the other side.


  “What’re these?” he asked, looking at the tall three-story house and the big silver dome at the rear.


  “The Boss’s place,” said his guard. “And that dome’s the power plant.”


  The Boss! Ricker’s mind clicked. Who was the leader? Was it Vanger? Molly Borden? Somehow neither of them seemed to fit.


  They paused at the door of the building. Hines pushed a button. A moment’s wait, the door opened to Vanger’s dusty face.


  “Hello,” he greeted. “I hope you found our humble hospitality to your liking, Mr. Ricker.” He led them down a narrow corridor to another closed door. Hines left them, retraced his steps. Vanger opened the door, ushered Ricker in.


  Ricker saw Molly Borden standing beside a small glass table in a spacious but dim-lit room. The walls were mirrored and a dull hidden light cast vague shadows upon heavy chairs and a sofa, gleamed weirdly upon chrome ash-trays, a carved bottle and glasses. The high-lighted silhouette of the woman commanded the scene. She stood carelessly, one crimson-tipped hand resting on the table, a cocktail glass glinting in the other. She had changed from her traveling suit, wore a shimmering gown that bathed her lithe body in a sheen of liquid silver. Had it been under any ordinary circumstances, Ricker would have whistled at the sight of her.


  “Your stare tickles, Mr. Ricker,” she said. “Won’t you come in? Will you have scotch or—”


  “He’s a telenewsman,” said a deep voice from a shadowed chair to the left. “He’ll have scotch. And please turn on the light, Vanger. We must make our guest feel at home.”


  A sudden light glowed over the room. Ricker gazed at the person who had spoken.


  He saw a large fat man lounging deep in a cushioned armchair. He had three folds of pale flesh for a chin below his thick lips, his eyes were puffed with the whites startlingly large and his skin was white, an unhealthy white—like a great white worm.


  Ricker inhaled quickly. His jaw dropped.


  It was Senator Trexel sitting there.


  Ricker was struck dumb. He clutched the back of a chair as his mind swirled.


  “So Dorothy Adison was right!” He heard himself speak the words as if somebody else had said them.


  “Alibies are easily purchased.” The fat man’s heavy lips curled up at the corners and his hog-like eyes became slitted puffs of flesh. “But do sit down,” he smiled. “We have much to talk about.”


  Ricker found his way around the chair, sank down slowly with his eyes upon the man. Dorothy Adison was right! The phrase roared in his mind. Trexel did have something to do with the murder. Had he hired Molly Borden to do it? Was he a member of this Neptune gang? Was he the leader?


  “What will you have to drink?”


  Ricker looked at the man as he would a Black Widow spider. “I don’t drink with murderers—and traitors,” he said carefully.


  With an amazing swiftness for a man of his bulk, Trexel left his chair, stepped over and struck him smartly across the mouth with the flat of his palm.


  “You will be careful of your words!” he breathed. “Another remark like that and you die where you sit!”


  He returned to his chair, his composure regained as quickly as it left him. He took a cigarette from his waistcoat pocket, struck a match.


  “Now talk, telenewsman,” he said. “Who knows where you are? How did you suspect Molly Borden?” The light of the match made his face a white wax mask. He lit the cigarette, blew out the match with a puff of his pasty cheeks.


  Ricker refused to open his bruised lips, stared at the man and kept silent.


  “There are ways,” said Trexel, “of making you talk.” Vanger, behind Ricker’s chair, coughed in agreement.


  “I know,” said Ricker finally. “And I imagine you could put Mercurian torture methods to shame. But I’ll save you the trouble. There are three people who know where I am. One is my boss, the editor of the Planetary Times, another is Dorothy Adison who saw you leaving her father’s laboratory after the murder and the other is—the President of the United States.”


  Molly Borden put down her glass with a sharp clink.


  Trexel slowly took his cigarette from his mouth, dropped his treetrunk arm to his lap. Ricker met his eyes evenly. Would he believe it?


  “You lie,” said Trexel. “One of my men is in the President’s office. I know every move he makes.”


  “The President knew your spy was there,” said Ricker. “We found him more useful in your employ than in jail.”


  The fat man took on the look of a bullfrog caught in the glare of a flashlight. The cigarette smoldered in his hand unnoticed. He gazed at Ricker a long few seconds, as silence held the room like a stifled breath.


  Then he looked up quickly to the Martian.


  “Vanger,” he said in a voice like Napoleon must have had at Waterloo. “Contact Number 12 at the White House, tell him to find out if what the man says is true. And tell him whether it’s true or not to prepare for immediate action.”


  Vanger gasped, then choked with a cough. “Attack now!”


  “Why not?” Trexel decided, twisting his cigarette into a tray. “We have enough ships to take Earth and the colonies can’t do much with their supplies cut off. Any one of our ships can fight off fifty ordinary ones. Perhaps we should begin before Adison’s daughter does cause trouble—since we can’t find her to keep her quiet.


  “Give the word for complete mobilization in an hour!” He stared at the ceiling a moment in silent thought. “We’ll pick off the Patrol ships, have Earth surrounded by dawn in New York. When the city awakes there will be a new ruler—of the solar system!”


  “Yes, sir.” The Martian smiled and turned to go.


  “Wait,” said Trexel. He nodded to Ricker. “On your way, take this man out and shoot him.” Ricker’s heart jumped but he stared at the man without a change of expression.


  “Shouldn’t you first find out if he’s lying, Senator?” Molly Borden’s unruffled voice raised the fat man’s bulbous eyes. “We shouldn’t rush into this attack unless quite sure—”


  “I know where I stand,” said Trexel. “I have men close to every government on Earth. When I give the command, they’ll take over while my ships destroy all resistance. And why delay longer? We’ll strike before our luck changes.”


  Ricker stood up. “Listen, fat man,” he said. “You hold all the cards as far as I’m concerned. But as far’s Earth is concerned it’s a different matter. You can’t conquer a planet. Men will hide in mountain, jungle and sea. They’ll leap at you from every bush and corner. What if you do burn a few ships—a few armies? What if you take every government? The people will rise again. You can’t rule by force alone.”


  “History,” said Trexel, “proves that men forget. They soon grow accustomed to new eras. They have learned to love tyrants before.” He waved his hand to Vanger. “But this is no discussion of political philosophy . . .”


  Ricker felt something jabbed into his side. It was a pistol in the Martian’s hand.


  “No!” Molly Borden cried suddenly. “Don’t kill him!”


  “What?” Trexel looked up at her as if she’d thrown her cocktail in his face. “What is this man to you?” His piggish eyes narrowed. Her exclamation surprised Ricker as much as it did the rest of them.


  “You’re tired, Molly,” snapped Vanger. “Perhaps you should go to your room.”


  The woman’s painted nails bent against the glass of the table beside her. She looked like a tigress about to spring. Why? Ricker almost forgot his own plight at the sudden change in her manner.


  “Don’t shoot that man,” she said slowly. “I’m not—”


  “Leave the girl here, Vanger,” Trexel interrupted her with dead eyes. “Maybe I’d like to talk with her awhile. You go ahead and follow orders.”


  “Yes, sir,” said the Martian, reluctantly. He pushed the gun into Ricker, forced him around to the door as he looked back at the woman with a puzzled expression on his dusky face.


  They passed out of the room into the long darkened corridor.


  RICKER’S mind was an ant hill of thought as Vanger marched him down the hall. His bluff had worked. Trexel feared his whereabouts was known. But the bluff, in working so well, had precipitated an early start of their scheme—and sounded taps for himself. Oddly, as the Martian pushed open the door and the yellow light of the heat units burst into his eyes, his own death didn’t matter much, his dying didn’t seem very real. In his brain was the vision of those charred bodies in the liner—they were real. And he could picture that same scene in each ship of Earth as thousands of egg-shaped craft met them in terrestial space, blasted a path of hell to the cities below.


  Even his failure to “get the story” seemed insignificant. This thing was bigger than himself.


  Ricker felt the pistol withdrawn from his side, glanced back at the Martian. The man’s beady eyes fixed on him like a snake’s.


  As Ricker stared back, almost absently, Vanger’s left fist whipped up, banged into his chin, knocked him backward upon the hard ground.


  Stunned by the unexpected blow, Ricker got to his hands and knees shakily. He rubbed his numb jaw, gazed at the Martian through a quick red film of rage.


  Vanger took careful aim at him. “Die, Earthman,” he said softly. “Die with a blackened face, as all your brothers will.”


  Ricker didn’t wait. The crouch he found himself in was not unlike the position in four years of college football. He hurtled at the man like a blocking-back gone wild.


  Hiss-s-s!


  White flames streamed over his head. White flame singed his hair and clothing, bathed his face in quick burning sweat. He struck Vanger high in the belly, carried him down in a perfect tackle.


  Vanger’s head knocked against the ground. Ricker’s fingers shot to his throat like a striking cobra. But there wasn’t time to throttle the man. He let him go, drew his right fist back just six inches and stabbed into the Martian’s chin. Vanger’s head slammed against the ground again. He lay still.


  Ricker snatched the pistol from his limp hand, heard shouts and glanced about frantically.


  He saw men running toward him across the field, about ten of them with others trailing in the distance. They must have seen the fight from the factory. They came on like a drove of stampeding horses. Between himself and the charging crowd, Ricker saw the ship he had arrived in. It was about the distance of a city block away.


  Without any definite plan, he jumped off the unconscious Martian, raced for the ship.


  To an observer at the side, it would have appeared that the crowd of running men and the lone sprinter were speeding to meet each other. But it was a match-meet for the space ship between them. The men apparently inferred Ricker’s goal. They increased their pace. Ricker dug in with his long legs.


  The ship wasn’t fifty feet away. The men weren’t a hundred, Ricker’s feet pounded the rock of the field like a race horse going down the home stretch. The wind whistled in his ears, he scarcely seemed to run, felt as if he was gliding. But the men were gaining. With each panting breath, the distance between them and the ship narrowed. He saw they would get to it before he did. And if they got there first—!


  He remembered the gun, clutched forgotten in his swinging hand.


  Without breaking his stride, Ricker brought up the pistol and squeezed the trigger. There was no report. A stream the color of molten lead hissed from the barrel, like tracer bullets from a machine gun. Several of the men fell forward kicking like shot deer. Black oily smoke curled up from the pack. The rest stopped. Then they scattered in all directions across the field leaving five writhing, smoking mounds on the ground behind them. The smell of burning flesh came to Ricker’s flared nostrils.


  He was at the ship. He snatched open the door, leaped in and slammed it behind him.


  He didn’t remember taking off. The next thing he knew, he was in the air, circling high above the field.


  Looking down, he saw men like little bugs swarming out of the buildings far below. He saw ships pushed out on the field. The ships spiraled up toward him.


  RICKER’S first thought was to head into the ice, cut on the heat guns and bore through to safety. But no. It was slow going through the ice and they’d catch him before he’d gone a mile.


  Below he saw toy ships rising, growing like mushrooms as they gained altitude. There were eighteen of them, he counted out loud. What chance had he against eighteen? He squeezed his triggers testily, felt a slight recoil as the hot breath of death licked out from all sides of his ship. Well, it’d be one fine fight anyway . . .


  Suddenly he noticed the radio before him. Of course! Quickly he switched on, spoke into the transmitter.


  “Calling Stellar Patrol, calling Stellar Patrol!”


  “What is it?” The answer came so quickly Ricker jumped. They must be close by. “Is this Ricker? Where are you?”


  “Where are you!”


  “At forty-four-five Neptune. The location you gave.” His message had gotten through. They were right over him, just a hundred miles away—and they might as well be on the other side of the sun. “What’s the trouble? We’ve been looking for you since—”


  “Listen!” cried Ricker. “No time to explain. I’m trapped inside the planet—under the ice. There’s a cave here. Made with Adison’s Heat Unit. I’ve found out what’s behind Molly Borden. They have ten thousand ships here, plan to attack Earth. Senator Trexel’s the leader—they’re coming up after me now. You must do something. Quick!”


  “What? How? How can we get to you?”


  How could they get down here! Patrol ships didn’t have these heat guns. God!


  Glancing down, Ricker saw the ships closing beneath him like a flock of starved condors. In a moment they’d be in gun range.


  “Gotta keep moving,” he told the radio. “They’re coming fast. Stand by and I’ll try to think of something.”


  He streaked up to the roof of the icy chamber, sailed fast toward the far end.


  And suddenly he did think of something—something so simple it seemed foolish.


  “Listen!” he yelled to the radio. “Turn your ships around. Sit down on the ice! Give your rockets half throttle and let gravity pull you down as the ice melts under you. It’ll take a long time but I may hold ’em off till—”


  A flash of white lightning streaked across his view plate. The ship steamed, sweat formed little beads on Ricker’s forehead, ran into his eyes. One was diving in front of him. Ricker squeezed his trigger, saw the ship flash into floating dust before him. He saw another coming down from above.


  With a quick jerk of the wheel, he zoomed up and over, wheeled into a swift Immelman and dived.


  The buildings, the field, the standing planes below whirled, surged up to meet him like a nightmare of falling.


  He pulled out of the dive not fifty feet from the tops of the buildings, zoomed away again with the planes hot on his tail. They’d followed him down, were streaming after him like a swarm of hornets.


  For the next ten minutes those below witnessed the weirdest dog fight in all flying history. There wasn’t room to make a running battle of it. It was dive, zoom, streak from one end of the cave to the other like hawks fighting in a cage. Ricker twisted into every contortion his straining jets allowed. And still those ships closed in relentlessly, often striking one of their own number—which closeness of battle was Ricker’s only ally. The ships closed in slowly, inexorably formed a ring of murderous heat around him.


  It was a losing fight. Ricker knew it. He couldn’t elude them forever. One well-timed blast and he’d go down in a swirl of ashes and smoke. And his constant fighting the controls to avoid the ships, to avoid crashing the walls and the roof, was wearing his arms to dead aching weights.


  The ships tried strategy. They divided, Ricker saw, into five groups, waited for him at each corner of the chamber while the others gave chase. And these groups closed in with each wild dive he made.


  Soon they would have him trapped between them. Well, the game was about up. It was a matter of minutes now. He might as well do as much damage as he could before they got him.


  He banked over in a last dive, hoping only that the Patrol got in before the ships saw them. Even the Patrol wouldn’t have much chance against these weapons. As he went over, saw the floor of the cave revolve around like a side wall, a streak of lightning struck the tail of his ship with an impact that jarred every rivet. The ship went crazy, spun down like a shot bird.


  Ricker hit the wheel with all the failing strength of his arms. More by will power than anything else, he pulled out into a shaky glide. But try as he might there was no response from the elevator jets. He couldn’t rise again. The ships fell like stones upon him for the kill.


  Below, looming rapidly in the windows, he saw the long line of buildings, the thick circle of ships resting on the field. He fired full-blast as he passed over them. Buildings burst, split into halves as if an earthquake had struck them. Ships disappeared in a wide swath under him, hundreds went up in smoke.


  The field fled beneath him, a deep smoldering trench following his flaming guns. The house across the field and the silver dome loomed up, raced toward him with the speed of a locomotive.


  “The power plant!” Ricker suddenly yelled it at the top of his voice. If he could crash that—!


  With a supreme effort—he didn’t know how he did it for the ship was beyond all control—he keeled over into the metal dome as he left the field.


  The painted wall of silver filled his viewplate. Each rivet stood out. He could have counted them. He saw the nose of the ship push into the metal. The glass of the viewplate caved in upon him. The instrument panel reared up, smashed him in the face with an ear-splitting explosion.


  The world splintered in a hell of sound . . .


  Oddly, Ricker wasn’t knocked out. When the ship stopped bucking, he found himself sitting amidst the twisted wreckage of the controls, smoke curling through the torn hull and his face wet and sticky.


  His mind was numb, unthinking as he lingered a swelling lump between his eyes. His fingers came away red. He crawled out of the ship. Wires, tubes, warped transformers and machinery were everywhere. He heard a hum of ships outside. It was dark in the room, the shadowed wreckage reared in grotesque shapes like dancing demons. He couldn’t move his right arm and, looking down, saw that his whole side was stained with warm blood. A feeling of coldness penetrated his dulled senses. It was like a deep ice cave.


  Ricker limped to the door of the ruined powerhouse, stared out upon a scene like a polar twilight. Gray hulks, ships, bordered the ghostly field and black silhouettes were the factory buildings across the dismal space. Where the heat units had been were scarecrow towers, a sputtering orange flame at each peak—like small dying suns. Their heat was gone. The air was deadly cold, not the biting cold of a north wind but the numb rigid cold of breathless freezing. Yet the cold was alive, moving. It seemed to push against his body like air pressure. The temperature fell degree after degree as he stood there, like a thermometer with the red fluid leaking out the bottom.


  Ricker smiled. He had destroyed the powerplant, the heat units were dying. The place was returning to ice again . . .


  He passed a weary hand across his clotted forehead. Although he had destroyed himself, the work of Trexel was also ruined. It was worth it, his thoughts came slowly. The hell inside Neptune would return to its frozen gases.


  How long had it been since he crashed? It seemed hours. But it must have been seconds for ships suddenly landed out on the field in a storm of rocket fire. As he grew weak from loss of blood and the cold, he noticed a surging dark wave sweep across the field toward the ships. Then the sound of shouts, screams, shrieks reached his ears. It was the clamor of fear itself. Slowly he realized it was men racing across the field, now white with frost. The men swarmed around the ships. He could see little in the dim light of the red flares, could make out only a writhing mass of vague shapes around the silver ships which reared above them like huge turtles.


  As he watched, the voices grew weaker, died to low cries of crawling terror and despair. And Ricker felt himself grow weaker. The cold crept into his bones, into his heart, into his brain. He couldn’t think fast. He thought slowly, leaning against the door. The icy walls of the place seemed to be sliding toward him, the roof descending. The field was cold as a snow-covered grave.


  The voices out on the field were hushed. All was quiet, soundless with the utter silence of deep hidden places.


  He was lying on the ground beside the door, staring up at the black glistening roof that was moving down upon him. He didn’t think any more. He was very tired.


  A hulking shadow stood over him. He felt it more than saw it. He saw two hands reach down. They dragged him across the field. He could see everything quite clearly but his eyes seemed set in a vise-like single focus. He noticed the twin tracks his heels made in the frost on the field . . .


  Then it was warm, a soft clinging warmth that seemed to flow throughout his tired body—like life flowing into him again. He was lying on something soft and comfortable.


  He opened his eyes, saw a woman’s face before him.


  Ricker stared at the face a long time. It was a perfect oval, wreathed in jet black hair, molded with deft yet full lips and a firm nose. The eyes were green. It was Molly Borden. Her green eyes were glistening, wet with tears . . .


  “Why did you save me, Molly Borden?” he asked finally.


  “I am not Molly Borden,” she said. “I am Dorothy Adison.”


  THE words meant nothing to Ricker for a moment. He just lay there staring up at her. Then with a shock like cold water, the meaning of her words crashed upon him.


  “Dorothy Adison—!”


  “Don’t talk,” she said softly. “Lie still and drink this.” She put a glass of warm liquid to his lips. He gulped thirstily and the stuff darted through his veins like fire. Quick strength suffused his body.


  He lay there, panting, a moment,” then slowly struggled up on an elbow. His right arm was tightly bandaged with a piece of silver cloth. He saw it was a strip from the woman’s dress, which was in tatters above her rounded knees. She sat on the end of the sofa. She was crying, softly like a child.


  “Dorothy Adison,” breathed Ricker. “You lie! She was blonde—an Earthian. You’re Venusian and—It’s a lie!”


  She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I dyed my hair,” she said.


  “But your eyes—they’re Venusian—slanting—!”


  “Make up,” she said.


  Ricker sank back upon the sofa. “But why?” he said. “Why!” None of this made sense. Molly Borden confessed killing Benjamin Adison and now she said she wasn’t Molly Borden but Adison’s daughter . . .


  “You—killed your own father?” It was the only thing Ricker could think of to say.


  “Trexel killed him,” she said. The phrase seemed to harden her again. “I saw him coming out of the laboratory after father was—. But I couldn’t prove it. He had a perfect alibi. And after the inquest, he tried to kill me—twice. I became Molly Borden to escape him, then got the idea of following it through. There was just a chance that confessing the murder might arouse Trexel’s curiosity, make him get in touch with me. I took the chance—and it worked . . .”


  It was too much to believe. “You mean you acted suspicious, let the police catch you and burned something to look like those plans? You risked a life sentence on Pluto—!”


  “It was the only way. I played free-lance thief—Trexel believed I was at the laboratory after he left. I told him I stole what I thought were the plans. I told him the police frightened me into a confession of the murder—and they were none too gentle.”


  “But why didn’t you tell the police—before you left for Pluto. They could have—”


  “I could trust no one. At first I planned to tell at the last minute but after his message came—in jail—I knew I couldn’t. It was delivered by the district attorney himself. He told me I would be taken from the ship before I reached Pluto.”


  Ricker understood a lot of things now. It was like finishing a jig-saw puzzle, when all the pieces are suddenly seen to fit. “Does Trexel know who you are yet?”


  “I tried to kill him after you left,” she said. “But I had only a knife—he was too strong. You saved my life when you stole the ship. Trexel went after you. I watched from the window.”


  Ricker glanced toward the window. The light was gone and in the room itself crept the chill of the darkness outside. The heat units were dull red embers.


  Ricker sat up quickly. Swift pain drove him back down. “We’ve got to get out of here!” he said. “This place’ll be a block of ice in no time, air and all! We can steal a ship and—”


  “Steal it?” said the woman. “There’s no one to stop you. The workers are dead. There’s nothing to stop you—but the cold outside. It’s sudden death out there now. It’s too late.”


  Ricker gritted his teeth, arose despite the lightning pain. He waved aside her restraining hand, sat on the edge of the sofa till the weakness passed.


  “We’ve got to get away,” he said. “We can’t stay here. We’ll die.”


  “I know,” said Molly Borden-Dorothy Adison quietly. “We’ll die. It was far below zero when I went out to look for you. By now, the roof must have lowered half way down—it’s probably 200 degrees below zero out there now. But I don’t mind the dying so much. It’s that I’ve failed that hurts. Trexel got away—father is unavenged.”


  Ricker had forgotten about Trexel for the moment. The thought brought him to his feet and he forgot his pain. Both Trexel and Vanger must have escaped. They were up in one of the planes. They had only to melt through the ice. “Trexel got away—”


  “Yes,” a calm deep voice from the door. “And he will complete his purpose !”


  Ricker turned slowly toward the door. He heard the woman gasp.


  Trexel and Vanger stood there. They wore heavy electro-suits, heat steaming from them into the chill room. Trexel held a pistol in his right hand.


  “Notice the window, telenewsman,” he said.


  Ricker turned to the window, saw bright daylight outside. The heat units were on again—!


  “YES,” said Trexel. “The units are working. Did you think we would depend on a single source of power? It took a few moments but it was simple to switch on an auxiliary plant. And most of the men will revive, the cold struck them so quickly. Before you know it, everything will be as good as new.” He smiled his fat, pasty smile. “Watch them, Vanger, while I get out of this suit.”


  The Martian pulled his own gun, Trexel struggled out of the hot clothing, dropped it to the floor and sat down heavily. Ricker stared as if he’d been struck with a mallet.


  “Now,” the fat man said, pouring a drink, “I’d like to clear up just one minor point before we dispense with you two. Did Ricker know who you were all the time, Miss Adison?”


  The woman didn’t answer, looked at him like a caged animal. But to Ricker there flooded a sudden ray of hope. Trexel might still believe his stall about the President knowing his whereabouts. Did he still have an ace in the hole?


  “Yes,” he spoke for the woman, “Miss Adison and I have been working together for weeks. But that doesn’t matter, Trexel. In a few moments your hide-out’ll be swarming with Patrol ships. They know where I am and they’ll be here any moment.”


  The fat man laughed. “Still trying to pull that stuff,” he scoffed. “Well, it doesn’t go over again. I contacted Washington and my agents tell me there’s no truth whatsoever in your story. No one knows where you are. You were both working entirely on your own.” He raised his pistol. “But enough of this!”


  “Wait,” said Vanger. He coughed behind his hand. “Why shoot the woman? Give her to me and she’ll never speak a word of what she’s seen if I have to cut her tongue out.”


  Trexel smiled. “So you, too, have been attracted by Miss Borden’s beauty. But perhaps you won’t like her, so well as Dorothy Adison, Vanger. Have you thought how she would look without that yellow dye on her skin, without that makeup on her eyes and with Dorothy Adison’s blonde hair?”


  “I like blondes,” said Vanger. “And if I remember rightly, Dorothy Adison was a beauty in her own right.”


  “Well,” said Trexel. “A dead woman’s little use to anyone. If you’ll remember about that tongue-cutting—”


  Vanger laughed till he began coughing.


  Trexel raised the gun, pointed it full in Ricker’s face and laughed. Ricker could see his fat knuckle whiten as it squeezed the trigger.


  Molly Borden screamed, flung herself in front of him. The Martian jerked her aside. Ricker’s good left arm came up. Then it halted in midair.


  To his ears came a sound like bubbling water to a man dying of thirst. He didn’t believe it at first, paused, lips parted, listening. Then his eyes danced with a wild light.


  Trexel heard it too. His face was like chalk. He stood there with the gun still poised, a great bear-like statue. It was the hum of rockets! Not the rockets of Trexel’s ships, the jets of the Stellar Patrol. It was! The Patrol had gotten through!


  Trexel stood like a man of stone. For a full ten seconds he didn’t move.


  Ricker knocked the woman aside, dropped to the floor. The gun flamed. Trexel pulled the trigger wildly. Ricker snatched the glass table from the floor beside him, hurled it up into the man’s ghastly face. His thick mouth burst into a red spray as glass crashed. He fought to get rid of the table, its jagged edges cut into his arms and face. Ricker hurled a chair. It hit the man’s head like a pole striking cement. Trexel’s gun fell from his hand, thudded on the floor. He sagged down beside the wall.


  The Martian didn’t pull his gun. He stood, staring, listening to the cries, the sound of the planes and the guns outside. He didn’t appear to see what was going on in the room. Suddenly he whirled, bolted to the door.


  In the heat of his fury, Ricker flew after him.


  Vanger dashed down the corridor, Ricker ten feet behind. He went through the door, started out upon the field. As Ricker reached the door, he saw Vanger stop suddenly, look up. The din of the Patrol boats was thunder in the echoing hollow. The air was filled with them. The field was littered with men running, falling and lying still. A boat swooped down toward the lone Martian standing there, fell like a bird of prey. Vanger started to run back toward the building. Tat, tat, tat! A long flaming line followed him, slowly, like a curse. Little puffs of dust spurted around him. The puffs stopped. The Martian halted. He stared at Ricker in the doorway and his face was puzzled. He coughed and his chin, his shirt became cherry-red. Then he crumpled to the ground.


  Ricker turned, walked slowly back to the room.


  At the door, he paused. He saw Dorothy Adison standing over the motionless hulk of Trexel. She swayed, one hand at her throat. In her other hand was Trexel’s gun. Where the head of the fat man had been was a dark, dripping ball of horror.


  The woman dropped the pistol. It struck the man’s body, rolled to the floor.


  Then she was suddenly in Ricker’s arms.


  LOUNGING deep in his red-leather chair, Bill Ricker squinted out at the port as the sleek space ship streamed through the darkness. He could see nothing outside but a big, humorouseyed young man who was his own reflection and the green tinted star that was Earth—home.


  “I hear you got a raise,” said the tall blonde women in the seat beside him.


  “Yep,” said Ricker. “The Chief tried to get out of it but since the government offered his star reporter twice as much, he had to give in.” He stared at the woman queerly. With her golden hair, her clear emerald eyes and perfect features she possessed a strange loveliness.


  “Madam,” he said. “What do you plan to do with your life? Have you no aims, no ideals, no guiding light?”


  “Nope,” she said. “I’ll just follow you around, I suppose.”


  “And what if I get tired of it?”


  The woman smiled. “I hit you with a wrench once—”


  The Facts of Life


  P. Schuyler Miller


  “THE ability to profit by past experience and to use this knowledge as a guide to future action may, ladies and gentlemen, be taken as the primary differentiation between the animal and the vegetable kingdoms.”


  Thus Professor Melchizedek Hobbs, principal of the Springville Free Academy, on the day long-gone when I began my higher education. I can see him yet, the apotheosis of the Victorian schoolmaster, Ichabod Crane, come to life: the sparse, sandy hair brushed carefully across his bony skull, his long nose trembling with the vehemence of his argument, his artist’s fingers stained with the chemicals which he had lately been preparing in the school’s laboratory, fumbling nervously with his mauve cravat and peering worriedly over the tops of his steel-bowed spectacles at our bright and shining faces.


  To Mr. Melchizedek Hobbs every moment of every day was precious. Those of us who came to know him a little more intimately in the four years that followed realized that he was not like other teachers. His teaching was the driving purpose of his life, second only to the keen and insatiable curiosity which sent his vulturine nose prying into the intimacies of Nature and ferreting out improbable facts to the greater glory of botanical science. Now, on our first day at the Academy, he paced the rostrum like a moulting crane, wholly intent on the seriousness of his peroration.


  Honeyed persuasion was in his voice, and a note of steel when it was needed, for by any standards Mr. Melchizedek Hobbs was no mean orator. Now he made an appeal to our young emotions:


  “How often in one’s journeyings is the heart warmed and the spirit moved by the solicitude shown by even the lowliest of God’s thinking creatures in the care and upbringing of its young! How appalling is the contrasting lethargy which characterizes the race of the cabbage and the vegetable marrow! With what wanton abandon does the profligate thistle scatter its plumed seeds to the four winds, yet with what loving patience does the gentle hind nurture her fawn and bring it to maturity.


  “Education, ladies and gentlemen, is not the prerogative of Mankind! The kitten learns from the wise mouser, its mother, to stalk its wary prey. The sparrow in its nest is taught to spread its trembling wings. Even the field mouse learns to know its natural enemies and to recognize them from afar. It is God’s will on Earth that in every thinking race the parent should instruct its young, the adult impart the accumulated wisdom of its kind to the immature. Education, ladies and gentlemen, is the heritage of the animal kingdom—the privilege which divides us from the leek and the asparagus! I trust that you will not deny that heritage!”


  Thus Mr. Melchizedek Hobbs, in the days when I first knew him. There were a few of us who tagged him through the woods and fields, listening to his painfully erudite disquisitions on matters of botany or zoology, following his kicking heels and flying coat-tails in wholly undignified pursuit of some new butterfly or beetle, or laboring home under the weight of collecting boxes stuffed with mosses and rare ferns. We learned little enough, I suppose, for I find it hard now to distinguish a primrose from a cowslip, but we appreciated the very real enthusiasm which was his, and his sincere desire to learn and to impart what he had learned.


  THEN, in our turn, we graduated and went our separate ways. I heard that a maiden aunt in England—some forgotten relative of his mother’s—had died and left Professor Hobbs an income which permitted him to leave the Academy and open a little greenhouse which was as much a laboratory as a business enterprise. I wrote him a letter of congratulation, and from time to time in my wanderings I sent him slips of rare or beautiful plants which came to my attention. And then, only a few months before my travels were ended and I came back to Springville, I happened on the Zulu rose.


  Where it got its name I do not know, for to the best of my knowledge there are not and never have been Zulus in Madagascar. Probably some African explorer, a little off his regular course, paid a fleeting visit to the isle of marvels and bestowed his taxonomic benediction on everything that came to his attention. In any case, and by any name, the Zulu rose would be the same anomaly.


  I had gone to Madagascar with some wild idea of finding and dragging back to civilization the fabled man-eating tree. That I failed was probably due in part to the fact that it never existed, save in some retired colonel’s fevered imagination. I panted off on the trail of the Aepyornis and had to be satisfied with a much addled egg, still on display in the Springville Free Museum and Loan Library. I shot lemurs and hunted for missing links, for Darwin’s “Origin of Species” had been very much before the undergraduate eye during my college career. All I found, in the end, was the Zulu rose.


  What first attracted me to the plant was the fact that it was never twice the same. There was a family likeness—about as much as there is between me and my brother Charles—but that was as far as it went. No self-respecting plant behaves like that.


  The first that I saw was in a young lady’s hair, and I only noticed in passing that it was very much like a fullblown rose, with crimson, satiny petals. The following morning, on my way back to the hotel, I saw the same rather spectacular blossom in a private garden and was somewhat puzzled by the fact that it was growing on a stalk very much like an Easter lily, with long, swordlike leaves in a whorl about its base. There were several colors on the same bed—reds and creamy whites and one lot of a striking orange color.


  Then, in the forest, I found the things growing in an entirely different manner. At least, the crotchety old duffer who was guiding me swore that they were the same plant, although these were growing like parasitic orchids on huge mats of threadlike roots. The petals were more orchidlike, too, and less flamboyantly colored, and I assumed that this might be an ancestral form from which the cultivated varieties had been developed.


  All in all, I think I saw some twenty different varieties of Zulu rose and no two of them were alike. That I did not see the one thing that was of importance, or even hear of it, can be ascribed only to the notoriously bad luck of the Abercrombies. I saw Zulu roses that were like thistles, and others that were like sunflowers. I saw them growing like water-lilies, like cactus, and like edelweiss. They weren’t common, but wherever they were they seemed to be perfectly adapted to the environment they were in. Their perfume was really overpowering and not entirely pleasant, and I noted in passing that there were never any bees or other insects near them. Unfortunately, while I mentioned the fact to my old teacher in the letter I sent with cuttings of three or four of the plant’s many varieties, I let it go at that.


  Nearly a year passed before I saw Miss Liberty’s torch raised over New York harbor and watched the friendly hills of the Mohawk Valley closing in on either side of the train. Springville was just what it had been fifteen years before—the same rutted streets, the same fly-specked store windows, the same sleepy horses in front of the Oriskany House—even the same sparrows quarreling under the eaves of the Methodist Church. Jim Selford hacked, me up from the station—he’s Mayor of Springville now, and proprietor of the garage which he opened with much misgiving when he was sure that the horse had gone to stay. In the course of our parade up Main Street he gave me thumbnail sketches of practically everyone of importance who had been born, died, or come to fame since I left town.


  I had my first hint that all was not well when we passed the hole-in-the-wall that had, during my childhood, been a combined tobacco and sweet shop. It had an already weatherbeaten sign over the door—“HOBBS—FLORIST”—and busy about the front of the shop was a familiar figure in the normal costume of a respectable upstate female.


  Jim cast a glance over his shoulder at my question. “Her? That’s Abigail Jones; tends for old Hobbs.” He spat accurately at the iron hitching post in front of the First National Bank.


  Now I know Jim Selford. The boys I cronied with had spent a good deal of their time around his livery stable, and our own yard had backed up on his. There had been certain disagreements about the uses to which his pears should be put, if I remember. At any rate, I knew he was holding something back.


  “How is Professor Hobbs?” I inquired innocently. “I suppose he’s one of the city fathers by now.”


  JIM looked at me with suspicion, but I kept an impassive face. He uncrossed his legs, crossed them again, picked up the whip and gave the bay mare a cut across the rump that made her jump. “Geeup!” he answered.


  I recognized the gambit. I must give before I would get. “Has he had any luck with the plants I sent him from abroad?” I asked. “There were some very rare ones that you won’t find in any of the big botanical gardens. If he can grow them here, it ought to put Springville on the map.”


  That did it. Jim planted both feet with a clump and twisted the reins around the whip. He spat his quid into the gutter, dusted off the plug, and cut a new chaw. Then he turned on me.


  “You’re into it too, are you? Might of knowed! If there was ever a worse show an’ hullaballoo than that old fool has raised I never seen it. If I was the Widder Jones I’d starve afore I’d leave my daughter tend shop for the kind he is. Batty—that’s what’s wrong with him! Crazy as a coot! And dangerous! Them damn flowers! Ptah!”


  Then he closed up like a clam. I got not one word more out of him until we pulled up in front of my uncle’s house, now mine. Then: “Go on up there,” he said. “See for yourself. Giddap!”


  Which, of course, is exactly what I did. Of all my old friends and cronies, Melchizedek Hobbs was the one to whom I had been closest. Jeremiah Jones had written me a few times from Chicago, where he was with some firm of chemists, and I gathered that Sydney Smythe was enjoying the spoils of aristocracy as cashier of his father’s bank, but I was not anxious to see Sydney. The others had scattered or married and settled down, and I doubted that they would have much in common with footloose Jamie Abercrombie, who had too much money for his own good and had just inherited another slice that he hadn’t earned.


  I had dinner and a pipe and then set out along the well-remembered, maple shaded lane of Spring Street, past the old Sutherland place at the corner of Eagle, where a scrawny hedge had replaced the old white picket fence; over the limestone bridge across the Grooterkill, built by one of the Irish stonecutters who had been brought over to work on the Erie Canal; past the Jones house with its neat lawn and big red barn. There was someone on the porch, but I didn’t stop. I didn’t cotton much to Abigail, and there would be plenty of time in daylight to talk to Mrs. Jones.


  Melchizedek Hobbs lived almost at the end of Spring Street, in a huge, rambling clapboard house that hadn’t been painted since before Gettysburg. The grass, as usual, was rank on the lawn, but the flower-beds that lined the flagstone walk were pictures of tender care, and the big new greenhouse in the backyard shone like silver in the moonlight.


  There was a light out there, so I went through the side yard and around the house. There was a high wire fence across the yard, with an iron gate, and the gate was padlocked. I rattled it and hooted. The light went out in the greenhouse, and a moment later I saw the gaunt, scarecrow figure of Melchizedek Hobbs stalking toward me.


  He knew me at once, in spite of my handsome, flowing moustache and weatherbeaten complexion, and after fifteen years. Nor had he changed much himself. He was a bit thinner and he had taken to a pretty obvious toupee. His nose seemed longer and sharper, and a little redder, and his clothes were a little shabbier than I remembered them. He was wearing a butterfly-wing bow-tie instead of the magnificent mauve cravats that I remembered, and it was on crooked.


  WE went around to the front porch and sat in the summer moonlight, with the mingled perfume of hundreds of flowers wafted up to us from his garden, and the moist, rich smell of the Mohawk in the days before factory wastes and oil tankers turned it into an open sewer. We talked about old times, and about my adventures in far lands, and the exploits of others among his favorite pupils, but I could see that he was uneasy. So, very gradually, I turned the conversation to himself and his flowers. I told him of my experiences in finding some of the plants I had sent him, and he went into raptures over the things he had done with them. And then I asked about the Zulu rose.


  It was like throwing a blanket over a coop of clamoring ducklings. I knew he was looking at me through the darkness, his long nose quivering with indecision. I knew that he wanted me to leave, or change the subject, but I knew that he would never ask me to do so. It was cruel, perhaps, but I simply sat and waited.


  It seemed a long time before I heard him sigh. “Yes, James. Of course. You have been told something in the village. It was Jim Selford, I presume—he would be the one. Well—you have the right to know.”


  He got to his feet, and to my amazement began to pull off his coat He dropped it at his feet and proceeded further to haul his shirt-tails out of his high-waisted trousers. Then, with trembling fingers, he struck a match and held it over his head.


  He had on a kind of smock or cassock that came clear down to his bony knees. To the waist it was laterally patched with little pockets, and every pocket was stuffed with rich black dirt out of which rose the leaves and stems of seedling plants in various stages of maturity. Some were no more than green buttons and some were well leafed out. Some were flourishing vines, that wound affectionately around his arms and his scrawny neck, and thrust tender tendrils down inside his celluloid collar.


  If that was the way he went about, no wonder the town thought he was crazy!


  He said nothing. He went down the steps and around through the yard to Hie greenhouse, and I followed. He unlocked the door and opened it, and I was stifled by a blast of tropical heat and fragrance that sent me winging back to Madagascar and the girl in the hotel.


  He stalked down the long aisle of the greenhouse, and I was right at his heels. He lighted lamp after lamp, and as the place filled with light my jaw began to drop, until I must have looked like a candidate for the boobyhatch myself. It was incredible!


  The place was full of Zulu roses of every size and description. There were thousands of them—all different—and they filled the greenhouse with a riot of fragrance and rich color that made my head spin. Then I saw something that sent cold fingers diddling along my spine, for as Melchizedek Hobbs walked down the aisle between the banks of plants their gaudy blossoms turned on their stems to follow him, their leaves and stalks stretched out to touch him, and a soft, expectant rustle went up from thousands of straining fibres.


  He stopped at a second closed door. “These are the breeding beds and nurseries,” he told me. “You are, of course, aware that reproduction in the Zulu rose is bi-sexual and that it does not take place until maturity. There were no male plants among those you sent me, but we have a number of them now.”


  He opened the door. The greenhouse was L-shaped, and we stepped into a kind of vestibule at the angle. A new perfume flooded into my lungs. I felt my heart pounding, the blood rushing through my veins. I sucked the infernal stuff into my lungs and knew that I was breathing faster, my nostrils dilated, my eyes bright I remembered a neat pair of ankles I had glimpsed from the cab on Fifth Avenue. I remembered the curve of a dark cheek—the quirk of a pair of soft red lips—the sidelong glance of black eyes. The stuff was an aphrodisiac of the most violent sort, and I saw the color come to Melchizedek Hobbs’ pale cheeks and his nose twitching with emotion. He reached up and patted his toupee into place.


  He pointed. The plants were growing in pairs, male and female, and their shameless behavior made me gasp. It was outrageous! It was incredible! It was against Nature!


  Such abandoned love-making I have never seen in man, beast or bird, let alone a vegetable—and I have seen more than most. The twining stems—the caressing leaves—the squirming, kissing blossoms: I was staring like a silly girl. It was all in the most sensuous of slow-motion, for the things could move as they pleased, or very nearly so. It was like an underwater ballet, completely shameless and completely animal, and I wondered whether any of the town fathers had seen it. If they had, I suspected, Melchizedek Hobbs wouldn’t be going about as he was. He’d be in jail, or riding down the turnpike on a rail with a coat of tar and feathers.


  THE old duffer cleared his throat with a mournful sort of cough. I suspected that he was completely embarrassed. “You see?” he said plaintively. “These creatures are very near the animal in many respects, although they are botanically true plants. They have many traits which I had never thought to find in the vegetable kingdom. You may remember my remarks on that subject, from your school days.”


  He stared long and gloomily at the rioting blossoms, then cleared his throat nervously. “Eh, yes. These are my young adults, just at the mating age. They are grown in the outer beds, which you have just seen, and brought here when the female begins to mature. The—ah’—pollination takes place, as you see, with much demonstrative display on the part of both sexes. I find it closely akin to the nuptial display of certain pheasants, although there are other aspects—but no more of that. The plants are long-lived, and they will enjoy a—ah—happy wedded life for some weeks, until the young plants begin to bud. Then the male is ignored, his—ah—wooing reflexes degenerate, and he withers away within a night.”


  He made his way between the beds of oblivious lovers. They were too intent on the business of life to sense that he was there. He opened still another door.


  I heard the rustle of leaves as we stepped inside. It was hostile—alarmed—like the buzz of a rattler’s tail among dead leaves. He lit the lamp, and I saw that every flowerface in the place was turned toward us. I saw more: their leaves were hugged up like shielding arms, wrapped around their stalks just below the great blooms. There was something alive under those clinging leaves—something small that moved.


  Melchizedek Hobbs had taken up a watering can and an artist’s palette with little cups of chemicals instead of paint. He went down the aisle, moistening the soil around one plant, stroking another’s trembling leaves, feeding a third with lime or potash or some other stuff from the palette. Gradually their leaves unfolded and I saw the little new plants budding from their mothers’ stems, just above the highest whorl of leaves. The shape the things took seemed to depend on the kind of soil they were in, but the young plants were all alike, tiny and green and shapeless, much like the embryo of any animal.


  Professor Hobbs came back and set down his watering can and palette. His pale eyes were pleading with me to understand. He looked like some medieval sorcerer in his long black robe with its scores of little pockets stuffed with growing plants.


  “They are very like animals,” he repeated morosely. “The female of the species is quite essential to the normal upbringing of the young. It is not so much a question of nourishment, especially after the young plants have fallen off and taken root, but there is a strong—rapport, your French friends would say—between the parent plant and her offspring. Affection, almost. I am convinced that she teaches them the things that they must know to live in the environment in which they find themselves.” His eyes were beginning to gleam. “It is very interesting! Very! I have placed young plants in entirely different soil, fed them entirely different salts, yet so long as they are near their mother they will endeavor to take her form. I have brought stranger-young to a bearing female and placed them among her brood, and they become like her. These—”, he touched the tiny plants in his pockets tenderly—“these are orphans which no other plant would adopt. I have had to do so myself.”


  My head went around like a teetotum. The whole thing was a nightmare! Certainly I had never suspected what would follow my innocent gift of the beautiful flowers which had attracted me so in Madagascar. No wonder the town thought him mad!


  WE went back through the long greenhouse, and again I saw stems and blossoms twist and sway to greet him. He touched one gorgeous purple bloom and it stiffened under his hand like a cat, but with the slow, painful motion of something which has no right to move.


  “These are all my children,” he said softly. “My first-born.” He glanced at me apologetically and his face was flushed. “I must appear odd,” he said. “You see, as I have told you, there were no male plants in the bundle which you sent me, and consequently, although it was not difficult to bring them to maturity, pollination of the female flowers was impossible. As soon as I understood a little of their morphology and metabolism I realized that they must be artificially fertilized if the strain was to continue. Lacking the male element, it was necessary for me to devise some mixture of chemicals which would serve as a substitute. Needless to say, I was successful, and these lovely creatures are the result.


  “The methods of insemination which I was forced to employ were drastic in the extreme, I am afraid, but it will never again be necessary to make use of them. We have a fine new generation of young plants growing up and maturing, ready to mate and bring forth their own kind as you have seen. Many of the parent plants, alas, failed to survive. Some of the young died, too, but these you see here I brought up myself, with the aid of one strong plant which did endure my treatment. She is still alive, and these—the children of my science—the young whom I fed through infancy and taught as I once taught you, James—they look to me as to a father. They love me, James. They—and she—and no one else. It has been lonely.”


  We went back to the house. The cloying perfume of the weird plants still clung to us, and I could see the tendrils of the little “orphans” creeping and writhing over his cassock.


  We went inside. It was as I remembered it, fifteen years before—not a picture or stick of furniture had changed. But there was one addition. On the taboret beside his chair, at the left of the great tiled fireplace, was a squat black urn, and in it—the plant.


  I realized, of course, that this was the one remaining plant of those I had sent him—the veteran of his experiment—the “she” of whom he spoke. It was showing signs of age. Its waxen leaves were splotched and greyish. Its silky crimson petals, deepening to scarlet at the heart, were faded. Not until he sank down in the old Morris chair and stretched his long legs out toward the hearth did it respond and bend down toward him.


  He cradled the great blossom for a moment in his palm, and let his fingers slip lovingly down its slender stem. I saw its withered leaves tremble at his touch, and smelled the faint perfume that rose from it.


  “She is growing old, James,” he said wistfully. “She is sick and old, and I am all she has. She is very like me, in many ways, and her company has been good for me, but some day soon I must kill her, quickly and painlessly, before disease cripples her any further. It will be the kind thing to do.”


  I was all wound up inside. They were right in the town—this was mad, abnormal, unhealthy—but he had every reason to be as he was. A man wholly wrapped up in his science, lonely and misunderstood, suddenly confronted by these exotic, almost animal blossoms: no wonder his curiosity and imagination had been aroused—no wonder solicitude had become something like affection. And in their turn, I realized, these strange plant-animals had learned to look to him for the things which Nature, in this environment, did not provide. They were amazingly quick to adapt: I had known that from the first. So it was that when he fertilized them, taking the place of the missing males, the female flowers accepted him and gave him the weird affection which Nature stored up in them for their normal mates.


  That affection, in Nature, assured the species of continued life. It was a blind mechanism, designed by evolution to defy drought and disease and famine. Nature has implanted it very strongly in most animals, but rarely in plants. The female plants looked on him as a mate; the young buds, in their turn, found in him a parent. Oh, it was all very simple to explain in terms of biology and psychology—except to thick-headed, well-meaning village folk of the kind that live in Springville, N.Y. They thought him crazy now, but they would think worse than that if I ever breathed a word of the truth in his defense.


  There isn’t much more, as it happens. What it was—a hunch—some flash of intuition—maybe the common sense I am supposed to have inherited from my Scots ancestors, and which has made Charles the figure he is on Wall Street—I don’t know. I may have remembered the toupee and the bow tie and a word dropped here and there, and put a few numbers together. But next morning early I went down to Melchizedek Hobbs’ little flower shop on Main Street to see Abigail Jones.


  ABIGAIL’S brother had been my best friend in school, and is today, but she and I had never hit it off. She was a good twelve years older than either of us, and she was the perfect figure of the soured, dessicatedly righteous virgin whom we characterize by the tag, “old maid”.


  The shop showed plainly the care she devoted to it. Everything was immaculate—painfully so—and the potted plants were trim and crisp, the cut flowers fairly sparkling. I wondered where they came from, for there had been nothing but the Zulu roses in Melchizedek Hobbs’ greenhouse, and then I remembered that the Jones family had had fine greenhouses of their own when I was a boy. That was when two and two made four, and I finally made up my mind.


  I told her plainly, in so many words, what the trouble was. I took due blame on myself (and I am sure she has never forgiven me) and did my best to point out in a calm, rational, scientific manner that what had happened was the result of purely natural causes operating in a perfectly logical way. Her face never unfroze, her eyes never as much as glinted, and I don’t know to this day whether she did what she did because she wanted to or because she thought it was her Christian duty.


  As I say, she heard me out without turning a hair. It was only when a sudden flash of inspiration came to me at the very end, as I was halfway out the door, that I thought I saw a bit of a twist on her prim lips. I remembered then that my uncle had had a very fine, large bull, and I told her so.


  What happened that night, was in a sense, tragic. The bull got loose, as it had done before. It rooted and rampaged down the length of Spring Street, breaking through the Sutherland’s new hedge, plowing up the Pitkins’ dahlia beds, scaring a grey mare and spilling out two spooners in a buggy, chasing Constable Nate Williams up a lamp-post, and topping off the evening by raging through Melchizedek Hobbs’ greenhouse from end to end. By the time a posse had ramped through after it, and been chased by it, and hosts of small boys and frantic dogs had followed them and fled before them, the species Zulu rose was extinct in the Western Hemisphere.


  I say extinct. Melchizedek Hobbs had come out in his crazy smock to drive the beast off, and it treed him. It tore the robe off him and trampled it to ruin. I know, for I was the one who got him down out of the tree when they had cornered the bull.


  The old plant was left, and I have always had to give credit to Abigail, much as I sometimes dislike her, because she let him keep it. after they were married, up to the point where it began to shed on her rugs. No woman could do more. He killed it then, quietly. And to this day, though Melchizedek Hobbs still potters around the greenhouses and sits in the back of the new store when Abigail will let him, he has never so much as mentioned the Zulu rose nor his ill-fated attempt to teach young plants the facts of life.


  We Are One


  Eando Binder


  An alter-ego becomes a physical duplicate.


  THE radio announcer’s voice gave staccato news flashes. “Carson City, Nevada. The body of an old prospector was found today, ninety miles south. Apparently burned, his clothing charred, he was within 3 mile of the huge pit that marks the former site of Dry Gulch. This little town, as you’ll remember, was blown sky-high last year, due to the criminal researches of Dr. Bruce Moore in atomic power. Every man, woman and child was killed. Five hundred souls. Also every stick and stone vanished into atoms, in the most gigantic explosion recorded in human history.


  “The pit remains, ten miles wide. A heavy mist hangs over it. It is thought that the dead prospector may have wandered in, choked, and staggered a mile out before dying. But why are his clothes burned? Authorities are investigating.


  “Chicago—”


  Voices rose in comment above the trivial news items which followed.


  “Criminal researches is right!” said Dr. Earl Dean, host of the house-party in his Beverly Hills home. “I’m a scientist myself. I believe in the freedom of human thought and study, in the interests of the human race. But for a man to annihilate five hundred human beings by sheer carelessness, in an admittedly dangerous field of science, is worse than criminal. It’s bestial!”


  Murmurs agreed. Feeling had run high against the man who had destroyed an entire town, even though a year had gone by.


  “I think he should be retried and executed,” Dr. Dean continued. “Like any wanton murderer.”


  A quiet voice cut through the affirmative babble.


  “I think Dr. Bruce Moore should be exonerated!”


  Dean swung in surprise and fastened his eye on his young guest.


  “Exonerated, after taking five hundred lives? You don’t mean that, Smith!”


  The younger man eyed him steadily. “I do—”


  But he got no further. Carroll Dean had grasped his arm.


  “Let’s dance,” she suggested hastily, pulling him away.


  On the dance floor among other couples, she wagged her head. “Father is great at argument. Especially on that subject. I saved you just in time.”


  The girl in Dennis Smith’s arms was young and lovely. A golden tan and brunette hair were offset by a cool white summer gown. Vivacity sparkled from her warm brown eyes. But quite suddenly her flow of light talk halted in mid-sentence.


  She looked at her companion with a puzzled expression.


  “Dennis,” she began slowly, “father just introduced us an hour ago Yet I feel I’ve met you before. Where?”


  Dennis Smith smiled down at her. He was tall, athletically built, under thirty. They made a striking couple together, gliding through the patio. He was aware of that, and tightened his arm about her slightly. But only for a moment. Then he moved away again, keeping a rather exaggerated distance from her supple form.


  Curiously, his eyes reflected a hidden pain.


  He answered her negatively.


  “I’m afraid not, Carroll. I’d certainly remember, if I’d met you before.”


  He lifted one eyebrow gravely, to emphasize sincerity.


  “There!” The girl almost missed a step, exclaiming the word. “Those little mannerisms! They’re part of a person. I know I’ve met you before . . . . college!”


  She gave the last word triumphantly. “Five years ago. Chem class—” Her voice trailed away thoughtfully as she tried to place him.


  Dennis Smith’s features stiffened.


  “You’re mistaken,” he said almost sharply. “You never heard my name before. We didn’t go to the same college. I went to Northeastern, as I mentioned before. I met your father this afternoon at the library. We both happened to ask for the same reference book. We talked, and he invited me to this party. That’s the first I ever saw of him—or you.”


  The girl still looked skeptical.


  “Why did you defend Dr. Bruce Moore?” she queried, changing the subject. “Don’t you shudder, as everyone else does, at the terrible thing he caused? Killing five hundred people?”


  “Do you?” Smith asked.


  She shook her head.


  “I pity him,” she said softly. “He isn’t a cold, emotionless scientist, as everyone pictures him. I knew him, you see. At college, where I thought I’d known you. He was sensitive, warm-natured, human. The shame and disgrace must be a bitter load for him to carry.”


  “More than you can know!” Dennis Smith muttered.


  “You knew him too?” Carroll exclaimed. “Then you must have gone to my college after all!”


  She stared at him for a long, searching moment.


  “Is your name Dennis Smith?” she asked abruptly. “Or is it something else I’d know?”.


  He shook his head wearily.


  “Of course we’re Dennis Smith. Why would we masquerade under another name—”


  “We!” gasped the girl.


  Smith was startled, then grinned sheepishly. “I find myself using the plural at times, for no earthly reason. This music is danceable, isn’t it?”


  He had tacitly dismissed the subject. She was still glancing at him often, however, as they whirled around the floor.


  “You’re strange somehow,” she breathed. “At times you have a faraway look in your eye.” She hesitated. “Almost as though you’re not really here at all—mentally!”


  She laugher at herself.


  “I’m being downright silly. First, I try to conjure you up out of my past acquaintances. Now I’m imagining you’re not quite what you seem. Next I’ll be seeing Bruce Moore before me, when he doesn’t dare set foot outside the state of Nevada! But I promise you I won’t. Let’s enjoy the evening.”


  Carroll Dean didn’t know how close she had hit to the truth. She didn’t know that at this moment, six hundred miles away, the amiable smile registered by Dennis Smith was born in the mind of a man who was not smiling. . . .


  “ENJOY the evening!” Bruce Moore murmured bitterly aloud. “Can I ever enjoy an evening again—except by proxy?”


  He sat in a darkened room, before a screen that reproduced in perfect detail the patio in which Carroll Dean danced. Her face was large in the screen. It was being viewed from dose proximity. Prom about the position of one who might be dancing with her.


  It was the scene exactly as Dennis Smith saw it. And the sounds that Dennis Smith heard vibrated from the radio-speaker at Moore’s elbow. In effect, through the eyes and ears of “Dennis Smith”, Moore was there in Los Angeles. And through the vocal chords of Dennis Smith, Moore spoke with Carroll Dean.


  The girl was in the arms of a proxy, a biological robot!


  Dennis Smith did not exist, except as a name—a common, everyday name—that would pass unquestioned among men.


  Yes, the name “Dennis Smith” would, but not the name Bruce Moore. If he should dare step foot himself on that patio floor, a hundred eyes would turn balefully on him. A hundred people would shrink away from him. A hundred voices would call him “MURDERER!”


  Worse than that, police would grab him, hustle him to the California courts. In five minutes he would be convicted, sentenced, executed, for a “crime” that had no parallel in history, neither in magnitude nor blind injustice.


  Moore’s thoughts flew back.


  Back to that grey September morning when he left his laboratory at the outskirts of Dry Gulch. He had picked the small, isolated town because of lurking danger in what he was doing. He had warned his brilliant but erratic assistant not to tamper with the huge cyclotron while he was gone.


  Bruce Moore had tentatively broken down silicon atoms into pure energy. He had simply advanced a step from the great researches of Anderson, Laurence, and Urie in that direction. They had broken down Uranium, a radioactive element, into barium and energy. Moore had taken a non-radioactive element, silicon, and split that—into one hundred percent energy!


  But only a few atoms of it. If he could split and control larger amounts, he would have what atom-smashers would call dynamic electron-flow.


  What the popular press would call “atomic power.”


  His car had taken him eastward. He had to order special heavy-duty screens to hold fast the giant of power he wished to liberate.


  The explosion had caught him a hundred miles away.


  The most appalling explosion of all time, equal to a million tons of guncotton. Perhaps all the mighty energies locked in a gram of matter had burst out at once. Ground-waves had ripped the road before Moore’s car, sending him into a ditch. A blast of sound followed that vibrated his body like a tuning fork. The final wave of concussion had knocked him head over heels into a spiny cactus patch.


  All this a hundred miles from the spot.


  Anything within that radius had suffered worse. Speeding back, Moore’s hair almost turned grey. All cars along the highway were wrecked. Bewildered passengers were rising from the dust. Some lay moaning with broken bones.


  The nearest town, within fifty miles, had apparently been struck by a tornado. Most frame houses were down. Every window in sturdier brick buildings had been shattered. All the streets, paved and unpaved, were in worse condition than if they had been bombed by heavy artillery for hours. There had been dozens of deaths and hundreds of wounded.


  Moore would never forget the woman dashing from the ruins of a house with a dead baby in her arms, screeching that America was being bombed from the air by an enemy.


  He skirted the town, tight-lipped, hollow inside.


  Within fifty miles, all trees and even low desert shrubbery had been blown flat. It was like the area around the famous Siberian meteorite of 1908, which had razed flat millions of acres of forest. Great dunes of sand had been shoved outward, forming a series of rings. And Moore knew what he would see when he neared the great wound in the Earth.


  He rode his car on the wheel rims for the last ten miles, tires slashed to ribbons, across country. There were no roads or telephone poles visible. No sign of manmade things, except here and there a splintered board or pitted brick.


  Finally he stood at the edge of the vast, smoking pit. This had been the town a few hours before. All was gone. Every building, every street, every person. A heavy mist, very likely the atoms of the things destroyed, slowly settled. All gas gone, and only this raw rash marked the former town of Dry Gulch.


  Bruce Moore found himself on his knees in the scarred Earth, shoulders heaving.


  “I did it!” he kept moaning aloud. “I wiped out five hundred lives!”


  The terrible self-denunciation slashed again and again through his sensitive mind.


  He was hardly aware, an hour later, that hands pulled him erect. Nor that he kept yelling those words at them—and then laughing horribly. For it was a joke, after all. A grand, diabolical joke that he who had devised the mighty destruction should be alive.


  II


  THEY took him to Carson City, for trial.


  The charge was manslaughter. In any other state of the union, he would have been sentenced for life, or executed. But the Nevada courts—known to wink at gambling, speeding, divorce—let him free for lack of evidence, since his assistant and laboratory had been blown up. It was an amazing decision, but the presiding judge had relegated the case to the status of a railroad accident, or a defective dam. An act of God.


  Moore hardly knew whether to be glad or sorry, in the awful days that followed. A nation-wide and worldwide reaction set in against him. The explosion had hardly been greater than the eruption of public opinion now.


  Must cold-blooded scientists be allowed to wantonly destroy human life for the good of research? Must people tremble in fear lest any moment this same madman—freed by the Nevada courts—would send them to oblivion? Moore had laughed when they found him. Nero fiddling while Rome burned. He would go shrieking down in history as the greatest wholesale murderer known. A scientific Bluebeard. And so on. . . .


  He was denounced from one end of Earth to the other.


  All the states except Nevada rushed through special warrants. They warned him that if he set foot outside the boundaries of Nevada, he would be arrested on charges preferred by the relatives of the dead. He would be summarily executed. And all over the world, governments posted notice that no country would harbor such a dangerous maniac.


  The reaction in scientific circles was equally as great. More or less unknown, Moore was looked upon as a charlatan who had given their class a black eye. Scientist groups formally declared him an outlaw of the laboratory. The university that had granted him a degree withdrew it, striking his name off the lists.


  Moore felt as if a net were slowly closing about him, strangling him. He was confined to the state of Nevada. In any other spot on Earth, he was a criminal meriting death. And even in tolerant Nevada, its seventy thousand people shunned him. When he went to Las Vegas and Reno, for a little companionship, hardened gamblers and not-too-puritanical people shrank from him as from a monster.


  In a month, Moore saw his position starkly. He retired to his former laboratory-home, isolated in the hills, where he had developed his experiments to the point where he needed the bigger supplies of electrical power available in Dry Gulch.


  Bitterly, he contemplated the dreary future.


  He was a world-wide pariah. A friendless, shunned man. He was thirty, unmarried, an orphan. All the universe had conspired, it seemed, to cut him loose from human society. He walked alone, little more than a ghost. No leper had ever been quite so abandoned by his fellow men.


  He grew thin, grey-haired, surly even with himself. Suicide sang its siren song. It would be the only escape. Every time he tuned the radio, references were made to the disaster. “Moore’s butchery” became a standard cliche, to which were compared tornadoes, typhoons, famines, riots, gang murders, and all violent death.


  Cyanide. That was the quickest. Looking out over the world that had disowned him, he raised the bitter draught to his lips. But the beaker was knocked from his hand.


  “Not that, Bruce,” said a calm voice. “Don’t give them the satisfaction!”


  Moore whirled, startled. He hadn’t heard the car come up, nor the footsteps approaching from behind.


  “Jed Wheeler!” Moore exclaimed.


  He couldn’t say any more. He could only stand, woodenly, waiting for the other to show his repulsion at facing the man who had scientifically assassinated five hundred innocent humans.


  But Wheeler smiled instead—a friendly warm smile that seemed to spread blinding sunshine over the world. And his handclasp was firm.


  “Good to see you, Bruce old boy!” Wheeler said casually.


  Moore stared.


  “Do you mean it?” he stammered. “Don’t you know that I’m a murderer, a beast, a—”


  “Shut up,” Wheeler returned easily. “We were roommates in college. Remember those days? We’d talk far into the night. You on dynamic electron-flow. I on lab-made protoplasm. I say it’s good to see you, and I mean it!”


  And then Moore was babbling against his friend’s shoulder.


  “Good to see you? Jed, you don’t know how good! You’re the first person who’s touched me, without shuddering, in months. Eternities!”


  Pity shone behind Wheeler’s scoffing smile. “Don’t take it so hard, Bruce. Chin up. I know what you must have gone through.”


  “But when every soul on Earth shuns you—” Moore half moaned.


  “Carroll Dean,” Wheeler said. “I thought she’d come back to you. Hasn’t she—”


  Moore’s face hardened. “No,” he said harshly. “One little word from her might have made it easier. One little visit. One smile. Damn her! Damn all the world—”


  “That’s it!” Wheeler slapped his back. “Get mad. Good and mad. You’re down but not out!”


  Moore stepped back, more composed. He gripped his friend’s hand again.


  “Saved me from a bad moment, Jed. Just one friend is all I need. Just one man to come and talk to me a little.”


  Wheeler kicked at the broken beaker on the ground, shaking his head.


  “Ready to take your own life! The greatest gift in the universe—”


  His voice trailed. Something in his tone caught Moore. And when his friend looked up, he saw the bleakness of his eyes. The lines in the face, the pale skin, the droop of the shoulders.


  Wheeler answered the unvoiced question.


  “Cancer,” he said briefly. “Docs give me three months.”


  They looked at each other. One man who sought to escape the bitter burden of life. The other who clung fast to measured hours.


  “God, I wish I could do something for you,” Moore murmured.


  “Maybe you can!” Wheeler drew a breath and went on. “I’ve come to you because I think you’re the only man on Earth who might help me. In my car I have a large box. It contains a form made of artificial protoplasm. I’ve worked on that for six years, since college. Succeeded, too. Help me with the box.”


  They strode to the car. One at each end, they lifted down the oblong box. It was the size of a coffin, and of that weight—filled. Wheeler lifted the lid.


  Moore gasped.


  He looked down on a perfect male form. Its broad chest seemed poised for a breath, its nostrils ready to flare, its eyelids at the verge of blinking open. It might be the body of a man who had just drawn his last breath—or was ready to draw his first.


  “Artificial?” Moore whispered.


  Wheeler nodded.


  “But perfect in every detail—lungs, heart, veins, blood, brain, muscles. Six years ago I started. Six years ago I had an operation for a cancer tumor. The cancer spread. No hope for me, unless—”


  Again he drew a breath and went on.


  “Unless I succeed in transferring my psyche—my mental self—into this brain! Oh, don’t stare at me as if I’m mad. I don’t know if it will work—


  hypnotic projection and all that. But I can try. If I fail—well, I’d be dead in three months anyway.”


  His tones were practical, determined.


  “No doctor or biologist would agree to help me, of course. Criminal research, playing with a human life. But you, Bruce—I figured perhaps you. . . .”


  He paused.


  Moore finished for him.


  “You figured I wouldn’t care. That being a pariah already, in the eyes of the world, I have nothing to lose. A murderer of five hundred can add one more to his list without stigma. I can’t damage a reputation already smashed. And you’re right, Jed. I’ll do it!”


  A MONTH of feverish preparation.


  Moore almost forgot his own problem. Wheeler had a truck bring in his biological apparatus. Glucose injections in the veins, warming pads at the feet to induce circulation, adrenalin in the heart, a chest pump to suck in air—and the artificial corpse came to life.


  “That was easy enough,” Wheeler said. “I had it ‘alive’ before. The hard part—the unknown factor—is to transfer my mind to the new brain-medium. If it works, I have a new vigorous body, free of cancer. And the world will benefit immeasureably. If it doesn’t work—”


  He shrugged.


  Stripped, he lay beside the bio-man. Moore began the carefully rehearsed program of hypnosis—whirling mirrors, softly winking lights, massage of the forehead. Wheeler’s eyes closed. Beside his ear a phonograph record drummed a command:


  “Attention, mind of Jed Wheeler! Enter the new body!”


  Over and over, Wheeler’s own recorded voice prodded his mind to that grave, unknown step. Moore watched, trembling and fascinated. If it worked, another frontier would be reached in the science of mind—and life.


  An hour later, Wheeler had sunk into the third stage of deep lethargy, hardly breathing. Moore started. The bio-man was twitching. Its head swung from side to side. Broken mutters came from its lips. Its eyes opened, staring.


  Was it working? Was the mind of Wheeler already in its new home? Moore trembled. It was weird, uncanny. And yet, it was rigidly scientific. No man had proved that it could not be done.


  Suddenly Wheeler’s wasted, cancer-ridden body heaved convulsively. Moore could sense the spirit departing. Then it lay still, unmoving.


  Wheeler was dead!


  At the same time, the bio-man sat up. Its eyes looked around in awareness, centering on Moore. The strong lips moved. The artificial larynx drew breath across its vocal chords in speech.


  “Bruce! I see you. I’m in the new body. But it won’t work! I’m in this brain, but slipping fast. No way to anchor my mind here. Thanks anyway, Bruce. Goodbye. . . .”


  The bio-man tumbled back on its bed. Two corpses lay side by side.


  Moore’s nerves gave way. He held his head in his hands, groaning. Again, indirectly, he had been a murderer. Another life had sped away under his hands, as though the gods had cursed him with the power of death-dealing.


  Perhaps hours passed. Moore wasn’t sure. But a sound gradually wormed its way into his consciousness. A sound that brought the roots of his hair up stiffly.


  Breathing!


  The bio-man wasn’t dead. It was still breathing, warn, carrying on the reflexes of life. It lay there like a young, virile man in restful sleep!


  “Alive!” Moore thought. “Why doesn’t it die?”


  He jumped as the bio-man’s lips opened and repeated the thought aloud: “Alive! Why doesn’t it die?”


  Breathing!


  The bio-man wasn’t dead. It was still breathing, warm, carrying on the reflexes of life. It lay there like a young virile man in restful sleep!


  “Alive!” Moore thought. “Why doesn’t it die?”


  He jumped as the bio-man’s lips opened and repeated the thought aloud: “Alive! Why doesn’t it die?”


  “You talk!” Moore gasped. “Are you really alive? Tell me!”


  “You talk!” the bio-man again reiterated. “Are you really alive? Tell me!”


  Moore moaned, half in terror, and ran out. He drew in deep lungfulls of fresh air, trying to keep from screaming. When he went back, in, he was calm. More than that, his eyes shone. Something had struck him like lightning.


  He had talked over the project with Wheeler enough to know something of the mechanism involved. Briefly, the brain of the bio-mart was responsive to thought. It lay ready, like a wax disk, to take the impress of anything engraved into it. Telepathy, mental rapport, psychic radio—science had no exact term for it as yet.


  But of one thing Moore was certain. The bio-man could be kept alive, if he were fed. And he could be directed around like a robot, perhaps—


  Moore tried it.


  “Arise!” he commanded. “Come to your feet!”


  The bio-man stiffened and slowly raised on its elbow, as though absorbing the thought and interpreting it in mental images. Then, obediently, it came Iithely to its feet and stood erect. Its face was blank. Its eyes looked at Moore without recognition save that he was part of the general background.


  “Step toward me,” Moore ordered. “Three steps.”


  The bio-man took three steps, with the assurance and poise of a strong, athletic body.


  “Nod your head—Lift your right arm.—Turn half-way around—point to your nose—smile!”


  Moore was satisfied, finally. Without fail, the bio-man had obeyed every command—those given mentally as well as orally. And gradually, breathlessly, Moore had let an astounding thought creep into his mind.


  The bio-man could be Moore’s proxy! Through this human-like robot, Moore could live and move in the world of men, unchallenged!


  “Your name!” Moore cried. “Something common—Smith! Dennis Smith, a young man like millions of other young men! Now repeat it to me, as I give the mental command—”


  The bio-man opened his lips.


  “I—am—Dennis Smith,” it said.


  Moore flung his hands up in triumph.


  His bitter, soul-searing exile was over!


  III


  BACK in the patio of a Beverly Hills home, Dennis Smith and Carroll Dean still danced. The girl had drawn closer into his arms, saying little, watching his features. Features that reflected the expressions of Bruce Moore with the fidelity of television. At times she frowned, as though still vaguely wondering if she had met him before.


  “Hi, there, Smith!”


  Dr. Earl Dean was calling from the side, and beckoning for them to approach. Beside him stood a tall, thinhaired man with critical eyes that seemed to bore through each and every guest, searching endlessly for something.


  “Pat Vayder,” Dean introduced him. “Star director for King Studios. Pat’s interested in you, Smith.”


  “In what way?” Smith asked, surprised.


  Vayder’s uncomfortable eyes were riveted on his face.


  “Have you ever acted, Smith?” he queried. He went on in a booming, authoritative voice that for years had directed the highest-paid stars of screendom.


  “You’re screen material, Smith, Definitely. Build of an Adonis. Facial character. Photogenic.”


  Smith gasped. “But I’ve never had the slightest experience in, acting!”


  “Not necessary,” Vayder declared. “Male appeal. You have that. Girls watch you. They all have here. I’ve watched them. And ask Miss Dean.” The girl blushed. “Really, that isn’t fair! But, Dennis”—she turned her glowing eyes on him—“this is a wonderful opportunity. You must accept!” Earl Dean smiled expansively at the group.


  “When I met you this afternoon, I knew you had something on the ball. By God, Smith, you’re made! When Pat picks ’em, they’re stars.”


  Three pairs of eyes were on Dennis Smith. He flushed. A flush born in the mind of Bruce Moore six hundred miles away, transmitted faithfully by the sensitivity of thought.


  In the next second, Moore’s hand flashed to his telepathy-control, disconnecting the power-wave for a moment. It left the sounding board of Dennis Smith’s proxy face pleasantly blank. Otherwise that face would have astounded the others by spreading over with an ironic, bitter grin.


  What would they say if they knew? The infallible Vayder, picking a proxy for a star discovery! Singling out a lab-made lump of Artificial protoplasm, not even human! And how he would choke and splutter if he knew he was offering stardom—even if by proxy—to the most hated, despised, scorned man on Earth!


  Moore laughed, in the privacy of his far-distant home.


  A warm, happy feeling spread through him, melting some of the chill of his crushing exile. Through Dennis Smith, he once again lived and moved among people. He was no longer on an island universe of human antipathy. Vayder’s professional eyes on him approvingly. Earl Dean’s gaze fatherly and benign. Carroll’s warm, glowing eyes telling him she thought, too, he had appeal few other men had. All this was part payment for the tidal wave of denunciation that had beached him on the shores of lonely isolation.


  Moore drank it in.


  Why not accept? Why not carry the hysterical comedy through, take their money, and let them flash his image on all the movie screens? The image of a biological robot! Only he would know the truth. He would laugh secretly at the whole world, as the whole world had unfeelingly scarred his soul.


  But first he would play with them. He would extract every last ounce of grim pleasure out of it.


  His hand went to the telepathy-control.


  Dennis Smith, in Beverly Hills, shook his head.


  “I’m afraid I’m not interested, Vayder.”


  The director almost choked on the olive he was nibbling.


  “What? Don’t you realize what I’m offering? I’ll sign you without a screen test, even!”


  The dead Jed Wheeler had done a superb job on what was meant to be his new body. Molding synthetic protoplasm as clay, he had modeled a human form perfect from all standpoints. Except for his tragic failure in mind-transference, he would have lived and breathed like a Greek god among lesser mortals. In Pat Vayder’s eyes, Dennis Smith was the ultimate in matinee idols.


  Earl Dean stared in surprise at Vayder, seeing his phlegmatic composure for once disturbed.


  “A thousand a week to start, Smith!” the director offered.


  He was pleading!


  A ghost of a derisive smile touched Dennis Smith’s lips, but quickly flicked away.


  “I’m really not in the market—”


  “Two thousand a week!”


  Smith turned away rudely.


  “I’ll think it over,” he said airily, leaving the director looking like a child from whom a mountainous dish of ice-cream had been taken.


  AWARE that Carroll Dean was following, Smith wandered out on a verandah overlooking beds of scented flowers. The cool night breeze rustled over them. Overhead gleamed the rising full moon.


  Carroll touched his arm.


  “I think I admire you for it, Dennis,” she said in a low voice. “You declined glamor. You have some greater purpose in life. What is it? What do you do?”


  “Nothing,” Smith returned, watching the startled injury in her eyes at the brusque evasion.


  He was playing with her too. Why not? She as well as the rest of the stupid world had thrust him into enforced exile. Why not make her suffer a little? Through the guise of Dennis Smith, Moore could make all the people suffer with whom he came in contact. They had had no pity for him. He need have none for them.


  It was particularly appropriate to hurt Carroll Dean.


  At college, years ago, she had severed their companionship, and hurt him. It was an accident that Earl Dean had met Dennis Smith. Smith had sought him out, inveigled into his good graces, practically invited himself to the party.


  But at first only as a test. Only to assure himself that the bio-man could pass freely among humans and be accepted as such. As a test of his “disguise.” Meeting Carroll Dean again, after all these years, had been of secondary interest.


  Now it was more.


  “Nothing,” Smith repeated. “We do nothing at all. We—”


  He stopped at the girl’s widening eyes. That we again. Strangely, Moore had found himself thinking in the plural quite often. Training the bioman, associating with it for months previously, he had almost come to take it as another being. As a companion rather than an instrument. He would have to take more care against saying “we.” The world must never know that Bruce Moore, mass murderer, moved among them freely by proxy, despite their rigid precautions against him.


  “You’re strange—strange!” the girl was murmuring. “There’s something about you—something . . .”


  “Something—like this?” Smith swept her into his embrace. His artificial arms circled her slender waist, crushing her to his broad chest. His synthetic lips pressed savagely against hers, with all the ardor and warmth of human lips.


  She gasped, struggled for a moment, then yielded. Eagerly, the kiss was returned. Her arms tightened about his neck. Her whisper breathed into his ear.


  “Dennis—Dennis dear!”


  Moore, far away out of ear-shot, laughed wildly, triumphantly. Carroll Dean in the arms of a non-human creation, breathing affection for it! Pressing her sweet young lips against hand-made pseudo-lips and thinking them real! Did she remember the human lips she had turned away from, years ago?


  Now, to add the crowning touch, the bio-man pushed her away, roughly.


  Red flamed into the girl’s face.


  “Childish, aren’t we?” he said insultingly.


  “Dennis! You’re—you’re brutal! You’ve played with me. And I thought, all the while that we danced and talked, that—oh!”


  Her hand flashed stingingly across his cheek. It failed to register any slightest pain to the remote flesh of Moore. In that, too, the girl was duped, deceived, unknowing that she was a pawn in a stranger game than a man had ever played before.


  This was all perfect—perfect!


  Dennis Smith smiled imperturably at the blazing-eyed girl. Deliberately he shrugged, hitching one shoulder higher than the other. He was showing utter indifference, telling her to leave and peddle her papers.


  “Bruce!”


  It was a startled cry from the girl. Her anger had abruptly changed to wide-eyed wonder. She was staring at him as though seeing a ghost.


  “You’re Bruce Moore!” she gasped. “You must be! Those mannerisms—the way you just now hitched your left shoulder. I can’t forget those things. No other man could do it just that way.”


  She was squeezing his arm.


  “I must be mad—and yet I’m not. You’re not Bruce Moore—physically. But your air, your manner, sometimes the tone of your voice. . . .”


  “Bruce Moore, of all things!” Dennis Smith scoffed.


  But in his isolated home, Moore was cursing himself. The girl was sharp—too sharp. She was seeing through his “disguise” If she exposed him, all his plans and hopes were shattered. All his chance to live and move in the society that had ostracized him.


  “What utterly senseless things are you saying?” Dennis Smith pursued quickly. “Look at me. Am I Bruce Moore—my build, my height, my face? They’re all different.”


  “Plastic surgery!” the girl hazarded wildly. “I know how he—you—must have suffered, in exile. Your one thought must have been to escape. You did it, somehow. I know you’re here. I feel it. You’re Bruce Moore!”


  “I’m not!” Smith flung back, angrily.


  It had become a ridiculous scene, with their voices rising.


  IV


  A MAN stepped from the shadows of a portico. He strode forward and gripped Smith’s arm.


  “I’m Commissioner Lewis of the City Police,” he barked. “I heard what Miss Dean said. I’m here as a guest, but duty comes first. If you’re Dr. Bruce Moore—”


  Carroll looked at him startled, then interrupted.


  “Of course not, commissioner,” she laughed weakly. “I’m sure you heard wrong.”


  The official shook his head politely.


  “No use to shield him, Miss Dean. The state of California has a standing warrant for the arrest of Dr. Bruce Moore.”


  He looked closely at Smith.


  “You sure don’t look like your pictures. But plastic surgery can do some marvellous changing. Thought you could sneak out of Nevada, eh? Well, Dr. Moore, now that we have you out of that state, I can promise you a quick trial and execution!”


  Lewis’, face showed both repulsion and triumph. Repulsion at sight of the man who had caused death to five hundred innocent people. Triumph at having captured him. He was, in his own opinion, a crusader crunching Evil.


  Dennis Smith squirmed in his firm grasp. Bruce Moore squirmed mentally, six hundred miles away. Had he this quickly been trapped and exposed? How could he save the situation? Save the bio-man, when the truth became known, from destruction, and himself from maddening reexile?


  Dennis Smith flung off the powerful man’s hand with a savage wrench. Jed Wheeler had also endowed his artificial body with exceptional strength, speed and skill. It would be simple to leap over the verandah railing to the garden and escape. Lewis carried no gun.


  Smith tensed for a movement, then relaxed. He would escape, but be branded as a criminal. He would be little better off than before. A faint smile ghosted over his lips. Why not play his cards subtly? There was one daring way out of this dilemma.


  He spoke.


  “Just a minute. The accusations of Miss Dean are ridiculous. She nor you have any proof. You can’t arrest me on assumption.” He smiled easily. “You think I’m Bruce Moore. But Bruce Moore is back in Nevada, I assure you.”


  “I’ll take you into custody and check on that,” growled the police commissioner.


  “I have a better suggestion,” Smith countered. “Suppose we take a plane to Moore’s place in Nevada. If he isn’t there, or anywhere in the state, I’m it. I’d like to meet this famous—or infamous—character myself!”


  Carroll Dean half gasped and looked sharply at Smith. Her hand went to her throat.


  “But Br—Dennis, you can’t—”


  Moore gloated to himself. This was the best way. Carroll thought Smith was Moore. And Lewis did. Seeing Moore with Smith, their suspicions would be over once and for all. And the world’s possible suspicion, in future situations. In fact, Carroll’s nearexposure was working out as a splendid help in Moore’s scheme to break from his exile.


  “I’ll take you up on that!” Lewis said quickly. “I know your little game You figure when we arrive in Nevada, you’ll once again be free, according to that state’s court decision. On the soil of Nevada, you’re free. But I’ll clamp you with bomb-proof extradition papers. You won’t get out of it. Dr. Bruce Moore!”


  THE special police plane soared from one state to another in less than two hours. It landed in the town nearest Moore’s home. Waiting squad cars of the Nevada state police took them along the rutted road to the isolated place.


  The press had already caught it up. “SCIENCE BLUEBEARD TRAPPED IN CALIFORNIA! California police, in conjunction with Nevada police, making final check to prove Moore tried to escape exile through plastic-surgery. Nevada police will yield Moore if it is proven he stepped beyond state boundaries!”


  Seated in the squad-car in the lead were Dennis Smith, Carroll Dean, Commissioner Lewis and two police. They had spoken little, all tense over the coming situation. Time and again the girl glanced at Smith with an expression of puzzled dismay.


  She finally whispered to him.


  “Why are you exposing your plastic surgery disguise so openly? As Bruce Moore, you’ll be executed mercilessly!”


  “What do you care?” Smith shrugged, hiding a smile.


  His smile faded. Something like a sob came from the girl. Her voice was a threadbare murmur.


  “I love you,” she said simply. “I always have, Bruce! It was a mistake to leave you. Father kept me away, after that.”


  Shock came over the bio-man’s face. Shock that was reflected from the mind of Moore. Then, a whirlwind of rage swept him. She lied! It was Dennis Smith she loved. His magnificent body, strong features, manly grace. Not the Bruce Moore of before.


  She would suffer for this too. For showing him so plainly, without knowing it, that she had considered the “former” Bruce Moore not big or strong or manly enough for her.


  Faintly, in the back of his mind, Moore was grimly amused. He was being jealous—of his own proxy! Of a Frankenstein creation. Destiny was weaving a strange pattern.


  THE squad-cars rolled to a stop before the ramshackle old house Moore had bought years before, in which to begin his dangerous researches. An annuity from an electrical invention had provided his living comfortably. At the edge of desert-land, the house stood forlornly against the skyline of distant mountains.


  It was here that the loneliest man on Earth had spent a year, more shunned and avoided than any hermit.


  Commissioner Lewis led the way to the front door, knocking loudly.


  He turned. “There won’t be any answer, will there, Moore? You can’t be inside and out here both at the same time.” His voice became harsh. “Why don’t you give up the game, Moore? This is a waste of time—”


  He started.


  The door swung open creakily. A man stood framed in the doorway, peering out with a surprised expression.


  “Bruce Moore!” gasped Lewis. Bewilderedly, he glanced from him to Dennis Smith.


  Carroll Dean stood stunned. She stared in disbelief at Moore, then slowly clutched Smith’s arm, as if to make sure he hadn’t vanished.


  Moore looked over the group, hiding his triumph. He and his proxy were face to face. No one could deny they were two separate persons, now. The last link had been forged in his foolproof plan.


  “Yes, I’m Bruce Moore,” he said, acting his part. He laughed bitterly. “I’m not used to visitors. None has been here for a year. I’m a leper, a pariah, a dangerous maniac! Perhaps you had better go before I blow you all to atoms!”


  Commissioner Lewis recovered himself.


  “No need for that, Moore. We’re here on official business. It’s all a mistake, however. I just want to know one thing. Do you know this man—Dennis Smith?”


  Moore followed his gesture, peering at the bio-man blankly.


  “Never saw him in my life before.”


  Dennis Smith stepped forward. “Let me explain, Dr. Moore. It seems I was suspected of being you, with your face and body remodeled somehow.”


  The two men stood face to face. Even in the moonlight and the electric light from the open door it was clear. Moore was two inches shorter than Smith, with narrower shoulders, darker hair, and embittered features that contrasted sharply with the clear-cut classical face of the proxy. Side by side, they were like black and white.


  Moore held the pose—the double pose—for several seconds, to allow that to sink in to the watchers. Then he grinned.


  “How ridiculous!” he said bitingly. “Hardly flattering to you, Mr. Smith. May I offer my condolences for the insulting comparison?”


  He extended his hand.


  Smith hesitated. There was faint repugnance in his face. Finally with a reluctant air, he took the hand. Moore and his proxy shook hands.


  Moore drank the dramatic moment to the full. Within himself, he was laughing hysterically. No Bergen had ever handled his Charley McCarthy more cleverly, or with such important effect. The eyes of the duped world were watching, through Commissioner Lewis. A flash-bulb went off. A reporter with a camera had inveigled a ride in one of the squad cars. The morning papers would play up the event, perhaps in a derisive fashion. Dennis Smith would never again be suspected of being Bruce Moore.


  So much for that.


  Moore smiled to himself. Why not make the comedy a farce?


  Smith turned to Lewis. “Well, I hope you’re satisfied, commissioner?”


  “Sorry,” the red-faced police official grunted by way of apology. “All a mistake—”


  “A rather stupid mistake, I’d say,” Moore put in blandly. “Anyone can see that Smith is an upright, honest, worthy citizen. Whereas I’m a murderous soul with a bloodthirsty gleam in my eye!”


  “Dr. Moore,” Smith said, as if impulsively, “I consider it an honor to meet you, regardless of world opinion!”


  “Honor!” Moore retorted to his proxy. “But I’m a brutal, cold killer. I have the blood of five hundred innocent, harmless people on my hands.


  You’ve read the papers. I’m a beast, a monster, a savage—”


  “Please! Bruce!” It was almost a moan from Carroll Dean, biting her lips.


  Moore turned to her for the first time. “Miss Dean! An old friend of mine. Nice of you to call on me in my lonely hours—”


  Carroll Dean whirled and fled from the cold, harsh voice. Commissioner Lewis turned away with her. Smith followed. The squad-cars rolled away again, leaving the lone man standing before his citadel of exile.


  V


  “I’VE hurt you, Carroll,” Moore hissed to the wind. “As you hurt me, once. And I’ve made an utter fool of you, Lewis. Now I’m free to go out in the world and hurt, hurt, hurt! Revenge! Revenge for a year of misery, degradation, ruin!”


  He stood shaking his fist out over the desert.


  Then, suddenly, he darted back into the house. In a back room, he sat himself before his radio and television controls. With the bio-man speeding away in the squad-car, amplified sight and sound were needed for full control of the proxy.


  At the base of the proxy’s skull, under the skin, he had inserted a sensitive tele-radio transmitter, run by nerve-currents. In constructing the artificial body, the genius of Jed Wheeler had solved one of nature’s secrets—that the human nervous system was an electrical circuit. In the bio-man, a super-strong heart pumped energy through a valve, supplying this current. It was almost exactly the principle of an auto’s generator constantly recharging a battery.


  Going one little step further, in his months of experimentation, Moore had inserted the tele-radio unit, connected to the optic and auditory nerves. Thus all that the bio-man saw and heard, Moore saw and heard. The unit had enough power to transmit the most distant scenes, by frequency-modulation, developed in 1939. The new type of radio transmission that eliminated static, fading, and all previous disadvantages of radio.


  Moore thereby “lived,” for all practical purposes, in Smith. Knowing his exact surroundings, it was easy through telepathy control to guide the bio-man unerringly in its contacts with the world. The telepathy-rapport—mental radio—Moore could not explain. It was something that Jed Wheeler’s dead soul alone knew the explanation for.


  Moore breathed a sigh of relief, now.


  He had gambled, having the bioman face him. It had taken rigid, precise timing to have first himself speak, commanding the proxy mentally to remain blank. And then mentally to direct the proxy to speak, keeping his own features expressionless.


  But it had worked—splendidly! Fortunately, it had not been broad daylight, revealing it all too unmistakably.


  There had been one other danger. That Lewis, still suspicious, might have insisted on searching the house. He might have connected the disappearance of Jed Wheeler to Moore.


  Fortunately again, Jed Wheeler had come to Moore’s place in utter secrecy, not wishing the authorities to know of his unlawful experiment, dealing with a human life. No one had known that Wheeler visited Moore. No one knew that his moldering body lay buried under the house. The disappearance of Dr. Jed Wheeler had been marked “unsolved” in police records.


  Moore tuned his television screen carefully. Now he would carry on as Dennis Smith, living a new life by proxy. The scene, as viewed through the bio-man’s eyes, was that of a squad-car, with Lewis to the left and Carrol at the right.


  Dennis Smith glanced at his companions. Lewis was still red-faced, uncomfortable, undoubtedly cursing himself under his breath for a complete fool. Carroll was quiet, listless, avoiding his eyes.


  Smith reached for her hand. She half drew hers away, uncertainly. She looted at him questioningly.


  Smith whispered in her ear, above the motor’s hum. “I’m sorry about before, on the verandah. Forgive me, Carroll?”


  Her eyes were on him searchingly. She saw only sincerity, and more. She squeezed his hand, smiling in answer. Her head leaned toward his shoulder.


  Moore, alias Smith, was not through playing with Carroll. Let her fall completely for an artificial man! Let her rush headlong forward, and be one day cast aside, as she had cast aside Moore.


  But her head failed to reach his shoulder. She checked the impulsive movement herself. At the same time she slowly pulled her hand from Smith’s.


  “Carroll!” he said with an injured air. “I’m sincere! I don’t hold it against you that you accused me of being Moore. What’s wrong?”


  “I—I don’t know,” she murmured tonelessly. Her voice changed. “He looked so lonely! So much in need of—me!”


  Smith started. He was about to speak, but there was interruption.


  COMMISSIONER LEWIS had stiffened, listening to the squad radio’s constant drone. The announcer’s voice had suddenly become sharp, tense.


  “Attention, ah cars! Go to scene of Moore’s explosion. The heavy mist hanging within the pit for the past year has begun to roll out in huge quantities. A rancher’s home was engulfed. The rancher, his wife and four sons have failed to come out. No cattle have escaped alive.


  “The nature of the poisonous mist is unknown, as yet. Scientists from several cities are rushing to the scene. All police within range of this call go there immediately, to help in confining the mist. Warning—use extreme caution!”


  Lewis’ voice barked to the driver. “Sounds like an interstate emergency. Head for the scene.”


  The driver slewed the car around and took the next cross highway west. But first calling for a halt, Lewis motioned his two passengers out.


  “I want to go along—” Smith remonstrated.


  “Impossible,” Lewis snapped. “Get a lift somewhere and take a train back to California.”


  The squad car sped away. Alone on the highway with the girl, Smith cursed and then watched a pair of headlights approaching from the opposite direction. He stepped in the road and flagged the car down. A man stuck his head from the window.


  “How about a lift?” Smith asked. “In the other direction?”


  The man stared. “Are you crazy? I’m not going to turn around and—”


  “Then you’ll stay here!”


  Smith barked the words. At the same time he jerked open the car door and pulled the struggling man out. Enraged, the car-owner pulled free and swung his fist. He was a large, powerful man, quick on his feet and obviously handy with fists.


  The blow might have knocked any other man cold. The bio-man’s head barely snapped back slightly. Knuckles had cut themselves against a hard, adamant chin. With a short laugh, Smith tapped him back. The blow seemed effortless. But the man’s eyes went glassy and he fell forward.


  Smith caught his tumbling form, picked him up in his arms, and carried him easily as a child to the grassy edge of the road. Then the magnificent body leaped back for the car.


  Carroll had watched the episode in amazement. Now she leaped in the car herself, beside him.


  “Get out!” he snapped. “There may be danger ahead.”


  “I’m going along,” the girl snapped back. “I must—I tell you I must.” She bit her lips.


  Smith stared for a moment, then slammed the car in gear and roared away.


  “You acted like a maniac, taking the car,” Carroll said after a while. “Why are you so interested in that mist from Moore’s explosion?”


  “Because I think it may be a worldwide menace!”


  The girl gasped, looking at his grim-set lips.


  Back before his controls, Moore’s lips were just as grim-set. All the past episode was wiped from his mind. All his malicious playing of a game of revenge. This was no game now. This was stark peril—for the whole world!


  And he, again, was the cause of it.


  Moore alone knew what the mist was. He had revisited the pit once, before Wheeler had come. He had been vaguely alarmed then. But after the arrival of Wheeler, and the task of training the proxy for its role, Moore had forgotten the pit and its strange vapors.


  An hour later, they neared the scene. Smith had driven at what seemed a reckless pace, at the powerful car’s top speed. But the strong fingers, fast reflexes, and sheer strength of his superb body had handled the car with ease.


  Brakes squealed as he stopped before a group of police cars. When he leaped out, a figure strode toward him from the uniformed men. It was Lewis.


  “You, Smith?” The commissioner looked angry. “No civilians allowed here. This is a grave emergency.”


  “Graver than you know,” Smith retorted. “What’s going on?”


  Instead of reiterating the command to go, Lewis explained. He had the air of a frightened man who had to talk to someone.


  “The rancher was found staggering around an hour ago. He had seen the mist coming, tried to hustle his family away. It caught them all, though. He saw them die in horrible convulsions. Saw their flesh fall from their bones! He managed to run out of the mist edges. He gasped out his story to those who found him, then died. When they tried to move him, his flesh came away like soggy dough—”


  Lewis gestured. Smith saw the body in the light of cars’ headlights. Or what was left of a body—a skeleton from which most of the flesh had sloughed away.


  A bearded man stood over it, muttering.


  “Impossible!” he kept saying. “There is no known disease, or gas, or any agent that can cause flesh to drop from the bones as if cooked off!”


  “Radioactivity!” Smith spat out at the scientist. “The mist is a radioactive gas, more potent than radium. Its rays bum all flesh instantly.”


  “Radioactivity!” the little scientist gasped. “That’s it!” Horror swept over his face. “The mist is rolling out of the pit in a flood. It will engulf the next town!”


  “It will engulf the whole world, in time,” Smith said.


  They stared at him, and then turned to the west.


  The pit was five miles away. Over it billowed a glowing, phosphorescent cloud that was slowly creeping out over the surrounding territory. Somewhere in the pit, vast new quantities of the terrible radio-vapor were streaming forth.


  “We’ll stop it,” the scientist said, with a hollow confidence. “But first we’re locating the source of the gas. We sent a man in a sealed diving suit, with a tank of oxygen on his back. When he finds the source, we’ll know what to do—”


  “You fool!” Smith grasped the little man’s arm, squeezing. “That gas will go through anything—anything! He’s doomed—”


  A shout came from the police group. Several men held the limp end of a rope. They hauled it in now. Ten minutes later, the diving suit arrived. A gasp of horror went up. It was charred, rotting. No one dared look in, at what lay there.


  “Good God!” whispered the scientist. “Good God! It’s radioactivity, all right. And if that gas sweeps the world, poisons all the atmosphere—what can we do?” He clutched at Smith’s arm, moaning. “How can we stop it?”


  VI


  SOMEHOW they all turned to Dennis Smith. His strong features, powerful body, and calm manner labeled him a leader, a man to follow.


  “Stop it?” Smith repeated slowly. And then they shrank back a little at the diabolical gleam in his eye.


  Stop it—why? Moore asked himself that. Why not let the gas roll out over Earth and destroy every living thing? Destroy the world that had unfeelingly trampled his soul to dust?


  Only for a moment the blazing, Satanic thought ground through his mind. It was succeeded by utter remorse. And then a mental groan.


  Were the jealous gods punishing him for seeking one of the greater secrets of the universe? They had destroyed the laboratory in which had spawned the first groping toward that source of illimitable power which stoked the fiery suns of space—atomic power. Were they now determined to wipe out the troublesome pebble of Earth entirely, with its inquisitive, prying little minds?


  So it almost seemed. And he, Moore, had been the one to place Earth in jeopardy. On his soul it rested. This was no longer a question of society’s crime against him. This was death for all mankind!


  What could be done? No man could race into that blinding, choking, lethal gas cloud and come out alive.


  No man!


  But what of Dennis Smith, the proxy, and its great, wonderful body? . . .


  Dennis Smith straightened up. His voice barked authoritatively.


  “Batteries! Get all the batteries from the cars. Rip them apart. Take out the lead plates and heap them together. Hurry!”


  Lewis and the police stared uncertainly. But the scientist nodded. “Lead—I see! Hurry with those batteries! I think this man knows what he’s doing.”


  Fifteen minutes later a pile of lead battery plates lay before Smith. He took off all his clothes, standing naked. Ripping the trousers down the seams, he formed a bag and tossed the plates within, slinging the load over his shoulder.


  The men watched, gasping. Any of them would have broken his back trying to lift the burden. Dennis Smith carried it as though it were a bag of feathers. Muscles stood out like cords over his magnificent body.


  Without a word, he stalked toward the mist.


  “You can’t go in there like that!” Lewis protested. “You won’t come out alive—”


  Smith flung words over his shoulder.


  “If I don’t, get all the lead you can. Millions of tons of it. Make a wall of it around the pit. It will be the only hope—if it isn’t too late by then!”


  And he stalked on.


  Smith reached the edges of the slowly spreading cloud of glowing gas and plunged in. Would he make it? Moore didn’t know. He sent the proxy oh, toward highly probable doom. And with it he sent all his chances of breaking his exile. If the bio-man failed to return, Moore faced a lifetime of bitter loneliness. He could never fashion another bio-man. Only the dead genius of Jed Wheeler could do that.


  Smith went on. His eyes and ears, more than humanly sharp, kept constant vigilance. The gas was bright, stinging, blocking vision for more than a few feet ahead. A steady, increasing hiss sounded ahead.


  Suddenly his sharp ears heard a sound back of him. A human cry!


  He whirled, then dropped his bag and leaped back. He caught Carroll in his arms, just as she fell with a choking gasp. She had stumbled after him into the mist. Her clothing was already smoldering as radioactive rays drilled through and through.


  “Carroll, you little fool—”


  “I had to follow you, Dennis!” she mumbled, as if in a feverish delirium. “I love you. I want to die with you.”


  “But I may not die—”


  She hardly seemed to hear, sinking fast into a coma. “Want to be with you always. Love you—Bruce!”


  She went limp.


  Bruce l Had she said that name last, or had he heard wrong? She had followed Smith into the mist, and yet in her last breath before fainting had said—Bruce! Did it mean—


  His thoughts broke off. No time for such trifling conjecture.


  Smith was running, with the unconscious girl over his shoulder. Safely out of the mist, he put her in the arms of police, with orders to revive her and then hold her from running in again.


  Then the bio-man raced back into the mist, at a faster pace than any human runner had ever achieved. He picked up the bag of leaden plates and continued his rim. Even with the crushing burden, his flying legs propelled him over the rough, uncertain, veiled terrain faster than the hundred-yard dash had ever been run.


  Relentlessly, Moore drove his proxy. Over the edge of the pit, down the slope, five miles to the center point of the great crater. Tirelessly, the legs pumped, the strong heart beat, the lungs sucked in air. Jed Wheeler himself had not known what a super-being he created from the test-tube.


  The lungs also sucked in radioactive gases. Their slow, searing bite began to damage the tissue. And the bioman’s skin began to turn red as gimlet rays ate inward. Would even the super-strong bio-man’s body stand against this killing environment?


  “We must!” Moore was half moaning, back before his controls.


  “We must,” Dennis Smith roared at the mists, plunging on.


  He did. Or they did. Moore felt as though he himself were there, running that incredible marathon. Smith’s body and his mind—together they had made it.


  THE hissing vapors were thickest at the center of the pit. Smith could see no more than five feet. But he made out the smoldering, smoking mass, puffing jets of radioactive gas upward like a geyser.


  He knew he would find that. Under his cyclotron, he had produced bits of disintegrating matter. The explosion had blown all into atoms—except perhaps a little speck of still-disintegrating matter. This had nestled into the ground, like a seed. It had smoldered for a year. Perhaps the constant cosmic rays had acted like rain, nourishing the atomic spark.


  Suddenly, after a year, it had blossomed into open flame. A supernal flame that called everything its fuel. Everything made of atoms. And all Earth was made of atoms.


  Water to euench it? He laughed. Water was made of atoms that would burn fiercely in this atomic furnace. And so was carbon dioxide, carbon tetrachloride, and all ordinary agents of fire-fighting.


  Only one thing might stop this budding world-flame. It went back to a fundamental rule of combustion, including the combustion of life.


  No fire could burn its own ashes.


  Lead metal was the ashes. All radioactive elements died out eventually into cold, dead lead. Even this atomic flame burned the lighter elements into the heavier one of lead, giving off excess energy. Left alone, the super-fire would burn all Earth and only a shrunken lump of lead would circle endlessly around the sun.


  Smith spent little time thinking of these things.


  Rapidly he worked. He shredded the lead-oxide battery plates in his strong fingers and strewed them over the smoldering mass. It was about three feet in area. Then, with a whole plate, he dug the coals up and mixed them thoroughly with more sprinkled lead oxide.


  He watched with agonized eyes.


  Would it work? Was there enough lead to choke off this malignant patch of spreading fire? Or would it worm through, eat greedily into surrounding matter, and swiftly expand out over the pit, and state, and country? Then burn eagerly into the ocean and be carried as a firebrand to all the continents, with the whole world its prey, eating inward finally to the heart of the globe?


  He let out a choked cry of triumph, a few minutes later.


  The glow had dimmed. The atomic-fire was damping! The geyser of byproduct radioactive gas pouring upward drooped.


  It had worked!


  Smith stumbled away. No need to stay and watch. The embers would take hours to finally blink out. There was still a chance to save himself. A slim chance. In a sudden tide, pain overwhelmed him. His skin was on fire. His bones felt hollow, eaten. Every muscle had turned to limp rubber.


  Moore felt the pain, for telepathy carried that across.


  “Good work, old boy!” he found himself groaning. “We did it, all right. Now keep going. Don’t give up. It won’t be long now—”


  Abruptly he stopped. And abruptly the bio-man stopped. It stood still in the still-hanging mists, with radioactive fires burning into it viciously.


  “Stay there and burn,” Moore was suddenly screeching. “Why should I save you? Carroll loves you—your fine, great body. Stay and burn, I say!”


  Moore knew he was half mad. Jealousy, again. Jealous of a proxy, a biological robot. Jealous because the eyes of a girl looked upon it with the glow of love she had denied Moore years ago, and would deny him now because of the being known as Dennis Smith.


  “But God,” Moore groaned, then, “if you stay there and burn, my last hope of proxy life is gone!”


  It was all tragic, mad, insane. No man in all history had been faced with this soul-stabbing choice.


  What should he do? How could his spinning mind ever solve this damnable maze of fate—


  MOORE gasped. The front door had opened. Previous to that, a car’s motor had roared into the yard, stopping with shrieking brakes. Footsteps came into the room. The light, short steps of a woman.


  “Carroll!” he gulped.


  She stood in the doorway. Her quick glance took in the tele-radio apparatus, the view as seen through Dennis Smith’s eyes.


  “I thought so!” she cried. “You’re Dennis Smith. Dennis Smith is you. No matter how crazy it seems, Dennis Smith is some kind of proxy. Isn’t that true, Bruce?”


  Moore nodded. No chance to fool her again. The secret was out—at least with her. “Dennis Smith is a biological robot, a laboratory man, run by telepathy. Run by my mind. We are one.”


  He glared at her then.


  “And you love him!” he laughed. “You love a test-tube dummy. A thing! A piece of animated clay. I’m glad you found out, Carroll. You’ll burn with shame every night for the rest of your life—”


  He stopped.


  She was staring at him pityingly, slowly shaking her head.


  “Did it hurt so much?” she murmured.


  She moved toward him.


  “I made a mistake, that time years ago. I was young, headstrong. You poor, stupid man! You think I love Dennis Smith. But I saw you in him all the time. It’s you—you! Not a proxy who merely happens to express your personality. Your every gesture, mannerism, thought was in him, behind that body that meant nothing—” She had reached near him. Moore came to his feet. And the kiss that burned his lips held all the promise that the girl had expressed once before—even though to a proxy.


  The proxy!


  Moore gave a cry and leaped back to his controls. The bio-man still stood in the mists, slowly burning away. But he wasn’t burning. A whipping wind had swept down into the pit, dispersing much of the radioactive fog. And no new vapors came from the center, where a few embers of atom-fire were spluttering and dying.


  “Come back,” Moore commanded. “Take some car—any car—and hurry here.”


  “Won’t the police follow, and see him come here?” Carroll protested. “You don’t want the world to know—what I know!”


  Moore grinned.


  “If they can catch him, let them!” They didn’t. Dennis Smith strode in two hours later. Two figures worked over him, applying salves and tannic acid to his lobster red skin. The proxy lay breathing stertorously, at the limit of its endurance. But the breathing quieted. Its tremendous vitality won out.


  “He’ll be all right.” Moore turned away with a sigh of relief. “I need him. I can do many things with him.”


  “Not hurting people,” Moore said earnestly. “Not revenge against the world. I’m over that. But Dennis Smith, out in the world, can lend a helping hand where needed. I can live and do good through him. That’s the code of science.”


  He swung slowly on the girl.


  “Sure you don’t want to change your mind before it’s too late, Carroll? I’m still an exile, in the eyes of men. Sure you want to marry and live with the loneliest man on Earth?”


  “I’m sure,” she said.


  Hand in hand, they went outside and watched the dawn spread a rosy glow over the world.


  Derelicts of Uranus


  J. Harvey Haggard


  Here is Adventure and Danger. Mud-fishers, and a girl,—and a quasi-human looking for trouble.


  LONNY HIGGENS, once of the earthly planet, stretched out in the conning-tower of his mud-submarine, an aquatic monstrosity of globular reinforced steel that was at home either above or below the surface of the squirming mud seas of Uranus, and sighed lazily.


  “Blast it!” he moaned sleepily and almost regretfully. “There’s something about this planet that makes you have spring fever the year round, and it gets worse and worse! Lonny Higgens, you’re a lazy, nogood fool!—and you’ll never get around to the things you used to dream about.”


  The circular hatch was open over his head, showing a patch of black swirling mists through which dark midges maneuvered in tiny swarms. Just as he was dozing comfortably, forgetful of the humming insects on the outside and the occasional flopping sounds made by things that squirmed in the muddy ocean, something dropped from the mist, falling plunk on his forehead. He jerked sidewise, just as another pellet of balled mud struck him or the end of his nose. He glimpsed a tiny visage, half insect and quasi-human, peering over the hatch rim for an instant.


  “Baron Munchy!” exclaimed Lonny irritably, recognizing this curious specimen of Uranusian life. “Cut that out, or I’ll wring your little neck. I haven’t got time for any of your monkey-shines.”


  A winged thing soared down from the mists, landing on the chair beside his couch, and “Baron Munchy,” like a dragon-fly come to mysterious humanlike life, folded his transparent wings back like a cloak and paced back and forth.


  “Me mad! Me plent’ mad,” rasped Baron Munchy, who produced his tones by a vibration of his wings.


  “Ah, beat it,” snorted Lonny, turning his head away. The small being had brought with him the dank, stagnant aroma of the outer swamps, and that reminded him of untended net-lines hanging in the mud. He was bored with Baron Munchy and his endless lying and conniving. When he had first come to Uranus, two years before, the little rascal had showed up on the landing deck, more dead than alive from a terrific beating at the hands of several of his fellows. Baron Munchy was a born fighter. He survived under the ministrations of the lonely terrestrial and had become attached to the mud-submarine. But he dearly loved to stir up trouble, and nothing pleased the little demon more than to shout insults at mud-monkeys until they fought among themselves. “Go way. I’m tired of listening to your silly chatter.”


  “Me mad as heck!” cried Baron Munchy, sitting down on the edge of the chair like a tiny mannikin and doubling his tiny fists beneath his chitinous chin. “That man say the Boss no good. He say the Boss one big blonde devil. He say—”


  “Shut up,” protested Lonny. “Raeburn’s all right. He’s just a mud-fisher like me, and has got to get along. It’s natural that he doesn’t like a rival, and I’m not a bit riled by your chatter.”


  He was presently snoring and Baron Munchy looked across the space through squinting, calculating eyes. For a moment the mischievous glitter in his faceted eyes became dulled, and then he soared across the bed and sat astride Lonny’s neck, using the adam’s apple for a saddle. Lonny roused with a start and gulped. The small insectlike visage was thrust grimly down to the end of his nose, and a tiny finger was raised emphatically.


  “He say he knock the holy feather from you, Boss,” he chirped grimly. “He say you fish for pearls in mud that belong him. He say that girl make him one fine cook, and—”


  “Huh!” demanded Lonny Higgens. “What girl! Oh, he probably means Lana. Blast it, Munchy, can’t you let a guy sleep? If she wants to fall for a flat tire like Raeburn, it’s no business of mine.”


  Grunting reluctantly, Lonny got up and stretched, cursing in a fervent undertone, at which Baron Munchy looked hopeful.


  “Good Lord, Munchy,” he growled. “Why I ever put up with you and your stirring up trouble is more than I know.” Yet he knew that the little creature’s chatter had helped to break the deadly monotony of the long winter hours in which he had managed to teach pidgin English to the Uranusian.


  He climbed up the ladder, through the hatch, just as a rocking movement was apparent in the hull of the mud-submarine. Down past the oblong landing he saw great circular movements in the mud, where his nets had been a few moments before. Tiny midges were falling into the mud and being drawn into the gyrating vortices.


  Now thoroughly awake, he leaped down and across the landing. In a few seconds he stood cursing at the broken strands of the anchor-lines where his nets had been ripped away.


  “Damn you Whirl-Rays,” he cursed, shaking his fist in the direction of the whirlpools that surged in and out like living things, which of course they were, under their coating of slimy mud. The Whirl-Rays had a way of forcing a stream of mud in a downward spout and creating a resultant whirlpool which sucked everything into its voracious clutches. “That’s my tenth set of nets you’ve got that way.”


  Baron Munchy fluttered out from below and landed on the railing, preening his wings. There was an I-told-you-so expression on his insectivorian countenance. . . . when he saw the angry expression on the terrestrial’s face and heard the flow of vitriolic words, he hopped up and down with impish ecstacy.


  “My goodness, Boss,” he chirruped. “You heap mad! Maybe somethin’ goin’ happen now, huh? Maybe you whip tar out of Raeburn, nuh?”


  Lonny swatted at Baron Munchy with his open palm, but the blow never landed. Out of the mists, coming soddenly from somewhere across the squirming quagmire, came the sounds of a human being crying in desperation.


  “Help! Help!” sounded the voice, and the thing that so startled Lonny Higgens was that the words were unmistakably feminine.


  “Good Lord!” he exploded. “Do you suppose Raeburn really has got Lana in his mud-submarine! Damn it, Baron Munchy, why didn’t you say so before you spoke?”


  II


  CONTRARY to the general belief earlier than 2070, when the explorer Ramundsen first dipped down through the screening vapors of Uranus, the temperature never approached the freezing point, and lurked instead nearer to the boiling mark of water. The boiling point on Uranus varied greatly, however, due to unbelievable fluctuations of the atmospheric pressure.


  Lonny made poor time, slogging along on the mud-shoes fashioned with tough vines over a framework of metal. There was a limit to the speed you could make on such contraptions. Baron Munchy, bordering on a nervous frenzy at the promise of activity, had darted ahead, his filmy wings dissolving quickly in the swirling mist.


  He had a good general idea as to the whereabouts of Raeburn’s mud-submarine. Likewise, he had a fairly good estimate of the mud-fisher’s capabilities and did not think that Lana Hilton would suffer much if Raeburn had not gone completely wacky.


  At times the going was pretty good, where the mud was entwined with thick layers of lightning-kelp—so called because tiny sparkles of static electricity darted from it at each step of his clogged mud-shoes.


  Mud, mud, mud! All Uranus was one vast ball of squirming mud! Thirty-two thousand miles through of squashy mud. Stuff that would run through his fingers, and through the webs of his shoes, and which would suck greedily at his body if he so much as lost his footing. Mud that would never solidify due to the varying turmoil of barometric pressure. Mud that could never dry completely due to the quasi-soluble consistency of Uranusian silt.


  Two years he’d been here now, fishing for the precious mollusks whose pearls might win him the security and prosperity he had never been able to wrest from the over-populated earth. Two years it had been—or nine days as time was reckoned on Uranus. Nine times he had gone around the muddy world, keeping up with daylight—such as it was—and now—blast it—the world was getting him—absorbing him mentally as well as physically—or so it seemed.


  Only four days before (Uranusian, a bit less than a year) the feminine aridity of the planet had been shattered by the coming of that headstrong, unreasoning female, Lana Hilton. Prior to that, there had been company of a sort on Uranus—Link Raeburn’s mud-submarine had often drifted near enough for an occasional chat.


  But Lana’s coming had made a crowd on Uranus, if three can be called a crowd, and Lonny was beginning to wish for the unbroken isolation of other planets with no form of life whatsoever. There was only one method of obtaining Uranusian pearls.


  That method was relatively simple. You had to invest every cent of your savings or heritage, as he had done two years before, and you had to pay towing charges to some space schooner that was coming near Uranus. Sea food came cheaply on Uranus but clothing was a different problem, and you had to have a goodly stock of that.


  Then, when you did find enough pearls to warrant the voyage home, you had to send out an S.O.S. to a nearby space vessel, and the captain, fearing the loss of his command if he disobeyed interplanetary law, would have to come several million miles extra to pick you up, sans submarine, of course, which by that time would be a rusted chunk of worthless metal anyway.


  He was wet to the skin when he heard voices through the mist. To his nose came the suffocating down draft of the fishing vessel, mingled with the faint aroma of ammonia.


  “Sock ’im! Smack ’im down!” he heard Baron Munchy shouting at the top of his tiny voice. “Plaster ’er anotha’ ! Lead with right, dadblamee!”


  Fearing the worst, Lonny tried to hurry, with the result that he became tangled in his mud-shoes and had to flounder the rest of the way. On the landing he shook off as much of the mud as was possible, kicked off his mud-shoes and staggered toward the shaft of light boring up from the hatchway.


  In the center of the control room Baron Munchy was stalking back and forth, yelling like a referee. Link Raeburn’s angular body was sprawled back disgustedly on a low bench, while Lana Hilton was flopped down in a chair at a table, her dejected face propped up by both hands.


  “Whyn’t you wallop in kisser?” demanded Baron Munchy, hopping up to the table beside her and trying to lift an arm. “Smash him over place, Lana!”


  “Damn that mosquito!” snapped Link Raeburn wearily. “Can’t you swat him? Why doesn’t that fool Lonny keep him home where he belongs?”


  “What’s the big idea?” demanded Lonny, looking from one to the other and clawing miserably at his mud coating. He gazed accusingly at the girl in tattered metalline slacks and faded blouse of vitrisheen.


  “So you finally got here,” she commented casually. “I thought that would bring you. He’s chivalrous, isn’t he, Link?”


  “Look here, Raeburn,” snorted Lonny, doubling a grimy fist and turning to the flint-featured man. “Are you trying to play some sort of a game?”


  “Ask Lana,” said Raeburn, puffing at a smoking stem of mud-kelp. “She was the one that screamed.”


  “Maybe it’s me that’s nuts!” exploded Lonny indignantly.


  “Right!” chorused the twain boredly.


  “Sodk ’em Boss!” wailed Baron Munchy, shadow-boxing on the border of the table. “Don’t lettin’ get away with that! Splatter ’em.”


  “Aw, sit down,” growled Link Raeburn, plucking thoughtfully at the delicate outline of a tiny mustache. “Lana yelled all right. That was her way of calling the meeting to order. The three of us constitute the majority on Uranus. And in case you’re getting ideas, her virtue’s safe. She’s got quite a problem on her hands. Tell him, Lana.”


  “You seem to be doing all right,” said the girl, crossing her legs nonchalantly.


  “Well, to put it shortly, her mud-submarine, which was a second hand job, finally caved in from oxidation. So she came around here and demanded that I put her up with room and board for half of her take.”


  “Look here,” demanded Lana Hilton, taking a chamois bag from her bosom, which when opened, displayed a goodly fortune of pink Uranusian pearls. “My shack begins to crumble. Any minute it’ll be heading down to the muddy locker, and that dirty robber wants them all for my keep. Everything I got, I tell you.”


  “Nuts! The gal’s buggy,” said Link Raeburn coldly. “She’s safe enough, I tell you, and if she weren’t there’s not a blasted thing you could do about it. This planet has got her brain whirling. I told her she’d better sound out an S.O.S. and take a powder for earth.”


  “What do you expect from me?” exploded Lonny. “I told you I would have nothing to do with that nova-skirt from the first, when she tried to play us one against the other.”


  “I give up!” cried Lana Hilton, spreading empty hands in a gesture of defeat. “Once I had the lead role in a chorus, and I gave all that up for this. I thought I could handle men with kid gloves, but when it comes to you, Lonny, I’ll say you’ve cast-iron defense.”


  “Raeburn can have you!” snorted Lonny. “For all I care!”


  Spat! Her open hand had snapped out and landed on his cheek.


  “Swat ’er, Boss!” pleaded Baron Munchy delightedly. “Whee! Does that dame have a punch!”


  “Maybe I exaggerated, a trifle,” stammered Lonny, taken aback by the startling reaction.


  “That’s better,” returned Lana Hilton, beginning to pace the control room worriedly. Lonny Higgens wiped a gob of mud thoughtfully from his chin and grinned when he saw that her hand was grimy.


  “Oh, hell!” he said grudgingly. “I’ll have to get back before this mud cakes up on me.”


  “So long,” said Link Raeburn, without looking around.


  “C’mon, Munchy,” called Lonny. “No fireworks.”


  “No fireworks?” repeated Baron Munchy dolefully.


  “None at all. Lana, I’m still a white man, though it’s much against my will. If worse comes to the worst you can have an extra room in my mudswimming hovel. And you can keep your handful of marbles.”


  The girl whirled around, wide-eyed with surprise. A sunburst of hope and relief spread slowly over her features.


  “So you are human, after all!” she gasped. “I’ll just take you up on that before you change your mind, but in order not to have a misunderstanding I’ll let it be known that I’m going to pay half my pearls, whether you like it or not. Don’t stand there grinning like an ape! You act as though I ought to throw in a kiss for good measure.”


  “Go ahead,” snorted Link Raeburn smirkingly. “Right on that muddy kisser.”


  Climbing back into the upper mists, Lonny almost regretted his decision. She had donned a slicker suit and a pair of mud-shoes and was ready to go. The mist swirlers were tumbling about as though alive, and Lonny had never felt so uncomfortable in his whole life.


  III


  HE had to admit that Lana Hilton was adept on her mud-shoes, but she was short of wind and soon began to lag. I would get stuck with a woman—he thought bitterly, not realizing that he spoke out loud.


  She didn’t know what she was talking about—he decided, but for the sake of not starting an argument he kept that to himself. In the meanwhile he slowed his pace to match her own and said nothing. Tiny sparks of miniature lightning shot up from matted mud-kelp and rippled along the supple curvature of her body. She was just goodlooking enough to be a constant cause for trouble among the more populated centers of interplanetary civilization—a regular jinx for a fellow who wanted to get along with the least effort possible.


  He led the way along the thicker clumps of vegetation, choosing the firmer directions for her faltering steps, and for long moments he heard nothing but their own heavy breathings and the sounds of their feet slogging.


  A whirl-ray came out of the mire, sending its tiny maelstrom careening away at a tangent, and leaving a phosphorescent wake. He saw the girl shudder and avert her eyes. Lonny’s own hand had slipped quickly inside his slicker to clutch the holster of a Z-type ray gun.


  “Back at home,” she said thoughtfully, “the suckers all thought Uranus was something of a paradise, something like the south seas. And I fell for that stuff.”


  “Yeh,” agreed Lonny grimly. “And after you got here you were too thickheaded to give up the thing as a bad job, too afraid to face your friends with failure. So you punish yourself with your own temper.”


  “I suppose that’s advice from one who knows,” she retorted sarcastically, pausing to rub the cramped muscles of her leg, then going on as he looked back. “Don’t—think—I’m crazy—if—”


  “Now what’s the matter?” demanded Lonny irritably, pausing to see that she was stopped, and was clutching desperately at her throat, pulling at her collar.


  “Air—I can’t get air,” she gasped. “How—about—you?” Almost instantly, breathing was becoming difficult for Lonny. He peered around with dismay and saw that the mist was rising dangerously and that visibility was much stronger. Out of the distance came a faint eerie whisper, as of distant winds dying.


  “Lana, it looks like we’re in for it,” he said grimly. “That’s high pressure you feel. Pretty soon your ears will begin to ring. And if we don’t hurry we may never get back to boast about things here to our sappy friends at home.”


  When the heavy pressure areas came over Uranus, mists rose high in the air and dispersed slowly. Swift expansion of atmospheric gases caused a tremendous surface pressure that would last for some time. It meant a quick crushing death under air compression if they didn’t reach the mud-submarine.


  Lana Hilton was white with fright and trying hard not to show it. A strange metamorphosis was taking place in the heavens. Lancing colors of orange and red shot up like gigantic swords to flash across the sky. His ears began to throb dully. As the mist rose Lonny saw that they had come too far to the left and that the mud-ship was a hundred yards directly to their right. He saw something else, too.


  A man was running across the muddy surface—if his fast wobbling progress on mud-shoes could have been described as a run. It could be only one person—Link Raeburn.


  A terrible fear seized him. If Raeburn reached the mud-ship and shut them out, they would die horribly. He began to hurry forward—slipped and fell awkwardly. Lana made a wry face and helped him to his feet.


  “The rat,” she gasped. “He heard you refer to my bag of pearls as a mere ‘handful’. It wouldn’t do you any harm to think once in a while before speaking, big boy.” Handful—of course her small collection was a handful compared to his own rich pickings. So that was why she had come with him!


  The world was going around in a whirl now, but Lonny kept staggering onward. Link Raeburn had disappeared. The mud-submarine kept dancing tauntingly before his eyes and then disappearing. If it sank before he reached it the work of long endless months would slip from his grasp. And with it would go his life. Back on earth, they would never know and Raeburn would live a life of affluence and ease.


  “We’ve got to make it, Lana,” he gritted, though every breath was a torment that sent hot flames of pain shooting through every cell. She turned a game, tortured face to his and nodded vehemently.


  A whole school of whirl-rays came rippling toward them, crisscrossing the mud with gleaming trails, and Lonny found his Z-ray weapon—sent the purplish beams of annihilation down into the centers of quivering, living whirlpools. Once he went around and around in narrowing circles toward the opened maw of a whirl-ray, only to see the lower shape dematerialize before the deadly emanation.


  THEY were at the very edge of the submarine, were clambering across the muddy landing, using their last reserve of strength. Link Raeburn was working at the catches of the hatch cover, and had just succeeded in undoing the fastenings. Now he gave a tremendous heave and the thing fell like a trapdoor.


  Hurled on by his wrath, Lonny made a dive for the traitorous visage, but as he dove his foot slipped and he skidded sidewise. His head came down upon a railing brace with a sickening impact and the gun went spinning. Through the darkening chaos of his mind he felt the submarine starting to submerge.


  The mud was creeping up toward his body, was sucking at Lana’s ankles, crawling in a tiny avalanche toward the dome of the hatch cover—now closed. They were beaten—whipped—done for. Now Raeburn could go back to earth—concocting some wild tale as to their death. He would be laughing at them and enjoying every luxury.


  Lana was either dead game or so angry at Link’s betrayal that she refused to give up. Though her face was distorted terribly from heavy pressure and agony, she pressed onward—was crumbling at last to her knees—and pointing wildly.


  Lonny saw what she meant. He could have shouted for joy but breath would not come from his compressed lungs. The gun had fallen upon the lip of the hatch cowling and now the cover was jammed. Through a narrow slit he saw Raeburn’s eyes—narrowed and beastial—and his hands, working like mad to free the mechanism.


  If he went down that way—it meant death for him too. Under heavy pressure the mud would send terrible pseudopods grasping through the slit. Lonny could have laughed. But there was no time for gloating. He saw the hatch door come up again, and then his foot had settled over the gun and he was helping Lana down the stairway.


  “Tough luck, Link,” he whispered huskily, as weakness overcame him and he tumbled down the stairs. Dimly he became aware that the hatch lid was down securely now, and that the submarine was sinking rapidly.


  Lana Hilton clung to the upper ladderway for a moment, then released her hold from paralyzed fingers and fell like a rag doll, bouncing down the steps to come to rest across his own body. A trickle of blood came from her mouth, but she was grinning.


  That was all Lonny knew, for the darkness came up to swallow everything.


  IV


  “WHO hit’m boss? Boss hit’m heap hard!” Baron Munchy, hardly able to lift the damp towel, was dragging it across his mouth, smothering him. Link Raeburn watched the operation Interestedly, but not cautiously, from his position before the instrument panel. Lana Hilton was sitting up dazedly, rearranging her hair.


  “I knew it was too much to expect,” she commented. “Couldn’t leave us alone, could you, Link? I was just beginning to like the idea of getting away from you for good. Ooooh, my head!”


  “I hope our friend had the foresight to stock his larder well,” said Link Raeburn with a shrug. “We may be cooped up here for some time.”


  Lonny sat up, shaking his head dazedly.


  “I ought to whale the tar out of you,” he cried angrily. “But I’ve got more sense than to do it at a time like this. Maybe I’ll do it when the sub-boat comes up to the surface again. I never did have too much faith in you, Raeburn.”


  Link Raeburn laughed. “You won’t do it then, or ever, Lonny. There isn’t an ounce of fight left in you. The planet’s got you. I’ve always believed that you had enough pearls stacked away to make a fortune on earth, but you kept putting the time for departure off into the future.”


  His taunts acted as harsh irritants to Lonny Higgens, who doubled his fists and took a couple of steps forward.


  “Slap ’im down, Boss,” urged Baron Munchy, and Lonny stopped, his shoulders falling.


  “That’s right,” he said, grinning at the little elf. “Fight to the death, like all these insensate creatures of Uranus. No, I’ll not do it. I’m saving myself, against the day I’ll get back to earth.”


  “You’re a fool,” said Link Raeburn. “Next time I’ll get you for keeps.”


  “At least you can save it until we get up from here,” returned Lonny, brushing past the other and examining the instruments. “Depth indication—now four thousand feet. And sinking slowly.”


  With luck, they would be on the surface again in a few hours. Then he would either knock the tar out of Link Raeburn or kick him out in the mud. He felt a deepseated, lethargic contempt for the mud fisher. The dapper man was a despicable murderer at heart, and now he felt only a distant sort of loathing for him.


  Lana was different. In a way she might have been a good sort. He had a hunch that Uranus was affecting her much as it had him, bringing forth his irritable nature, sapping his energy, dulling his sensations in a sluggish, remote way. He had an idea that she would cut an amazingly attractive figure in one of the late translucent evening gowns, back in one of the live spots of the populated planets. At the moment, she was highly intolerable and seli-centered. He would do well to be rid of both of them.


  Baron Munchy was soaring up and down the room, catching midges, when Lonny descended to the lower decks. The atomic motors, he found, were in good condition for an emergency. The trouble with them was that they provided merely a horizontal propulsion. The natural buoyancy of the vessel, coupled with the lessening of surface pressure, would have to raise it from the murky depths.


  The lower deck was almost hemispherical in shape, and fully occupied with power apparatus.


  “They steal’m, Boss!” warned Baron Munchy vindictively. “Now you fight, huh?”


  “Fighting wouldn’t do any good,” Lonny explained wearily. “People don’t fight on Uranus. They’re always fagged out, enervated.”


  “Fagged—” began the impish creature helplessly.


  “I mean that life is too boring to be taken seriously,” went on Lonny. “Otherwise, I’d have knocked the slats out of that smirking back-biter long ago. I may have to do it yet.”


  “You oughta fight’m,” declared Baron Munchy angrily. “They steal house. Steal everything! Why no earthmen fight, Boss?”


  “Because earthmen have to get mad to fight,” returned Lonny, “and you can’t get mad here somehow. Oh, shut up! I don’t know how to explain it. Earthmen just don’t feel violent emotions here on Uranus. They don’t get mad at anything! They don’t fall in love! They’re just sapped dry of everything.”


  His head was aching. It was a good thing his body had recovered from its exposure to the heavy pressure area. He climbed the rampway for the upper deck, and stood motionless, breaking upon a surprising scene.


  ALL of the compartments had been searched, and he saw his cache of Uranusian pearls open to view. The wall safe hung ajar—apparently the deft fingers of Link Raeburn had encountered no great difficulty in finding the combination. His eyes were glittering with fascination, and the girl, too, seemed unable to wrench her eyes from the inviting spectacle.


  “That’s enough,” gasped Link Raeburn, “to set a fellow up for life.”


  “Yeh, and here we are,” returned the girl hollowly, “stuck deep in the mud of Uranus.”


  “Maybe you forget who they belong to,” snorted Lonny, stalking into their midst and slamming his treasure back into its hiding place. “The indicator says we’re at six thousand five hundred and forty-one feet.”


  “Then we’ve stopped,” said Raeburn. “It read the same five minutes ago.”


  Lonny stood watching the gauges and found that the other was right. The mud-submarine had indeed come to a halt. It meant that some sort of an equilibrium was being established in the barometric storm center that raged above.


  “I’ll start the motors and try jarring the ship around a little,” he said, seating himself before the mechanisms. At a touch of his finger, dial bulbs lighted up, and from the lower depths came the whine of machinery. Almost instantly they felt a sidewise lurch, and then a slow climbing motion.


  “It looks good, anyway,” said Link Raeburn. “We’re going up again.”


  “Thank Heaven for small favors,” breathed Lana thankfully, and watched attentively as Lonny began juggling the controls alarmedly. Link’s eyes watched the indicator, and began to show new amazement.


  “We’re not ascending now,” said Lonny grimly. “I don’t know what’s the matter. The motor-drive is okay, but we’re making a crazy circle, over and over, and not getting any higher.”


  “You’re nuts!” burst out Raeburn, stalking forward, waving his arms. Yet the yellow pallor of his face showed that he too had noticed the mud-ship’s erratic behavior. “It’s just not possible! Uranus is all mud—just plain fluid mud!”


  “Or that’s what we’ve thought, up to now,” said Lonny significantly.


  “What do you mean?” demanded Lana. “You can’t mean that we’re trapped here with a fortune just in our grasp.”


  The whine of the lower motors mounted, and as a result the mud-submarine began spinning around like a top. Yet the depth pointer had not moved.


  “It means that there’s some sort of a skeletal core to Uranus after all,” said Lonny with a vanquished sigh, snapping off the motors and pushing back from the controls. “Add what’s more, it means that we’ve bumped into it.”


  “But how?” demanded Raeburn. “Even if there is a solid core, nothing would prevent our ship from floating up again.”


  “Unless our vessel happened to get caught under a ledge,” returned Lonny pointedly. “We sank while the pressure was heavy, and then when it lessened, began to ascend. We climbed a short way and stopped. Then our horizontal screws sends the ship around in a short circle, indicating that we are in a shelving pocket. We can’t descend unless the pressure storm gets violent again! And we can’t dumb through a shelving ledge of solid core. So our chances of getting out of here are rather slim.”


  Raeburn’s furtive eyes were glowing, like those of a beast at bay. He whirled around, struck out wildly at the controls, started the engines and sent the mud-submarine spinning around again, but to no avail. Lana Hilton watched his every move, and she too was like a tigress at bay.


  Like animals they glared around at the berylumir hulls, thinking of the millions of pounds per square inch waiting beyond—trying to press in upon them. An instant’s exposure to that and a human body would be but a pulpy mass.


  They felt helpless and insignificant. To the two who glared unbelievingly at the controls, the apparent unconcern of Lonny Higgens amounted to madness. He appeared not to be able to fully appreciate the true reasons for their violent perturbation. He was humming a tune through his teeth, and searching among tiny wall nitches, from which he presently withdrew a tiny skillet.


  “No use getting excited,” he told them. “The chances are that the pressure storms won’t come around soon enough to do us any good. At any rate, there’s nothing to stop us from eating while we’re hungry—that is, while the food supply holds out.”


  V


  “YOU’RE not human,” said Link Raeburn accusingly, and he shook a quivering finger at Lonny. “Here we are in the face of death, and all you think of is your stomach.”


  “There’s not much choice,” said Lonny Higgens, “when a fellow’s empty. And the menu never changes here. Besides, eating might help you to think.”


  “You shouldn’t think while you’re eating,” reprimanded Lana. “It’ll give you indigestion.”


  “Great Space!” broke out Raeburn. “You too! Who gives a hang about indigestion? Listen, you pair of fools, we’re snagged down here on the bottom of a sea of mud. Pearls won’t mean a thing to us in this fix! We’ll be lucky if we ever get out of this with a whole skin.” He began pacing up and down the room, swinging his hands, while Lonny inspected the storage compartment.


  “Looks like a fish dinner,” he sighed. “Of course there are clams, of the mud-kelp variety, and Uranusian lobsters—they’re really delicious at this time of the year. Then we’ve got a very good variety of that piscatorial wonder known here as a whirl-ray, whose steaks are rather tasty. But in the last analysis, just fish.”


  “I’ll take the same,” groaned Lana Hilton, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling with an attitude of unwilling acquiescence. “Between going nuts and getting the d. t.’s I’ll take the nuts. Maybe I can forget a few trifles of life by just being in your company. At least it’ll keep me from thinking over what a swell opportunity I had for being a good little girl. By the way, Lonny, do you think there’s a Hereafter, here on Uranus?”


  “Why not?” asked Lonny with a grimace as he laid thick white slices of whirl-ray in the skillet and turned on an electric grid. “I suppose they’d picture there as some sort of a glorified place where mud just couldn’t exist.”


  “Yeh, probably with green fields, waterfalls, and mountains,” returned Lana, leaning on her fist with a reminiscent sigh, “Gosh, sometimes I wonder why I ever left those good things, and then again—what’s the diff?”


  THE fried steaks sent a not unpleasant aroma drifting through the control room. Lonny sat a tiny side plate on the table, and pulled up a high slender chair like a baby’s high-chair, to which Baron Munchy soared. He tucked a napkin under his chin and sat waiting, with tiny knife and fork raised high. The sight was so amusing that somehow Lana found time to laugh.


  “You really coddle the little rascal, don’t you?” she asked, “and for some reason I never really considered these manlike dragon-flies with having any intelligence whatever.”


  “Oh, they’re smart in a way,” agreed Lonny between bites. “You know I’ve always had a theory that his race of beings came from one of the moons of Uranus. There are four of them, you know. I suspect he came from Umbriel.”


  “Well, little man,” said Lana. “Maybe you’re an Umbriellian. But where is your umbrella?”


  “Or an Arielite,” suggesed Lonny. “Without a lantern.”


  “Or a Titanian, or an Oberonian,” said Lana.


  “Slap ’em down,” sighed Baron Munchy in a flattered manner. “Give both barrels.”


  “Say, let up with that kind of chatter, won’t you?” groaned Link Raeburn, after trying again and again to get the mud-ship from beneath the deep ledge. “I’m going batty, I tell you. Completely batty!”


  “Probably it’s the pressure,” commented Lonny. “High blood pressure.”


  With the table cleared, Lana’s good spirits had taken another slump. She went gloomily with Raeburn to check the air, food, and water supplies of the strange craft. When they returned Lonny Higgens was curled up on a couch, snoring lustily.


  “I don’t get it,” said Raeburn, throwing up his hands in despair. “He isn’t like a man any more. He isn’t like anything living. It’s his ship, and he ought to know more about it than anyone. Oh well, if everybody else is going to give up the ghost, why should I worry?”


  “Sure,” said Lana. “Why should we worry. Maybe his surmise wasn’t true. Maybe it’s something else holding us down. Maybe it’s our imagination.”


  She sat down, her mind in a daze. How long she sat there in a trancelike state she didn’t know, but a movement from Lonny Higgens aroused her. Link Raeburn was stretched out on the floor, his mouth wide open, eyes closed with complete exhaustion and utter relaxation.


  “I think I’ve got an idea,” said Lonny, stretching his arms and staggering to his feet. He looked at the controls and found that they were at the same depth. 6,541 feet. Their position had not altered a trifle. “We’ve been here over eight hours. No barometric storm ever lasted that long on Uranus. The pressure must have been released on the upper surface by now. And we’ve got to have a heavy pressure area again somewhere. It just occurred to me that we might create that heavy pressure on the roof of this ledge that we’re under, which would suffice just as well.”


  “But how?” demanded Lana, and followed as he went to the berylumin hull at one end of the control room and pulled down a shutter. He had exposed a transparent plate of glassite, now black as ink with the outer mud, in whose center a pair of binoculars had been frozen into the vitreous substance.


  “We’ll use the field glass as a terminal,” he explained, making disconnections at the control board and bringing two current wires in the direction of the wall. He affixed one wire to the binoculars and clamped the other against a rim of the porte. “This glassite will act as an insulator and we can force an electric current through the outer mud. There’s a possibility that the current will react on the watery content to release hydrogen and oxygen through electrolysis. I really don’t think it will work, but it’s a good way to occupy our minds.”


  SHE watched as he made the terminals secure, then stepped up the amperage on the desk instruments. Very faintly, blue lightning flashes of electricity could be seen streaking through the outer mud against the glassite. For long moments they watched as nothing happened.


  Then he sighed disappointedly.


  “No use, I guess,” he said reluctantly. “Too much outer pressure for gases to form.”


  “You mean—it’s the end?” she asked in a tiny voice. Her hands reached out and caught him by the shoulders abruptly. For a moment the outer mask of her face had slipped and her frightened soul stared through. When Lonny started to draw back, she held on.


  “Gosh, Lonny,” she said hurriedly. “Maybe I’m a little fool to break down like this. I think—I think I may even be going to cry. But I’ve seen what you’re really like these last few hours—under the stress of everything, I mean. You’re really pretty decent and brave. You needn’t deny that you’ve got courage, and a lot of other admirable qualities. Your only trouble has been in letting the awful lethargy of Uranus get hold of you. That’s all that’s wrong, and what you need is something to jar you loose from this planet. Then you’d be a great guy. I really mean it, Lonny.”


  Her eyes were shining like stars. She was on the verge of a complete breakdown. Yet Lonny Higgens was held as though in a spell, for her words had done something that had not happened in a long time, had broken through his apathy.


  Now, moving swiftly, she pressed her lips against his own, and they stood in a long silent embrace. Lenny’s head was whirling, and he stumbled back, his hand crashing against a rheostat. A thunderous surge of high voltage crackled suddenly, kniving along the glassite, and the motors from the lower decks sang a mounting, thunderous song.


  At the same time, everything shifted. Something had dealt the mud-submarine a tremendous blow from above.


  They were sent careening against the hull and then to the floor, which began to tilt. Link Raeburn had been thrown to his hands and knees. Now his eyes goggled up at the instrument panel. Lonny Higgens sat sprawled out with the girl a tumbled heap in his arms.


  “Good going, Lonny!” cried Raeburn incredulously. “We’re sinking again. How did you manage to do it?”


  Lonny blinked through a cascade of tumbling russet curls and looked up wonderingly.


  “I suppose the electrolysis worked after all,” he answered weakly. “Under the pressure, the high voltage must have produced liquid oxygen, and then ignited it. And if the propellors are working we ought to be able to wriggle out into the dear some way.”


  “That puts a different light on the entire matter,” said Raeburn, getting to his feet and drawing a ray pistol from his pocket. “I told you I would do you in for good the next time I made a try. Get up, Lonny, and start saying your prayers.”


  “My goodness,” gasped Baron Munchy, crawling up over the edge of the control chair and looking on with glittering, faceted eyes.


  VI


  LONNY HIGGENS got up slowly, then glanced lazily toward the control instruments, where the depth indicator had dipped down noticeably.


  “That’s all very well in due time,” he said, “but we’re still under the ledge, and not out of danger by any means. If we don’t shove from under it we’ll land back in the same shape.”


  “Get over to those controls then,” ordered Raeburn.


  Lonny grinned and went to the familiar seat. The craft was making larger circles as it descended, indicating that his guess must have been correct, that they were in a pocket, and that the pocket was broadening.


  Somewhere at the bottom of that pocket was a tunnel opening upon the outer ocean and it was up to him to find that opening—blindfold. If they could only keep descending until the vessel entered the channel their main problem would be solved. But if the pressure generated from the explosion was dissipated too suddenly, his mud-ship would ascend into the trap and stay forever there on the muddy ocean floor.


  He felt a lurch. The ship had paused and was sinking no longer. This then, was the limit. It would not go low enough. He saw the horror in Raeburn’s eyes.


  They would die from starvation here. The gun in Raeburn’s hands would be merciful, if it relieved them from the more hideous death that was certain to come.


  The hull shuddered, slipped against a rocky outer substance that seemed to give way suddenly. He felt the relaxation of the outer barrier through the controls, knew that the propellors were driving it out and into the true bed of the Uranusian ocean. The needle indicator paused uncertainly, started to rise. By the expression on Raeburn’s face he knew that the other had not guessed that their trap was behind them.


  It was his chance. Lonny’s hands moved swiftly on the controls. A surge of power sent the rear-drive mud-propellers spinning. Too much power. The ship tilted swiftly and Raeburn lost his balance. The man at the controls left them in a flash.


  Lonny seized the wrist that held the gun, wrenched it away. It went skidding across the floor. Then he stuck out fiercely at the sardonic features so close to him. Raeburn rocked backward, flailing out with both hands, as Lonny came in again, both fists landing solidly. His antagonist spun backward, then fell helplessly to the decking. Baron Munchy was jumping up and down in ecstacy.


  “Hit’m, Boss! Sock ’im again!” he piped, but Lonny picked up the gun, slipped it into his pocket, and shook his head in the negative.


  “There’s to be no more fighting, Raeburn,” he said. “I’ll pick you off with the gun if you start anything. When we break the surface you can get your mud-shoes and go.”


  Four thousand feet. Three thousand. The mud-submarine was rising rapidly now, had passed the two thousand mark.


  “You’ve really hurt the little fellow’s feelings,” said Lana Hilton, evading his eyes and gesturing toward Baron Munchy, who was beating his fists against the wall in sheer frustration. “He must have been praying for blood and thunder.


  “I’ll plaster ’im!” Munchy was squeaking. “I’ll do him in!”


  One thousand.


  “He’s a misfit here,” said Lonny slowly. “He comes from Umbriel, on one of the other moons. On his own world he was used to great activity. Uranus hasn’t affected him—acting upon his nerves—as it has the rest of us. But he’s a misfit here. He expects the normal activity of his own satellite upon Uranus. That just isn’t possible. I think he’d like it on earth.”


  “You mean—” began Lana, just as the mud-submarine broke the surface and began bobbing to a rest. Lonny followed Raeburn up the hatchway, watched him open it. The upper mists broke in damply, sending heavy white furlers about their faces. Link Raeburn looked glum and defeated as he donned the heavy mud-shoes and slogged away into the mist.


  Lonny Higgens closed the hatchway and yawned. He was beginning to feel dog-tired again—a normal sensation on Uranus—but a grim decision had taken shape in his mind.


  “Sure,” he said, in answer to the question in her gleaming eyes. “I’m going to get out of here. I’m going to send an S.O.S. If that doesn’t work I’ll get a straight call through to earth, charter a space yacht, and have it sent to pick us up.”


  “Lonny, you mean, that—” began Lana, moving toward him with her lips invitingly close.


  But Lonny Higgens evaded her. He turned his back and sat down in a chair, then yawned again. Uranus had him! Old rocking chair had him! Something had him, as long as he was on this blasted planet.


  Lovely as Lana was, it would take more energy than he could assimilate to make love to her on this muddy world.


  “I guess you’ll have to save it,” he sighed regretfully. “But you’d not be safe to try those tactics again—once we get back on earth.”


  When Time Rolled Back


  Ed Earl Repp


  LONG before Rog found the mysterious, shining ball back in the mountains, he knew he was far different from the rest of his tribe that lived along the river. He knew it because he didn’t think the same way they did, and because there was a difference even in their appearance.


  Sarak, who was the Old Man of the tribe as well as his sire, and Monah, Rog’s mother, were short and heavy and thickly covered with hair. Rog was taller and straighter, and endowed with much less hair. Too, his face was much broader through the cheekbones and less heavy-looking around the mouth. There was only one other in the tribe who seemed to be of the same physical cast as Rog, and that was Lo, a young woman „who dwelt with her family in Sarak’s cave.


  Though the stalwart, blond young man took an active part in all the work of the tribe—hunting, skinning, tool-making—there were times when he would detach himself from the rest as though he were a creature of a higher world viewing a savage orgy.


  Such a time was the delirious madness of eating after the lucky kill of a giant mammoth. All the able-bodied men of the tribe would aid in dragging the great, quiet animal into the clearing beside the river, and then, to the cries of men, women, and children, huge hunks of flesh would be torn off and devoured by all. The orgy did not cease until no one was able to stand without falling.


  But Rog and Lo would stand back in the shadows and watch gravely, gnawing passively on smaller pieces of meat.


  The others of the tribe realized that Rog and Lo were somehow different from them. And because of the young man’s tremendous strength and because he was the son of the Old Man, he was not molested. But secretly the slow-thinking men and women classed him with Ta, the half-witted boy who sat all day playing with a stick.


  None of them, not even the thoughtful Lo, ever stopped to wonder how far back their ancestors had lived in this spot. Nor did they care. But Rog found himself wondering if life had always been like this, or if it had once been superior or inferior to their mode of life. Sometimes he would grow curious enough to wander far down the river, or off into the hills, alone.


  It was on one of those excursions, prompted by an increasing dissatisfaction with the life of the tribe, that Rog wandered back four or five ranges from the cave dwellings. He had just sat down to eat some of the dried meat he had brought along when his eye was caught by a glint of flashing metal off through the dense woods.


  Startled, he leaped up and made his way nearer. Within ten minutes he was standing aghast, staring at a great, gleaming globe of silver, half buried in the soft, moldy ground. He was terrified, for an instant, and broke into panic-stricken flight before this thing that none of the aborigines had ever seen. Then Rog’s overpowering curiosity brought him creeping back.


  It was fifty times as tall as he was, just the half of it he could see. It sparkled in the sunlight like white fire. Then, down near the ground, Rog saw a round cut in the smooth surface. Something told him this was the way inside the ball, though there was no reason why he should not have believed it was anything but solid. But there was an inner urge that made him approach gingerly and take hold of the long crossbar that was set into the door.


  Eagerly he pulled at it. Nothing happened. He pushed, twisted, shoved, and still the thing would not budge. Then a gleam of comprehension flickered in his eyes. He grasped both ends of the bar and turned it the way a plumber turns a pipecutter. It moved!


  The round entrance swivelled about on threads that were glass-smooth, until suddenly it swung aside on a hinge. Rog gasped and poked his head inside. He was so amazed that for a couple of minutes he could only stand in the portal, gaping.


  THE ball was divided into floors, apparently, for there was a spiral staircase in the middle that went up through the high ceiling, and a continuation of the stairway going down into the lower half of it. From some small globes hanging from the ceiling a soft radiation was thrown into the room. There were gleaming tables and cabinets and shelves of mystifying apparatus that Bog’s eyes had never seen.


  At last he ventured inside. He went from one glass-covered table to the next, frowning at the things he saw. He could make nothing of them.


  There were twenty tables, and each bore a maze of strange symbols on its top. He was at a loss to divine what they meant, until he discovered that at the bottom of each chart there was a picture of a globe, with a tiny red arrow pointing to a section of it. Then he knew. The tables were supposed to tell him what was to be found on each floor.


  All this Rog knew, although he had never seen metal before, or glass, or heard of a floor. But somehow he felt more at home in here than he did in the cave with Sarak and Mo-nah. With perfect confidence he went to the staircase and climbed to the first floor.


  A low, shining fence leading from the stairway made it plain that he was to follow inside it and view each exhibit as he went. Rog went to the first table, and within five minutes he was plunged into a maze of conjectures and mysteries that made his aboriginal brain ache.


  The first table bore a number of short groups of symbols, completely lost on him. There were flowing, cursive characters; then a line of wedge-shaped pictures; line after line of characters differing only slightly; and finally, at the very bottom, something he could understand.


  There was pictured a figure that brought a quick smile of apprehension to Rog’s face—an old man, bowed with age. Beside him was a young child, enclosed in a red circle that set him off from the old man. A word leaped to his lips . . . . Not, perhaps, the word that the artist had intended, but close enough.


  “Beginning!” was the thought that came from his lips.


  AFTER that the messages in the words and pictures made more sense to him. Stupefied, trembling with excitement at this thing that was happening to him, he went on and on.


  He ignored the symbols as mere decorations, and read the pictures, hurrying from one group to the next. He stared long and amazed at amazingly life-like representations of the life of a tribe such as his own. The men and women even looked like his did—short, squat, hairy. The scenes showed them killing great animals somewhat similar to the ones on whose meat they lived, portrayed them chipping flint holes, and doing the other dozens of things life demanded of them.


  But as he went on the life changed.


  From cave-houses the migration was to peculiar dwellings of poles and boughs, making box-like affairs in which men and women lived. The tribe-folk, even, changed. They grew more upright and less hairy, and their faces looked something like the reflection that stared back at Rog from quiet forest pools.


  The message of the pictures did not by any means unfold fully to Rog, but from the chain of scenes he began to grasp something. Life steadily became more and more complex, as though it were working toward something—with a purpose. Men grew taller, their dwellings bigger, their weapons stranger and apparently more efficient. He saw small tribal conflicts broaden into great wars between numbers of tribes.


  He gaped at inventions which he could not begin to comprehend. Before his startled gaze caves gave way to great dwelling-places so large that men looked like ants beside them. He had to smile at the fanciful picturization of a man flying through the air in a fantastic machine, But as Rog neared the end of the exhibit, he realized that the story, if story it was, did not satisfy him.


  In his crude, barbaric way, he had great visions of improving life so that death was not such a stern, everpresent reality, and men would have time for things other than eating and sleeping and mating. He was a philosopher, if such a thing were conceivable of a man who lived on raw meat. And this story did not appeal to him, for as far as he could tell men grew more and more dissatisfied, instead of contented . . . .


  Terrible wars were shown to him. Violent death stalked the streets of the beautiful cities. War after war piled on top of struggling civilization until at last a conflict that seemed to embrace every shred of man’s life took place. After that there were scenes of cities utterly deserted, crumbling into ruins. The final picture made Rog gasp with shock.


  They showed ten men laboring on a great steel ball, filling it with tiny miniatures and statues and boxes. The last picture was of one man lying under a transparent glass dome at the bottom of the ball.


  Rog was suddenly frightened. He turned and fled back down the stairs and out the door, and plunged into the forest—


  HE said nothing to the rest of the tribe that day. Somehow he knew he must guard his secret with his life. If the others found what he had discovered, they would crowd into it and tear to shreds these things that he treasured, simply through love of destruction. When he thought of that, his fists clenched and hatred blazed in his eyes. The ball must be kept safe, so that he could learn what it meant. It meant more than life itself, more than Lo, even, that he should solve the message in the shining globe.


  But the next day he found time to sit by the river with Lo. “You were gone yesterday,” she said. “Where?” Rog’s heart leaped into his mouth. He looked down in sudden confusion. “Only down the river,” he lied. “I went to hunt roots.”


  Her questioning eyes told him she knew-he was lying. But she was wise, and held her tongue.


  After a long time he could hold himself in no longer. “Do you ever wonder,” he asked intensely, “why we live this way? I mean—have men always lived like this, in caves, killing their meat and gorging themselves on it, and then starving until they killed again?”


  Lo’s dark eyes met his boring glance, but she said nothing. She was feminine enough, and civilized enough, to realize it wasn’t an answer he wanted, but an audience.


  In a moment he went on. “You and I aren’t like the others, Lo. The Old Man and all the rest of the people aren’t happy unless they are eating. But we can be happy talking, and . . . . wondering.”


  She smiled at him in happy understanding. “Luk-no says you are lazy,” she said naively. “But I know you work hard even when you are quiet. Else how would you find things to make like the Thing that Floats?”


  He warmed at her mention of his raft. It was only a short while ago that he had conceived the idea of tying a bundle of logs together to ferry things across the river, but now it was in daily use. But when his mind rested on Luk-no, he scowled.


  “Some day I will kill him,” he promised savagely. “Always he interferes.”


  Luk-no was a great, stubby trunk of a man who resented Lo’s interest in Rog and took every chance to get in his way. His greatest delight was to carry tales of his laziness to Sarak, who would promptly beat his son with a club. Such treatment rankled under Rog’s skin.


  Then he forgot his hatred of the black-browed one in contemplation of other things. “I do not like the way we live,” he said simply. “Our caves are cold and sometimes wet. Our weapons are scarcely able to kill the animals we need before they kill us. I do not like the way the Old Man rules us, telling us what we can do and what we cannot do. Why shouldn’t I make better things for myself if I want, instead of being beaten for not working? Some day . . . .”


  Lo caught up the thread of thought quickly. “I know,” she nodded. “Some day you will challenge Sarak and kill him. Then you will be the Old Man! You will be the one who rules!”


  “So that is what you two talk of! I knew it was not how to get food for the tribe!” The voice was triumphant and harsh, close behind them.


  They were on their feet in an instant, whirling to face the brutally-built man who had come up behind them. It was Luk-no. His little red-rimmed eyes were alight with anticipation.


  “You came at the wrong moment,” Rog growled sullenly. “We were not talking of that, but Lo grew over-enthusiastic.”


  “Well, and won’t the Old Man be glad to hear this?” Luk-no taunted. “When I tell him, he will cave your head in like an acorn.”


  Rog’s face was black with fury. “If you tell Sarak what you heard,” he said tensely, “I will take your dirty throat in my hands and break it. Then I’ll gouge your prying eyes out. I’ll tear your tongue out so you can never tell anything else you hear again. Or perhaps I will just do it now!” He took a menacing step towards the smaller, burlier man, his club resting on his shoulder.


  Luk-no cringed, essaying a grin. “You are too quick to anger!” he protested. “It was a joke.”


  “A joke,” Rog mocked. “Like the time you toppled a rock on the head of one of the others who wished to mate with Lo! I don’t like your jokes, dirty one. Go back to your caterpillargrubbing before I change my mind.”


  But as Luk-no slunk away, he felt icy chills run down his back. He must be more careful! Here he had been on the point of telling everything to Lo. What would have resulted if Luk-no had heard! The globe, perhaps, would have been discovered and ruined!


  And Rog, stalking away by himself, knew that he must be triply careful, for somehow he sensed that in that shining ball was contained the whole future of the tribe . . . .


  IN the weeks to come he made many trips back to the sphere. With every visit his wonder grew.


  By intuition and study he became convinced that the place was a repository in which some race long dead—a “tribe” was his only word for them—had sought to preserve the knowledge of their civilization for those to come later. His agile mind told him why it had been necessary.


  Mankind had worked itself up to the point where it had too much leisure, and turned its energy to the destruction of others. The inevitable result was self-destruction. But the ten he had seen in the pictures stole away and created this museum of history and science, to aid mankind when it must again struggle upward.


  Under Luk-no’s subtle whispering the tribe grew incensed against Rog and watched him constantly, seeking to learn where he went on the days he was absent. They resented the things he “invented” with such regularity. Little did they realize he was but copying things he saw in the sphere.


  The thing that astounded them most, even Rog himself, was the wheel.


  He hacked a section of a log into a rough cylinder about three feet thick and bored a hole through it for an axle. Two of these “wheels” he joined together by a peeled pole and made a crude sort of cart, more, perhaps, like a wheelbarrow. But the simple contraption did the work of many men in hauling rocks and meat. Had it not been for the tremendous jealousy it aroused among other young men in the settlement, he would have been acclaimed a hero.


  Another day he fashioned a device consisting of a bent stick held in a permanent arc by a piece of rawhide. When a notched branch, skinned clean of bark and twigs, was launched by the bowstring, it flew with sufficient force to kill a squirrel. Rog was as delighted as a child with his bow and arrow, and spent many hours practicing with it.


  There were other things in the museum that brought deep lines to his forehead. He was already beginning to comprehend the principle of the water-wheel and the pulley, but when he saw a man hanging from a great bag high in the air, or a hunter killing a bear by pointing a smoking stick at it, he was stupefied.


  JUST six weeks after his discovery of the ball, he found something that froze him with sheer terror, that sent him running away, vowing never to return.


  On this day he had gone down the stairs through a number of floors, until he came to a room in the very bottom of the sphere. The door to the chamber was closed. It was an unusual door, of a gleaming material that made him blink, and had a single character in the center of it: a red circle from which a small sector had been removed. The sector hovered over the gap, as if asking to be replaced.


  Rog pushed the door open and went in, suddenly stopped. His face froze, then brightened with eagerness. Hastily he went to the bubble-like dome of glass in the middle of the room.


  Then he was standing rigid with shock. On a low couch under the glass bell lay an old man clad in flowing, white garments. But he was different from the tribe’s old men. He was taller and frailer. His brow was lofty, instead of being crowded down over his eyebrows, and his expression was serene in death.


  Rog shoved his nose against the glass, studying the dignified figure. He wished, suddenly, that the old man were not dead, for he could undoubtedly explain all these things to him that had him puzzling so hopelessly. At last his gaze wandered to the maze of machines at the head of the couch.


  There was nothing there that he could begin to understand. Just a battery of glass and metal and tubes. Two red wires led from the machinery to a board on which were a number of dials and things that Rog scarcely gave a second glance.


  Then, all at once, he stiffened. His eyes fastened on a shining red circle of metal, exactly the same as the symbol on the door. And there was a section out of it, lying there asking him to put it back in!


  NOW he went to it and lifted the heavy little bit of red stuff. It had prongs that fitted into corresponding holes in the rest of the circle which was firmly fixed to the board. Rog knew he was supposed to shove the sector into place. His fingers were trembling as he hesitated. Suddenly he bent forward and pushed the prongs home!


  There was an instant of utter silence. His primitive mind told him that this was a moment of moments, though he knew not why. Gradually a low humming told him his action had taken results. The machinery glowed and wheels began to turn slowly, then faster and faster, until they were spinning discs of silver.


  Rog’s eyes fastened on the ancient’s face. Why, he did not know. Perhaps he was asking him to answer . . . . He scowled. Were his eyes deceiving him, or had the placid white face become flushed?


  “Agh!” A hoarse bark of terror burst from Rog’s throat. The old man’s eyes were open and he was looking straight at him!


  The young aborigine had seen enough. He turned and fled, caring for nothing but his own life now.


  FOR a week he was afraid even to think of what he had seen. His mind was outraged by the thought of the dead returning to life.


  He worked so hard with the tribe now that they were amazed at the change in him. It was growing on towards winter, and stores of roots, edible weeds, and dried meat were crowded into the smoky, dark caves in which they lived. The winters had been growing so heavy that the Old Man had even mentioned moving farther south, where they had observed birds and certain animals went in cold weather. This winter they were taking no chance of starving. Great supplies of food were being put in long ahead of time.


  But in spite of Rog’s industry, Luk-no found time to run him down, secretly, to Sarak. The two of them would mumble between themselves, Luk-no furtive and prattling, the Old Man smoldering with righteous indignation. And presently the Old Man, who was actually only about fifteen years older than Rog, would take it upon himself to chastise him. His great, bulging muscles would strain as he cudgelled him.


  Rog sweltered under the mistreatment . . . . but this trouble was as nothing compared to the burning curiosity to know what he had done the last time he went to the globe. Even Lo could not be let in on such a secret. She, too, would class him with Ta, then.


  The day came when he could stand it no longer.


  Almost without his own volition he found himself far back in the hills, making swiftly towards the museum. He did not rush in as heretofore when he reached it. He crept up and poked his head inside the portal, wide-eyed and breathing hard. There was the sound of a twig’s breaking behind him, and he whirled, flattening out against the wall.


  “Do not be afraid.” It was the smiling patriarch who spoke. “I am Johann Adam, the man you restored to life. I am here to help you.”


  But Rog could not understand the strange, musical sounds he made. He continued to crouch there, waiting.


  The old man spread his hands. “I have slept long, if you represent man of today. But follow me.” And he gestured to the boy, passing on into the sphere.


  Then there followed an hour of the most thrilling, most baffling, conversation he had ever known. Johann Adam took a big pad and a writing-stick and made picture after picture, while Rog crouched near him, fearing to stay, and yet hating the thought of missing anything by leaving. The first time Adam extended the pad to him to him to see what he had written, he shrank back and almost ran away.


  Somehow he knew that it was ridiculous, his being afraid of a man so much feebler than he, and he stiffened his feeble courage. But there was a tiny voice inside him that whispered that the ancient had a power that transcended that of mere muscles Rog remembered the smoking sticks that killed bears . . . .


  Finally he glanced at the pad, and then took it. The diagram was a repetition of the old man and child in the chart in the room above. A smile claimed his features. He pointed upward and gave the pad back.


  Adam was pleased. He seemed to inventory Rog’s quick eyes and his smooth, broad brow. Then he was writing again. The younger man’s fear broke down completely under the force of his desire for learning. Within a few minutes he was sitting on the floor beside Johann Adam, nodding and grinning and sometimes frowning in puzzlement. But a story was unfolding to him. He was learning how the sphere happened to be.


  Laboriously he pieced together the fact that Adam and nine other men had foreseen what was to happen to the earth and its super-civilization. Knowing that destruction of modern culture was on the way, they had sought to preserve some part of it for humanity when—and if—men emerged from the darkness at some future time.


  They had constructed the globe and filled it with every scrap of knowledge known to man. Then they constructed the last room of all, the chamber in which Adam was to lie awaiting the renewal of his suspended life, or the death that would be complete.


  On the eve of the last of the terrible, cataclysmic wars that burned mankind from earth like a searing flame from outer space, Johann Adam entered the globe and the others went back, to die.


  Their supposition had been correct. The last great invention of the war gods, a corrosive gas, had got out of control. Within a space of years men were wiped from the face of earth.


  What happened then Adam could not say. Perhaps man had struggled up from the bottom of evolution’s ladder again; perhaps a tribe of high-type apes had been left after the catastrophe, and were now Rog’s people, developed by a few thousand years. At any rate, the world was again stumbling through the dark shadows of the Stone Age. And from that murky period civilization was slowly crawling back to its former golden age.


  And Rog knew who would take the lead in the advance. He himself, under the guidance of Johann Adam, would be the Old Man of all Old Men! He would be instrumental in leading his people away from the paths that would deter their progress. All this he would do, with Lo at his side!


  He took the drawing-stick himself, then, and made what crude signs he could to tell of the strained conditions at the caves. Adam frowned and nodded slowly. Clearly he was worried. The death of this man, whom he knew was hundreds of years ahead of his time, might nullify all his chances of aiding the world.


  Then a gleam of hope lighted his eyes. By pictures he showed Rog what to do. He was to bring Lo with him and stay here in the globe until he had learned enough to be able to convince the tribe of his superiority. Until the day when he must be recognized as the leader of them all!


  He was reluctant to leave Adam, and yet eager to carry out his instructions. Trembling with anticipation, he took his clumsy club over his shoulder and ran back through the trees towards the river . . . .


  He came back to the caves to find an angry group awaiting him. Sarak stood at the entrance to the cave, leaning on his club. He was an imposing figure in his anger. His sloping shoulders bulged massively under a mat of black hair, and his short body was tight with muscles drawn hard by hatred.


  “Sluggard!” he spat at Rog. “You run off and hide, do you, while others work? Already black clouds gather, but you let old men and women, as well as the younger ones, find food to keep the fat on your bones during the long winter.”


  Rog stiffened with anxiety. He saw Lo watching him wide-eyed and white of face, and realized Luk-no was grinning at his predicament. He decided on a bold lie. “I was stalking a deer,” he said. “I followed it far into the hills, but could not get close enough to kill it. Had I succeeded, it would have fed more mouths than what roots I could have gathered.”


  The Old Man snorted. “You do not even lie well,” he snarled. “You carry only a club. Did you think to get close enough to kill it with that?” His closeset, red-rimmed eyes blazed. “Where is your spear?”


  “I—I lost it,” Rog faltered.


  “Lost it, did you?” shouted Sarak. “Well, I have not lost my club, smooth-faced one! Feel its anger, now, and remember, when you feel like sleeping in the forest instead of working.”


  His wide mouth was distorted, baring ugly black snags of teeth as he advanced. The thick cudgel, weighted with a stone, came up over his head.


  For a moment Rog considered springing in to battle. His mind weighed his chances. Against Sarak, perhaps, he might have had a chance of coming out alive, but the tribe was incensed against him now. Luk-no would lead them against him should he vanquish the bloodthirsty Old Man.


  Then blows were raining down upon his head and back. As best he could, he warded them off with his club, but the blood sprang from half a dozen wounds in the first few seconds. He went to his knees, dazed and bleeding. Sarak shouted and screamed and danced, in savage enjoyment of his tribal right to punish, justifiably or not. His thick lips gleamed with saliva.


  And Rog bit his lip against the pain and bore it. He ground down the hate welling up within his breast, because he must come out of this alive. Whatever it cost him, he must endure it, or the secret of the museum might die with Johann Adam. A bitter laugh was torn from his lips at the thought that his only motive in living was to help the tribe!


  The wall of leering faces swam before his vision. The ruler’s countenance loomed before them all, twisted with savagery. His breathing was stertorous, rasping through clenched teeth. At last Rog could stand no more. The club fell from his hands and he sprawled on his face in the cavern.


  SOMETIME during the night he awoke. His body was a mass of bruises and cuts. It gave him excruciating agony to force his head from the floor, but he did so, and cast a slow glance about him. Then he saw what he wanted.


  Painfully he inched himself to Lo’s side and aroused her, placing his hand quickly over her mouth to stifle the outcry. “It’s me,” he whispered. “Rog. Listen to me, Lo. I want you to go away with me!”


  Instantly the girl was wide awake. “Go away!” she echoed.


  He nodded. “Not for good. Just for a few moons. Then we will come back, and I will become the Old Man!”


  Now Lo was trembling with excitement. Before she could question him, he bent nearer and whispered, “Pay attention to what I say, but don’t ask questions. We are going back into the forest, to a great, shining stone I found. And we must go tomorrow, as soon as the tribe is not noticing us.”


  Then, hurriedly, he told her of the sphere. She was puzzled, almost inclined to doubt him, but the energy and sincerity of his manner told her he was not lying. A groan from one of the sleepers sent him scuttling back to his place, to lie there sleepless until the sun came up and shot long, golden lances into the cave.


  He was so tense in the morning that he could scarcely force himself to pretend to work. Lo stayed near him. Fear and hope battled within him. Failure now would mean that Johann Adam would wait in vain, out in the forest, for him to come back. He would know Rog could not help him, at last, and then . . . . what?


  He would become older rapidly, for he had many years on his shoulders already. Time would almost surely cut him down before he could find anyone in any of the tribes intelligent enough to know he was not a devil. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead at the thought of so much knowledge being wasted. Though he could not know it, his concern for the secrets of the museum marked him as the first scientist in many thousands of years.


  When the sun had climbed high over the tops of the leafy trees Rog saw his chance. The others had scattered, paying him little attention. In a flash he had darted to Lo’s side and hissed, “Now! We must run fast!”


  THEY crept to the edge of the clearing and then sprang into the thick, cool darkness of the underbrush. Under the swift feet the miles slipped past. Rog was tense and anxious, Lo eager as a child and a little frightened. She did not know what he did: That upon their reaching the sphere safely depended thousands of years of evolution.


  And then, almost without warning, they were springing into the small circle of bare ground surrounding the shining ball of metal. They stopped just a few feet away from the closed door and stood hand in hand while Rog shouted.


  After a moment the bar across the portal began to turn. Then it had swung open . . . . and in that same instant something took place that drained every drop of blood from Rog’s face and left him shivering in dumb despair.


  Not fifty feet behind them a confused shouting arose, and to their shocked gazes were revealed the running forms of a dozen of the tribesmen, led by Sarak, himself!


  A groan of despair came from the lips of Johann Adam. Lo sank to the ground and waited for the clubs to end her life with that of Rog. But Rog was too stupefied to do or say anything. His club hung from nerveless fingers. The sight of twelve men rushing upon him seemed not to register in his mind.


  Then he moved. The club swung up over one shoulder, and he stepped forward one pace. His words carried strongly across the intervening distance.


  “Wait!” he shouted. “I would do battle with Sarak alone. One so weak and stupid as he has no right to rule!”


  They stopped. It was a young man’s right, if he were so foolish, to challenge the Old Man to battle. It meant that his wisdom and strength were questioned, and only by a battle to the death could it be settled. Sarak roared his acceptance, and the others were bound to wait.


  He strode from the knot of savage tribesmen, cudgel lofted over his head. Taunts and threats crowded his flabby lips.


  It was a daring move that Rog was making. Unless he challenged Sarak and demanded a fight alone with him, they would be massacred. Perhaps if he won, the tribe would still exact payment, for Luk-no was at the head of the men, waiting for his chance to avenge himself.


  They crashed together with a sickening sound of stone on flesh. Blood spurted from Rog’s head, where Sarak’s club had grazed him. The sight of the blood brought a scream of triumph from the Old Man, he raised the weapon again in his stubby hands.


  Rog released the club with his right hand and shot a hard fist into the other’s face. Thrown off guard, Sarak had to fall back as his son swept in upon him. His years of experience saved him as he warded off every blow expertly. He drove in a hard sweep of the cudgel that rocked against the younger man’s shoulder.


  Again Sarak bludgeoned his way in, driving Rog back before him, bleeding and dazed. A sob of despair choked Rog. It was more than his life that was at stake today.


  Johann Adam’s fingers were locked in the folds of his garments as he watched the struggle. He knew as well as Rog what the stakes were. And it was a heartbreaking fact for him to realize that he was powerless to help. Interference by him, even if it resulted in victory for the boy, would mean the tribe would never accept him. Only as a tribal member could he aid.


  Around the fighters a great crowd was collecting. The rest of the tribe had run up just after Sarak and Luk-no, and now they crowded in to watch the deadly combat. Their screams of hate filled the quiet forest.


  Rog fought with desperation. In strength he was a match for his bloodthirsty sire, but he lacked the years of experience behind the Old Man’s clubbing. He was forced to give ground time after time, wading in with swinging bludgeon only to be brought to his knees by a clever blow over the back of the neck.


  Sweat streamed down his forehead and blinded him, mingling with blood. His ribs ached terribly from a blow that had cracked several on one side, and one leg was wrenched so it would hardly support him. But still his shoulders writhed to his efforts to give Sarak a death blow.


  Suddenly, as he backed to the very edge of the crowd, he saw a shadow rise swiftly over his head, in the black images cast on the ground. For a moment the battle with Sarak was forgotten in the more immediate danger of being clubbed from behind. He ducked.


  Something smacked into the ground at his feet, and a man, his balance lost by the blow’s missing, lunged past. Luk-no stumbled over the boulder that had almost cost Rog his life. In a flash the intended victim’s club was raised and brought down on his back. With a scream of pain the black-browed one went down.


  The Old Man had not been napping. As Rog’s attention wavered he leaped in close and pulled his cudgel around behind him for a vicious roundhouse swipe that would crush his adversary’s head. Rog’s only warning was his hissing breath. He squatted down quickly, just as the stone swept over him, so close it raised the hackles on his neck.


  In the next moment Rog’s chance came. Sarak lunged off balance and twisted desperately around to recover it. Rog took one deep breath . . . . and then he leaped.


  His club hissed through the air as he put all his force into a final effort. There was a solid crunching sound as the sharp rock connected with Sarak’s skull. The Old Man went down without a sound, and he was Old Man no longer . . . .


  In the moment’s hush that fell over the group, Rog went swiftly back to Lo and Johann Adam. He stood between them and raised both arms for attention.


  “Is there any other who wishes to be ruler?” he shouted.


  There was not a sound. Luk-no crouched where he had fallen.


  A glad tide rushed up in Rog’s breast. He had won! He was the Old Man now, himself, free to do as he wished, and with the power to make the tribe do what he knew was best for them. He spoke once more.


  “Then, know this—I am your ruler and you are my people. But this old man beside me is far wiser than any of us. You will follow my wishes—I will follow his. You do not know what this means now, but you will later.”


  A few feet away the hapless Luk-no still crouched and awaited the death blow that was his due. Then Rog performed the first act of mercy mankind had known in many hundreds of years.


  Sharply he said to him, “Get up. I will not kill you because I do not deign to dirty my club with your blood. But if ever you interfere with me or my mate or the old one, it will go hard with you.”


  Luk-no crept away, while amazement gripped the tribe. And in the eyes of the men and women Rog read complete victory.


  Johann Adam shook his wise old head, realizing what had happened. “I have known men far more cultured than you to seize the opportunity you spurned,” he murmured. “Perhaps with such a start, civilization will come to a better end, this time!”


  The Ransom for Toledo


  Neil R. Jones


  CHAPTER I


  INTRIGUE IN THE SUN


  THE twilight hour had settled upon subterranean Toledo. At one end of the mile-high dome, Harry Graves sat in the operating room of the huge sun which each day made its less than a mile an hour trek across the rocky ceiling of the vast cavern. He watched the twinkling lights in the city far below flash on and grow in number like tiny fireflies at rest. The sun was turned out. Twilight from indirect lighting spread a pale, ever-dying glow upon the expansive ceiling of the cavern.


  Harry waited for old Pete Schindler who should have arrived before this. Then he would turn on the stars for the month of August, and under cover of darkness they would quickly race the giant sun lamp “back over its seasonal track to its sunrise position on the morrow. Harry was enthusiastic over his work. He had a mania for learning to operate all manner of vehicles on land or in the air, and he kept himself abreast with everything new. He was content to sit in the darkened sun and look down upon the city while he waited for Pete. The old gibbous moon was not due to rise for more than an hour yet, so there was no hurry. Once the darkened sun was returned, he and Pete had the moon to pilot. This was Harry’s long shift, the end of one working week and the beginning of another. Old grizzled Pete worked with him on this new schedule. Harry rose, a tall, bronzed figure, muscular and rangy. Occasional close exposures to the great light had burned into his skin and had tanned him. He stretched and pushed back a shock of dark hair.


  A mile below him lay the city. Above, lay six miles of solid rock, and over that the dark, lifeless, frozen surface of the earth. For twenty-eight years, since the coming of the cosmic veil of meteoric debris, no ray of sunshine had touched the earth to break the monotony of the endless, perpetual night. Fifteen years before the coming of the cosmic dust cloud, astronomers had seen it approaching from the direction of the Pleiades, a cloud eight times the diameter of the earth and which astronomers predicted was of sufficient density to be held by earth’s gravity. Mankind had prepared for the emergency in the time given them by building underground cities near the sites of the old ones left untenanted beneath the dismal canopy of the cosmic veil. Below, surface conditions were created synthetically. In the subterranean cities, a generation had grown up who had never known true sunlight and the natural conditions of the surface world.


  A broad tunnel led to the surface from each city, closed at each end by a gate, with another gate in the middle. Aircraft of various designs plied from city to city, flitting above the ghostly cities of the surface. Science maintained observatories on the surface, yet there was little to observe. At intervals of a few minutes, there occurred the monotonous succession of falling meteors from the depths of the cloud as they flared down from the sky. The observatories took temperatures, tested the quality of the air from time to time, gauged the barometric pressure and took note of any phenomena in connection with the dust cloud. Science had not given up on its problem. Eminent scientists stated their belief that civilization would some day return to the surface and see the sun shine again.


  Meanwhile, life continued on in the subterranean world much in the same way as it had on the surface. Joys, sorrows, thrills and casualties were much the same. Industrialism proceeded in the same manner. Politics were just as competitive and bitter as ever. Love held sway beneath the glow of artificial moons and synthetic starlight. Crime and vice still flourished.


  Harry’s meditations were broken up by old Pete who tramped into the operating room of the dormant daylight orb.


  “Been a nice day,” he commented in greeting.


  Harry nodded and grinned. He never could get over thinking what’s ridiculous remark this was. The climate and weather of the underground cities remained the same day in and day out throughout the years. The older generation, nevertheless, were unable to break their habit of everyday comments regarding the weather.


  “All set,” replied that ancient worthy enthusiastically. “I’m ready. ’Bout time fer the stars, ain’t it?”


  “I’m going to put them on, now. The twilight is deepening.”


  Old Pete’s short-cropped skull and growth of beard gave him somewhat the comical appearance of an animated pin cushion. Out of that pin cushion just now protruded an unlit pipe. His manner and two sharp, gray eyes suggested asperity.


  “We don’t rise so early tonight,” he observed, referring to their lunar duties. “No hurry ’bout gettin’ over there.”


  Harry Graves left the control room by way of the catwalk and little ladder, while old Pete puttered around in the engine room. Above him, all over the great ceiling, lay spread the various seasonal tracks for the sun and moon. In a good share of the cities, including Toledo, this similarity to earthly conditions was religiously kept. Other cities were not so particular or else followed other customs none the less elaborate yet unscientific and less natural. Harry made his way to the built-in chambers adjoining the aerial dock and snapped on one of the twelve sets of sky effects. Unlike the sun and moon, the stars did not move. They were permanently placed in twelve sets, a set for each month of the year. Only the visible planets moved automatically on small tracks.


  Dusk was growing deeper. Harry reentered the sun, and soon he and old Pete were swinging across the ceiling at a dizzy speed. They were on the other side of the six mile cavern with its eight mile ceiling in a few minutes. Here, they transferred to the moon and whiled away the time until after it grew dark. Harry snapped on the soft, ethereal glow of the great lamp partly shuttered to a gibbous orb a few days past full moon, and at the right moment old Pete set the travelling mechanism in motion. Gradually, the moon rose above a shield at the cavern’s mythical horizon.


  It was such a night as any other night when they might have piloted the moon across the underground sky together. Old Pete fussed with the mechanism, rubbing the oil from his hands. Harry stayed at the controls or occasionally entered the narrow area behind the lamp itself for inspection. In this manner, the night wore away. It was not until an hour before dawn that both Harry and Pete sat bolt upright as an amplified voice boomed throughout the city cavern.


  “Attention—citizens of Toledo! Attention!”


  The municipal broadcaster was used only for an emergency when something had gone wrong in the operation of the underground city, and so both men stood at instant attention. Mentally, Harry’s lightning concern was for the upper gate of the city where frost had reportedly snapped several bolts. Old Pete thought of that soft end of the cavern where water leaked in and had to be pumped out. There had been several rock falls at that point, and more were threatening. These possibilities—and others—they imagined in the brief pause after the initial announcement. The voice, an unfamiliar one, resumed.


  “Citizens of Toledo! You are in grave danger unless you meet the demands of those who have your city under control! You know what happened in Agua Caliente two months ago. This is another job just like it. We have the atmosphere plant under our control. It is shut off and will not be turned on until two million dollars is left at the city hall. We know there is that much and more in the city. Get busy. We have the gates guarded at each end of the tunnel. All incoming craft is being held between the first and middle gates. Several of our airships are cruising above the city heavily armed. All other ships will immediately find landings or else suffer the consequences. Get busy, and get that money out of the banks, or else—We have oxygen masks. The air isn’t going to be very healthy if you wait too long. We’ll blow up the air conditioner if anything funny is tried. Get busy collecting that coin and no one will get hurt. Don’t try to communicate with the outside world privately; you can’t. We have all communication systems blanketed.”


  “Extortioners!” cried Pete.


  “The same crowd that pulled the Agua Caliente job! They said so!”


  “How long’ll the air last?”


  “I don’t know. Probably eight hours anyway.”


  “What’ll the people do?”


  “Pay—like they had to do down Mexico way. Everything is too well covered to do anything else but. No signals for help can go out. That’s neutralized. No one can get out of the cavern. The gates and elevators—”


  Harry’s words trailed off into the thrilling prospects of a sudden thought.


  “Pete!”


  The old man turned quizzically from looking down at the city which appeared tranquil enough.


  “Everything isn’t guarded!” Harry exclaimed.


  “Huh? What d’ya mean?”


  “There’s an elevator passage to the surface from the city ceiling. You remember—above our October and February passage of the sun.—the tiny platform!” Harry paused to figure up. “October 20th is about the closest to it!”


  “Yeah—sure—I know. I get yer idea all right, but this is August. We’re on part of the early May run, too, but that won’t help, either.”


  “We’ve got to run the sun in under that platform!”


  “Won’t they become suspicious?”


  “We’ll have to chance it!”


  Old Pete fidgeted. “It’s most to dawn, now. May be the last run we’ll ever make if they get wise.”


  “They’re not likely to. Not many know about that elevator. All the other elevators are rigged about the edges of the tunnel. This one leads right up from the top of the dome.”


  “But October sunshine in August,” the old engineer observed pessimistically. “It won’t appear natural.”


  “That gang will have their hands too full to notice it.”


  “We hope!” added Pete in prayerful attitude.


  “Takes three hours from dawn to reach that position in the ceiling. There’s two hours yet before sunrise. Once I’ve reached that elevator, I can get to the surface in twenty minutes.”


  “What then? What’ll you do up there? Ain’t no ship of any sort around, is there?”


  “No—only an observation room, but there’s a broadcaster there.”


  “Sure, but ain’t that blanketed too?”


  “The nullifiers aren’t covering that direction. It’s too much outside the city area and away from the tunnel. I’m going to race up the sun when we get aboard. I can cut off an hour that way, and it won’t be too noticeable.”


  Old Pete whistled dismally, belying the courageous heart in his old body. He looked out upon two airships cruising above the city, watchful and ominous, reflecting on what they could do to Toledo’s daylight luminary if they had the desire.


  Together, they watched. In the darkness, they could not see the congregations of people running about the streets. They only knew that the lights of surface vehicles were more numerous at this time of night than was usual. The soft glow surrounding the distant tunnel entrance revealed but a single ship hovering and cruising about the vicinity. No ships passed either way. The voice did not speak again. The low hum of the moon’s mechanism drowned whatever sounds may have arisen from the city.


  Harry chafed at the delay, pacing from one end of the operator’s room to the other. How he did want to reach that elevator. Their nearest approach with the moon that night had passed the platform by more than a quarter of a mile. Had there been enough connecting tracks, Harry would have risked a hazardous trip by climbing along them, but he knew there were wide, yawning gaps where there were no tracks, where only a few star bulbs set into rocky hollows broke the monotony of the city dome. He discarded this wild idea almost as soon as he had conceived it. Old Pete was excited, too, and he was scarcely able to sit down for more than two minutes at a time. The moon’s mechanism never had such faithful attention as the old man gave it that night. Each moving part was carefully oiled, and parts which were kept clean were given scrupulous polishing. He sniffed the air from time to time, declaring that he could already distinguish the taint, the growing-impurity of its lack of being renewed or conditioned. Harry did not rely on either his own senses or those of his assistant, for he knew that if the air had changed at all it was still too imperceptible to be casually noticed.


  Finally, that long, last hour of darkness passed away. The hour of dawn, automatically set, came on. Cautiously, Harry waited before racing the moon back to its starting position. One of the prowling airships was too uncomfortably near; and, besides that, he knew that he and old Pete could not start out in the sun until after dawn. There was plenty of time. Too much of it.


  With the gradual brightening of dawn, they darkened the moon and raced it back across the sky. Quickly, they set to work on the sun, swinging the great carriage with its light metal wheels upon the side track which flanked the ends of the seasonal declinations. They slowly worked it along to the October-February track, turned it into the starting point and eagerly waited for sunrise. Harry knew he could not rush that, although he mentally promised the citizenry of Toledo a faster early morning than they had ever realized before.


  “Want to take it a bit easy, son,” warned old Pete gingerly. “Haste makes—”


  “What’s going on up here?”


  CHAPTER II


  WHEN THE SUN ROSE


  BOTH men turned quickly and saw the business end of an electric pistol aimed their way and behind it the type of man they knew would not hesitate to use it. Behind this man with the cold eyes and hard face, a youth entered the operating room of the sun after pausing cautiously for a look around outside. He carried a gun, too.


  “What’s this funny work about shifting the sun?” the older of the two demanded. “Think we’re fools not to notice everything?”


  Had old Pete spoken, his reply would have been in the negative. Harry was caught without a suitable reply. In fact he didn’t believe there was one which would satisfy this purposeful gunman. The youth walked boldly forward and slapped their clothes for weapons. They had none. Only Pete’s pipe elicited any detailed search, and when the young gunman jerked this out of Pete’s pocket, hie promptly tossed it upon the floor. Pete swore something under his breath about young whippersnappers being still wet behind the ears. The youth smirked his handsome face disdainfully. Harry wondered how he had taken up crime. An older brother in the gang for him to emulate, probably. Born into it. No bringing up or proper training.


  “Get this lamp back where it belongs and light the city up,” the gunman ordered.


  Harry moved reluctant of motion to the controls. There came a rattling sound from outside and the older gangster leaned out the doorway to investigate, leaving his younger companion on guard. Harry saw his opportunity, and his hands moved quickly to a lever. The unlit sun gave a tremendous jerk and raced into the dawn of the heavens a good thousand feet before Harry, barely able to cling with his knees, slowed the great luminary to a stop. The racketeer who had been leaning out of the doorway was gone. Old Pete and the younger gunman were rising, bruised and shaken, from positions against the farther wall where the sudden start had thrown them.


  The old man stood up first, half out on his feet. Harry saw the boy get up and saw the sudden glance at the pistol lying in the corner. He was out of his seat like a shot and grappling with the youth before the latter could start for the weapon. The boy struggled fiercely, said not a word but fought and breathed hard. Harry found him easier to handle than he had hoped, though the youth was wiry and supple, knowing a few tricks which Harry, however, also knew and was ready for. Easy living and dissipation had softened the boy’s muscles, was Harry’s fleeting thought. He had the young desperado on his back quickly. Something in the indignant eyes and the contour of the body he held gave Harry a sudden suspicion. He pulled off the boy’s hat, and a mass of brown hair escaped. The handsome youth was a very good looking young lady. Harry conquered his surprise.


  “What’re you doing with that gang?”


  “What’s it to you?” she snapped.


  “Only that you’re going to be all trussed up, my pretty one.”


  Her eyes blazed defiantly.


  Old Pete was beginning to make things out, now. He stared his disbelief at the girl Harry held. “Where’s the other one?” he asked foolishly.


  “Dead, probably. Nobody could drop as far as he must have and lived.”


  “Woman, huh? I’ve heard of ’em bein’ mixed up in such things as this.”


  “Pete, bring me some of that cord in the lower left drawer.”


  Quickly, he tied the girl’s hands behind her back and thrust her into a chair. Then he went over and pocketed the pistol which the girl had lately possessed. Pete, meanwhile, retrieved his pipe, examined it concernedly for possible damages and put it carefully back into his pocket, mumbling plain enough for their captive to hear something about not even a crook doing that unless she were a woman.


  “We’ll go back to starting point,” said Harry. “It’s nearly time for sunrise.”


  “Dare we?” counselled Pete. “Won’t there be more of ’em waiting at the dock?”


  “No—I don’t think so. That other fellow we spilled wouldn’t have looked out the door if there had been others.”


  The old man watched at a window as they sped back across the track and slid up to the dock.


  “We’ll beat the gun by six minutes,” said Harry, turning on the blaze of sunlight.


  Gradually, they moved above the artificial horizon. Once they were well clear of it, Harry increased their speed by half again.


  “What’s your game?” the girl asked suddenly.


  Harry turned and smiled at her good humoredly. “You wait and you’ll find out, good looking.”


  “Whatever it is, you’re not likely to do it,” she told him defiantly. “Think this gang won’t get wise to something being wrong? We know the operation of this city inside and out. Don’t you suppose operatives were planted here quite a while beforehand?”


  “There’s no harm trying,” replied Harry.


  “That’s what you think. I’d hate to see you get rubbed out.”


  “Would you, sweetheart? What were you carrying this for?” he asked, patting the bulge in his hip pocket. “If I hadn’t known you first, I could almost believe you.”


  The girl was an accomplished actress. In different circumstances he could have believed that she was concerned over his passing, so real was the pensive regret in her expression. But he laughed. This was such a quick change from her former demeanor. Before, she had been spitting; now, she was commencing to purr.


  “What are you going to do if one of the airships fly up here to investigate?” she asked. “This is an unseasonable track, you know. There must be some secret way out of the city on this route.”


  Harry turned his startled eyes upon hers which were calm and laughing. She had divined his intentions. She had also drawn an unpleasant picture. What if one of the airships did come? His hand moved unconsciously to the electric pistol. Old Pete came in from a tour of the machinery.


  “Keep an eye open for ships, Pete. Let me know if they act suspicious. Better get that gun in the drawer and carry it, too.”


  Pete immediately went to the cabinet and armed himself with his noisy old cartridge revolver which he himself preferred. Then he shuffled back to a window in the engine room where he commanded a widespread view. None of the ships were near. Those he saw were hovering close above the city. Back in the control room, the girl spoke again.


  “It won’t be nice for us when one of the ships gets wise and we’re blown to bits. Why don’t you be smart and release me. Then if they come, I can save you that fate.”


  Her manner was soft and compelling. She did look so helpless. But Harry only grinned and walked over beside her. “You just stay the way you are, and we’ll all be better off. Don’t worry, sweetheart, nothing’s going to happen to you.”


  And then Harry did something very impulsive. He never did know what made him do it. He leaned over and kissed the girl full on the lips. He stood back, a bit startled and wondering at his own audacity. Old Pete burst in, excited.


  “There’s a ship levelin’ this way!”


  Harry rushed to a window. Sure enough, here came more trouble. The ship braked rapidly as it loomed up beside the sun. He felt the bump of contact, and almost immediately three men were on the platform. He held the electric pistol, waiting, ready to challenge them.


  “Get in the engine room,” he told Pete, “and move around in back of them when they enter!”


  The old man moved fast. Harry stepped back and waited. He would let them reach the threshold. Then with Pete behind them—


  His thoughts were rudely interrupted as something hit him over the head. The girl, dropping the remnants of her bonds off one wrist, stood with the metal tool in her hand, a smirk of mock sadness on her face.


  “Come on in, boys. He’s out cold as a herring. Look out for the old man on the cat walk by the engine room.”


  She bent over and reclaimed her pistol. The other members of the gang entered.


  When Harry regained consciousness, he found his head aching madly. Confusedly, he collected his thoughts, reorganized and reenacted his movements up until the moment when everything went black. He had been waiting in the control room for the three members of the gang to enter. He looked about him. He was laying on a bunk in a strange room, a moving room, or was it his head? He made the effort of moving a hand to his aching head and found that his hands were bound behind his back. He was in the cabin of an airship. He knew that, now. He was spared further conjecture by the entrance of the girl into the little room, she who had lately been his prisoner.


  “I’m so sorry I had to hit you like I did,” she protested, “but those men might have shot you. They don’t trifle about such things. I was out of your cords scarcely a moment after you’d tied them,” she informed him sweetly, “but I put my hands back into them. I didn’t want to spoil your fun—not that quick.”


  The growing redness of Harry’s face reflected his humiliation. The throb of his head became secondary. He noticed that the air was becoming close. The girl sat on the edge of the bunk and regarded him impishly with veiled triumph. How lovely she was, thought Harry. It seemed scarcely possible that hers was a criminal mind, but she was all the more dangerous because of this.


  “The air is becoming worse,” she told him, “but the ransom money is nearly ready, and then we’ll start up the plant again and clear. I’ll see that you get a mask if the air becomes too bad—or we may close the ports and start our own reconditioner. The boss may want to put the city under the weather a bit to spike any ideas the honest citizens may get about preventing our leaving this place. Don’t worry, sweetheart, nothing’s going to happen to you.”


  With that, she leaned over him and he felt the soft, gentle pressure of her lips against his. She hastened away, leaving him with an aching head and a heart which beat faster. He traced those last, all-too-familiar words of hers for a suggestion of sarcasm and wondered.


  From the motion of the craft, Harry knew that they were cruising over the city. Nor did they come to rest. He heard voices in a nearby cabin and gathered that another ship was to pick up the money. He heard the girl addressed as Rita, and he sensed from the conversation that she stood well respected and an important part of their operations. They also referred to some individual they called Carpy who was evidently the boss. Once, a bulky, red-headed man came in scowling, examined his bonds, said nothing, and walked out again apparently satisfied. Harry was chagrined to find that he was unable to make any impression on the strands which tied him. He hoped it was not the girl who had fastened them. Then he relaxed and grinned as he thought of the small, supple hands of the girl compared to his own. He wondered what they would do with him, aware of the fact that they would just as soon knock him off if the idea suited their plans.


  The air was becoming very bad. It must have been worse down in the city. The girl entered again, and she was closely followed by the red-headed person and another individual who stood just inside the door. Red spoke.


  “What you gonna do with this, Rita?” he queried, jerking a thumb at Harry.


  “You leave that to me, Red.”


  Her good-natured sarcasm and mischief were gone. She was coldly implacable and imperious, Harry noticed.


  “It’s O. K. with me,” Red turned up his palms resignedly. “Put him off or bump him off—it’s all the same to me. But wait ’til Carpy sees him. What?—”


  “They’ve picked it up!” came the exultant cry from up forward. “There’s the signal!”


  All three of the gang hurried out of the cabin and left Harry alone. He heard cries and bits of conversation and knew that they were heading for the gate. With this realization, he sensed by the motion of the ship and the feeling imparted to him by its maneuvers when they reached and passed through the lower gate. Then they reached the middle gate and were Jet through. When they reached and passed the surface gate, Harry no longer doubted but what they were going to take him with them. Why? It was evidently because of some plan on the part of the girl. They might well have selected more important hostages to insure a secure getaway. They were past the surface gate and were speeding to parts unknown to Harry when Rita came back, this time with the tall, sombre man who had entered before and had not spoken. Nor did he speak now.


  CHAPTER III


  IN OLD ST. LOUIS


  “I’M going to let you loose,” she said, “but you’re not to leave this cabin. There’s plenty of us to watch you. There’s nothing much you can do, so you’d better behave.”


  Harry thanked her and was glad to get up and stretch. The dull ache in his head had lessened somewhat. The air was fresh once more. All openings had been closed while they were ascending the tunnel, and the ship’s own air system was now operating.


  He was left alone again, and he walked to a small window to look out. Impenetrable darkness such as had hung over the world close on to three decades was all that he saw. The ship was using no ground lights. He could neither see ahead nor behind but knew that there were three or four more ships. That their leavetaking of the awakened and no longer restrained Toledo was rapid the hum of the motors told him. He wondered where they were going. He walked around the cabin and examined it, undisturbed by the swift, even speed. He sat down on his bunk.


  Less than an hour after they had left the surface gate of Toledo behind, Harry was aware of a braking of their speed, and he knew that wherever it was they were going they had arrived. He rushed to the window again. The ground lights were on. Other ships were also using strong floodlights which played below them over the untenanted expanse of a large surface city. The lonely buildings of the dead city reflected back the lights of the aircraft. Towering skyscrapers stood like ghostly sentinels over faint memories of a past life unobscured by the great dust cloud which held the planet earth in its dark grip. Harry had no idea what city it was. He had no idea which direction they had taken. It was plain that the gang had their hideout here somewhere. It was an unusually large city. He conjectured vainly, for he had no clue. It might have been any one of a dozen large cities within a restricted radius of six hundred miles or thereabouts.


  “St. Louis.”


  Harry started at sound of the girl’s voice behind him and turned. She had stolen up noiselessly behind him.


  “See that long, flat building over there?” she designated. “That’s where we land.”


  “Your hideout is in that building?” Harry asked.


  “Practically a building within a building,” she replied as he watched the ships ahead of them slide smoothly to a stop on the roof’s frosty surface. “The gang has a very comfortable suite of apartments constructed for surface conditions.”


  “And the entrance to the subsurface city of St. Louis scarcely more than four miles away!”


  “Part of the city cavern is under the old surface suburbs,” she reminded him.


  “How many are there in the gang?” he asked.


  “Eighteen.”


  “Where do I come in, and what’s the game—kidnapping me like this?”


  The girl smiled enigmatically. “Look—there they go!”


  He saw one of the ships drop out of sight along with a square of roof beneath it, leaving a square black pit. Presently, the section of roof returned and another ship rolled onto it. The process was repeated. He had heard of these landing roofs of the old surface cities. Their own ship rolled to a stop on the elevator, and down they dropped. There followed an interval of darkness outside, and then they dropped smoothly into a lighted chamber and stopped falling.


  “Come,” Rita urged him. “Here’s where we get off.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” muttered Harry. For the first time since his capture, he no longer found himself restricted to the cabin. He followed the girl out of the ship. The others had preceded them. They entered an elevator, dropped seven floors and stepped into a luxurious apartment.


  The personnel of the gang directed hostile eyes upon Harry. They were all assembled; standing, sitting, lolling around. Instinctively, he recognized the leader, the hard, frosty-eyed Carpy who held a black, bulging bag beside him on a sofa. He broke the general silence.


  “So this is the prisoner. What happened to Woodcraft? Why ain’t he with you?”


  “Because this guy’s got more brains and guts than he had,” was Rita’s nonchalant reply, not without a bit of subtle firmness, however. “Woody fell out of the sun.”


  “He did, eh? What’s the idea pickin’ up his murderer to take his place? Are you gone daffy, Rita?”


  “Like a fox. I haven’t been with you very long, but how often have I been right during that time?”


  “Yeah—that’s right,” Carpy conceded, “but some day you’ll pull a boner, maybe.”


  “I know what I’m doing.”


  “Aw, what’s the diff, boss?” one of the gang offered. “If Woody couldn’t handle his job, why should we cry if he ain’t here to get his split? We got the jack we went after, didn’t we?”


  This had a general, mollifying effect on the entire mob as well as on Carpy. The leader rose and beckoned to Harry.


  “C’mere, you!”


  Harry’s swift glance at Rita caught a bold, encouraging look. He followed Carpy out of the room. They passed through several more rooms until they came to a door with a glass like that in windows of aircraft designed for inter-city surface travel.


  “Want to join up, I suppose?”


  Harry realized the tight spot he was in and inwardly cursed the reckless and whimsical audacity of the girl who had brought him into such a mess. Yet an afterthought reminded him that she had spared him when it would have been so easy to have rubbed him out in typical gang fashion. He evinced an interest in easy money.


  “We can use a good man,” Carpy admitted. “If Rita thinks you’ll do, then you’re well recommended. She’s got brains and good judgment, that girl. But get this straight. She’s my dame. Don’t think you’ve got a chance to compete. You work with us square and you’ll get your split on the jobs we do. We only get together like this on big jobs like this one and the Agua Caliente set-up. The smaller stuff is split up into group work. We stay scattered until we’re ready to pull something big. You try any doublecross stuff or holding out and you’ll get something like this. Look!”


  He pressed a button, and a flood of light shone beyond the glass in the door. Harry looked into a chamber of the building beyond that part which the gang had refitted and hermetically sealed for their private use. It had been an office, and it appeared desolate and sepulchral with its thick layer of dust on desks, tables and other articles in the room. Nothing had been touched since the cosmic veil had buried the earth in its gloomy folds. Harry did see some recent footprints crossing the room to the opposite doorway. He saw something else, too, and his nerves jumped. A man on his knees before the open drawers of a metal cabinet, his face half hidden beneath a curiously antiquated fur hat seemed literally frozen in the act of pilfering the contents. The impression confirmed the truth. He was dead.


  “Exhibit A,” intoned Carpy emotionless. “Not our work, though. When we show anybody the cool way, we take ’em away from here and let ’em out. That guy’s been there like that ever since the cloud came. He stayed above ground too long. It gives you a rough idea, though.”


  Both turned at sound of running footsteps. It was Red, and he was excited.


  “Planes—airships, boss! They’ve found us out! Must have seen our lights when we landed and followed us! Saw ’em in the televisor! Cruisin’ around up above, they are, and they’re shining their lights on this building, so there’s no mistake!”


  Carpy swore an oath. “How’d they ever know enough to come here!”


  “We must have been trailed from Toledo, sure!”


  Carpy nodded yet seemed incredulous. Things had been taken care of too well back there. They returned to where the gang was gathered around the televisor, watching aircraft maneuver overhead in the light of their own beams which played upon one another and upon the building.


  “Those are no police ships!” exclaimed the dapper Burke, looking up at Carpy. “They look to me like ships of the International Guard.”


  “That’s what they are,” Carpy agreed grimly. “Word must have got out of that city, somehow, about the job we pulled. It doesn’t seem that they could have been far away—to trail us here like this so fast.”


  “We’ve got to get down into the cavern, Carpy!” Rita reminded him. “They’ll blow us right off the map, if they want to!”


  “What’re those two round things coming down?”


  Two globes, nearly two feet in diameter, were descending slowly as though filled with gas. Harry was well read on the operations of the International Guard, and he recognized the globes.


  “Those are radio bombs,” he explained. “They’ll take the roof off the place when they strike and their operators in the ship overhead detonate them.”


  They watched, fascinated. The first of the globes hit the corner of the roof lightly and bounced away from the edge and toward the center. Nothing happened until the radio operator pressed an impulse button. They felt the building rock as they watched the bomb explode and shatter one corner of the building. The second missile came closer to the center of the roof. It exploded, and the televisor went dead. Another numbing shock rocked even the furniture on which most of them sat. Carpy moved to action.


  “You’re right, Rita! We’ll never need the cavern any worse! Get the surface suits! We’ll get out of here before they wreck the whole place!”


  Harry felt Rita yanking him along, and he followed the rest to a chamber where surface suits hung on pegs. Like the rest of the gang, he took one down and put it on and was soon running with the rest of them whither he did not know. He had heard Rita mention a cavern and guessed that the gang had an emergency, cavern somewhere beneath the city. They were to leave the protection of the built-in apartment. That was why the surface suits with their helmet and oxygen supply were necessary against the terrible cold which existed outside. Two more detonations shook the building as they boarded a three-decker elevator. Two more radio bombs had been directed and exploded. On entering the elevator, they had left the protection of the heated apartment, and they were aware of coldness followed by rapid, automatic heating from the surface suits as the elevator descended to ground level. The surface suits possessed body lights which were turned on before they left the elevator.


  They emerged into a basement and were quickly on their way through the dust and silence of the years. A tunnel, of comparatively recent construction, joined the basement of the building to the basement of another building. Cut ends of intervening pipes suggested the old city street above their heads. Radio communication on a general frequency peculiar to the helmets kept them in direct communication. Carpy urged them to hurry. Harry heard an imprecation as one of the gang stumbled and fell. The gangster rose to his feet and issued a warning.


  “There’s a stiff in the way.”


  It was another ancient corpse perfectly preserved by the extreme cold. The others avoided it, leaving the staring eyes still contemplating the ceiling as they had been doing since the coming of the dust cloud.


  “We’re going to walk in the open a way,” advised Carpy, “so douse the lights.”


  They walked amid intense darkness, holding to each other in a double chain formation. Carpy and a few others knew the way. They stumbled against steps and ascended them. Again, just before they emerged into the open, Carpy warned them against using lights. They walked out upon a street but only knew it because they were told that. Impenetrable darkness surrounded them, pressed in upon their consciousness as something seemingly almost tangible. Further down the street, they were able to look back and see in the light of the circling aircraft the shattered top of the building they had abandoned. Two of the ships had come to rest upon it.


  “They’re in there lookin’ for us!”


  “Wish we’d left a time explosive.”


  “Hated to leave that place. The cavern’s no soft livin’, let me tell you.”


  “But it’s safe.”


  “Sure—they won’t find us a mile underground.”


  “Almost over St. Louis. Not quite.”


  “Quit the talk!” ordered Carpy. “They may have some sort of equipment for pickin’ up our voices!”


  Suddenly, their way was lit for them. The buildings, the ancient curbs and sidewalks, the front of shops and stores, became illuminated in a faint, spectral glow. Down through the black sky shot a long trail of fiery light in a graceful arc. Imprecations were uttered as the gang stopped dead in their tracks. The light disappeared in the distance, silhouetting the skyline as it plunged earthward.


  “A meteor!” came the relieved tones.


  Someone laughed nervously. They pushed on again. The meteors were fairly common. Out of the dark depths of the cosmic veil had come one of the frequent messengers in mockery at dominance over the darkened earth. The flash had upset their strained nerves.


  Once he was fairly sure of his position, Carpy again used his light momentarily after which he and those with him felt their way and guided the rest to a door. Again they entered into a cellar, using the lights of the surface suits once more. Through numerous chambers and corridors they were led, through doors which were unlocked ahead of them and locked behind them. Then Carpy and Burke turned an inconspicuous square of cement which swung on a pivot, and they trouped down into a secret subcellar, the way closed behind them. Harry marveled at the care and ingenuity which had been planned and was employed, and he was certain that they could not be found now.


  They came to another elevator and boarded it. Like those lining the long tunnels of the subterranean cities, the car worked on a gear track lining the walls of the shaft and drove under its own power. Into the earth they dropped until they reached the cavern Carpy had prepared, fitted and stocked against just such a possible emergency as this.


  CHAPTER IV


  THE ROCK MOLES


  CARPY kept the black bag with its treasure very close to him. The cavern was spacious and well fitted but lacked a finishing touch. The rock walls were bare and unsurfaced. Harry estimated the cavern to be more than two hundred feet long and somewhat less than half as wide. Doorways regularly spaced around the base of the cavern walls suggested private sleeping quarters which subsequent investigation proved Harry’s initial belief. Automatic air reconditioners and a heating system were put into action before they dared remove their surface suits. Most of them, including Harry, were tired out, and they slept. Those who remained awake gathered around the televisor and watched developments on the surface. Before he drifted off into sleep, Harry wondered how his forced inception into the gang would turn out. The first safe chance he had, he intended getting away, but it looked as if he would have to see this adventure through. That girl. It was all her fault. Yet he liked her better than he cared to admit.


  On awakening, he discovered that he had slept nine hours. Several of the gang were gathered around a long table eating food from cans, boxes and other containers. There was no preparation. The food stores contained only prepared varieties, much of it in the form of concentrated nutrition. Rita and Carpy were gathered with several others around the televisor. At the table, Pedro beckoned sweepingly to Harry who stood at the entrance to the chamber he had appropriated.


  “Come and get it! Eat hearty, neophyte!”


  Rita turned, a quick smile on her face for Harry, her eyes brightening. But Carpy turned, too, and she pretended only curiosity, once more contemplating the scene in the televisor. Harry walked over and took a look. The ships of the International Guard still cruised about the vicinity overhead. Carpy shifted the scene to other points.


  “They’ve got an idea about our giving ’em the slip,” he said, “but they don’t know where to look. They think we’re not far away. We’re not, but we might just as well be as far as they’re finding us is concerned.”


  At the table, Red jocosely related how foot units had explored through the buildings adjoining their surface hideout looking for them. He had seen them in the televisor batter down doors and walk right over the entrance to the subcellar where they had descended. Heilig, one of Carpy’s better educated technical men, was less inclined to feel light hearted about it.


  “Notice they didn’t waste any time looking on high, upper floors, don’t you? Always in the basements and on the lower floors—even in the streets where the sewers ran. They’ve got a clue. They know something. They’re not fools. I’d like to be a thousand miles from here.”


  “Cheer up, Heilig!” jeered Red. “You’re always a case of nerves.”


  “I hold up my end of the job in the pinch, don’t I?” the technical man demanded testily.


  “Take it easy. Take it easy.” Again Red laughed. “We know you’re a good man, or you wouldn’t be here.”


  “I’d like to know what those damned, long-nosed things were doing so close to the ground,” growled Heilig. “All at once they disappeared, and we didn’t see them any more.”


  Harry Was suddenly interested. “What were they like?”


  “Long, metal cylinders,” explained Heilig. “They were about fifteen feet long. Could have held three or four men, if that’s what they were for. They moved down from one of the larger ships kind of slow and hung above the ground a while. Then the next time we looked for them with the televisor, they were gone.”


  “How many were there?”


  “Just two.”


  “They probably let out men and went back up to the ships for more men,” offered Pedro. “We’ve seen more men on foot since then.”


  “They wouldn’t land men in those things,” argued Heilig. “I’m going to see what Desquines thinks about it when he wakes up. He’ll know if they’re bombs or what they are.”


  “How long ago did you see them?” asked Harry. There was a strange, introspective expression in his eyes which the others missed.


  “Oh, it was nearly an hour ago—just before Carpy woke up.”


  Desquines made his appearance shortly, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. Heilig related the incident of the two cylinders. Desquines sat bolt upright, wide awake and all attention.


  “Did the ends taper to a blunt nose?”


  “Yes—and they seemed of a different construction than the rest, a separate part.”


  “Were the ends rough and grooved?”


  Heilig nodded. “Now that you bring it to mind, I think they were. I didn’t see much of them—did we, Red?”


  “The next time we looked, they’d moved somewhere else,” said Red. “We couldn’t find them again.”


  “Those were rock moles!” cried Desquines. “They know we’re down here! They’re coming down after us!”


  “What? What’s that?” Carpy turned in alarm from the televisor.


  “They’re boring down here in those two long cylinders!” Heilig exclaimed wildly.


  Harry smiled to himself. He had known that they were C-D rock moles as soon as Heilig had commenced describing them. He had made himself well acquainted with them. The same principle of the C-D rock disintegrator rays which had hollowed out the city caverns was involved in the prow of the rock moles. The moles were a recent acquisition by the International Commission.


  “We’re trapped like rats!” Carpy swore in desperation. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead.


  “Take it easy, boss, there’re only two of the things,” said Red. “How many does one of them hold?” He turned to Desquines.


  “Three—possibly four. No more than that.”


  “We outnumber ’em two to one, easy!”


  “But they’re in those things!” expostulated Heilig.


  “There’s not much they can do from inside of them—that I know of,” added Desquines cautiously.


  Carpy was seized with an inspiration. “How soon will they come through—if they don’t miss the place?”


  “They won’t miss,” was Desquine’s pessimistic reply. “They have detectors with which they can locate our cavern. They’ll be here soon, I should say, all depending on the bore and number of ejectors for the C-D rock disintegrator rays and the kind of rock they have to bore through between here and the surface. That front end, or screw point, rotates and draws the mole through the residue left by the C-D rays.”


  “Put your surface suits back on!” snapped Carpy. “The suits are insulated against electric pistol fire, if that’s how they think they’ll take us!”


  There was a general scramble for the suits. The helmets were temporarily left open. Those asleep were awakened and apprised of the imminent danger. Then they waited, straining their ears for a sound of the rock moles. Harry noticed that out of the entire lot, Rita was probably the calmest. She caught him looking at her and threw him a quick smile.


  “Funny thing how close they’re doggin’ us all the way!” Carpy snarled. “How’d they know we were down here? They didn’t find the elevator shaft!”


  “Detectors of some kind,” offered Heilig.


  Carpy seemed dissatisfied to pass it off that easy.


  It was a keen-eared member of the gang who heard the first C-D mole, and he urged silence. Then the rest heard it, a muttering which grew to a rumbling overhead, then a clashing and jarring which shook the ground perceptibly beneath their feet.


  “Up there!” directed Red, pointing to an area of the ceiling near one end of the cavern.


  Everyone quickly withdrew from the spot. Carpy urged them to pick strategic points and wait for the guardsmen to emerge from the rock mole when it came through. Harry moved to a position just within the threshold of one of the chambers close to the point where the rock mole was expected to penetrate the ceiling. Their wait was longer than they had expected. The noise of the approaching rock mole grew to a muffled roar which reverberated in the broad, subterranean chamber. Fragments of loose rock fell from the ceiling.


  A rattling shower of stones drove Harry deeper into the chamber, and then he saw something sleek and glistening crash amid rock debris and dust to the floor of the cavern where it tottered and leaned against the wall near the doorway. He knew that the shock of landing had been absorbed by hydraulic shock absorbers within the mole. He drew further back into a corner of the unlit chamber where he could see the mole. He held an electric pistol, yet he knew that the occupants of the rock mole would be as safe against this sort of weapon as the members of Carpy’s gang in their surface suits. Besides, he had no intentions of using the weapon, at least not effectively.


  He saw the hatch of the C-D rock mole open up slowly. A head, a helmeted head, was thrust forth. More than a dozen nervous trigger fingers sent silent blue flashes at the projected head. The body followed the head. Two more guardsmen emerged. All three carried electric pistols. Harry recognized a stalemate. So did Carpy who also recognized the advantage of his numerical superiority and acted upon it to issue a general charge. One of the guardsmen jumped back into the mole but was quickly dragged out again as the guardsmen were overwhelmed in a wave of Carpy’s men. Harry joined in order to keep up appearances.


  “Take off their equipment!” Carpy ordered. “Put ’em in Number Eight! We can shoot ’em if the rest press us too close! That’ll hold things up when they find it out! Get ready for that second mole!”


  They resumed their positions. A guard was put over the prisoners who were no longer immune to electric pistol fire. Faint sounds of the second mole were becoming audible. Detectors were directing it unerringly to the cavity in the rock strata. Harry saw the open hatch in the mole and a thought rich with possibilities offered itself to him. Impulsively, he walked to the side of the gleaming cylinder and looked around. He knew how to operate the mole. He had studied these mechanics. The subterranean city of St. Louis lay about five miles beneath this cavern.


  He was all ready to climb inside and close down the hatch when he felt a hand laid upon him. One of the gang had seen him from the next chamber. That was the thought which flashed through his brain. His intentions had been anticipated and now he was in for it. He turned savagely and seized the gangster. It was Rita, and he relaxed his hold, although he felt little less secure than if it had been one of the men. He waited for her to call for help. She lifted back her helmet. It was plain that she wanted him to do the same, that only he might hear what she had to say. He tilted back his helmet.


  “Wait until the second mole comes through,” she told him above the rumbling roar of the approaching cylinder, “and we’ll both make a run for it!”


  What a strange girl she was, he thought. He couldn’t fathom her. She knew that escape from the International Guard was almost hopeless, yet what escape could there be in the city of St. Louis below them? They were aware down there, by now, of what was going on overhead. He was willing to take her if she wanted to go, though he reflected on the trouble she had already brought upon him. Strangely, he felt no malice. They replaced their helmets and stood silently together. With a crash, the second rock mole burst through the ceiling, hitting the floor where it topped over and rolled a ways.


  Rita was away like a shot, leaving Harry surprised at this sudden act. Had she held him up and walked out on him? Was she gone to betray him to Carpy and the gang? He had expected her to jump into the rock mole while the attention of the gang was taken with the arrival of the second mole. He stood dumbfounded as he watched Carpy’s gang throng forward to the rock mole, ready to overpower the guardsmen when they opened the hatch. The hatch came open and was seized in several brawny arms against reclosing. A blast of electric power stabbed ineffectually from the interior of the mole. Carpy’s men disregarded it and crowded into the close confines of the rock mole to grapple with the guardsmen hand to hand.


  CHAPTERV


  THE PLUNGE


  WHEN Harry saw Rita come running, and his jaw dropped in astonishment. She was lugging Carpy’s heavy, black bag containing the two millions ransom. The audacious little idiot was trying to hijack Carpy and the gang. He felt suddenly afraid of her. What else might she do, especially if she found that he stood in her way? This feeling was only fleeting, especially when he saw Carpy in hot pursuit of her. The gang leader’s eyes blazed hate. His fingers itched to choke the life from this girl he had loved and trusted. Harry could see it in the gangster’s deadly intent. Carpy was the killer type, and he was thoroughly aroused. He was rapidly overtaking the girl.


  Harry sprang forward between them and jolted a crashing right fist against the soft chin of Carpy’s helmet. The fabric absorbed part of the blow, and Carpy staggered, holding his electric pistol reversed as a club to be brought down upon Harry’s head. The sun operator seized the up-flung arm, and they grappled. Then Harry tore loose, jarring the gang leader’s grip with upraised knee into the other’s chest. He followed with a swift uppercut which laid Carpy on his back slightly dazed. Then another figure loomed into Harry’s vision. It was Red. He had watched Carpy running to overtake Rita.


  Red was more alert than the gang leader had been, and Harry’s quick blow whistled past his head. Red ducked and closed with him. They were down, and Red tried desperately to knock Harry’s head against the rocky floor, and he succeeded, but a leather strap and several metal studs on Harry’s helmet saved him from the damaging effects intended. Then a trick executed quickly reversed their positions, and Red found himself on the bottom with Harry’s knees pressing his arms with numbing effect. Harry’s helmet was closed, Rita’s open, or otherwise he might have heard her startled warning. Carpy’s gun butt crashed upon his head.


  When Harry recovered his senses, he found himself in cramped quarters, closely surrounded by mechanism and gadgets which held their stationary positions as a background for several faces which moved. He saw Carpy’s grim, malign face close to his own. Red was there, too. Then he saw Rita, white and anxious. How crushed her spirits were. Then he realized where they were. This was the interior of the rock mole.


  “Snap out of it!” rasped Carpy. “Get this thing going! Come on—hurry! You and Rita were planning to jump with the dough! Probably been plotting ever since she picked you up!”


  Harry stirred sluggishly. His helmet had been peeled from him. The air was warm and stuffy. The hatch had been sealed. Mechanically, he reached up and set the small air reconditioner to working. He turned to Carpy and pointed to subterranean St. Louis.


  “You want to go down there?”


  “That’s it! Get this thing going! Rita was right about you comin’ in handy!”


  “You can’t make a getaway down there,” said Harry, reaching for the controls and getting his bearings.


  “No? That remains to be seen. There’s a better chance down there than here—when they find that shaft of ours.”


  “We know places down there,” Red interjected. We—”


  The rock mole started forward with a rumble and a roar. Harry missed the venomous look which Carpy gave his garrulous companion. Carpy once more had the black bag beside him. Harry saw the wan look on Rita’s face. If she had been less concerned over the ransom and more concerned for her safety, they would have been on their way without Carpy, without Red and without that fateful black bag. She would be the death of him yet. Had they left for St. Louis together and with the ransom, he would have made her give it up and try to clear herself.


  “Where do I come in?” Harry demanded of Carpy above the grinding noise of the whirling screw.


  “If you land us safe, you don’t get what I said double-crossers always get,” replied Carpy.


  Harry felt the cold point of an electric pistol against the back of his neck.


  “And her?”


  Carpy laughed unpleasantly. “I’ve a score to settle with her. I’m taking Rita.”


  Harry saw the girl’s face grow a shade more pale, and her eyes glinted dangerously. Three hours of boring lay between the rock mole and the rocky ceiling of the subterranean, midwest metropolis. He guessed what would happen to him despite Carpy’s glib promises once they were landed safely. As for Rita, that was something he did not like to think about—especially with Carpy so temptingly close to him with an electric pistol.


  The rock mole bored deeper. Harry knew that the moment they broke through the city ceiling the helicopters in the rear of the cylinder must be set whirling to set them down safely. He tested them and was satisfied. He also tested the view finder. The dull yellow of the C-D rays in the prow of the rock mole shone out of the tube he swung before his eyes.


  Little was said as the time gradually passed, and this was spoken with difficulty above the roar of the grinding, grating screw. From time to time, Carpy nervously asked about the distance covered. Harry told him and referred him finally to the indicator dial coinciding with the cavity detector. They were boring downward on a sharp slant. Finally, less than a quarter mile lay between them and the mile high cavern of subsurface St. Louis. Carpy wanted to know what section of the city they would hit. Harry told him as near as he could figure from what Carpy knew of subterranean St. Louis and from his own dial readings. Carpy seemed as satisfied as the circumstances would admit.


  With bated breath, all four watched the remaining distance run out on the indicator. It was not entirely accurate. They had little time to realize this, however, for their arrival was sudden and unexpected. They were thrown back by an impetuous leap of the C-D rock mole as it broke the city ceiling and hurtled down into the upper air. Harry recovered himself in a mad scramble and set the helicopters going. They were less than a thousand feet above the city before the helicopters braked their destructive fall. Then Harry swung the observation tube to his eye. High buildings loomed below them. They were rapidly braking to an easy drop. Quiet reigned about them except for the accelerating, whistling screw which Harry had not turned off and which fought for a secure hold against the air in which it gyrated. He shut it off.


  “Make ready for the landing!”


  Three pairs of helpless eyes were turned his way. His instructions were rapid and brief.


  “Carpy—you and Red each hold to those rods down front! Don’t let them Jerk back or we may turn over! Rita, hang on to that ring behind you—and don’t let go! Put your feet on that metal square!”


  Harry no longer gave them any heed. His eyes were glued to the observation tube. He saw the square roof of a large building loom broader and mere vast as the C-D mole dropped slowly under his control. They were a good fifty feet above the roof and about to settle safely when Harry shut off the helicopters and they dropped rapidly, a free, falling body. Ho braced himself for the crash.


  It came. Ripping, tearing noises filled the cylinder, and a sudden lurch relayed sluggishly by the hydraulic shock absorbers not built to absorb so much shock almost tore Harry loose from the cross bar he held. The rock mole tore through the roof and two floors before it came to a stop. A cloud of dust arose from the ragged cavity in the roof. Harry stirred, shook his head to clear the spots before his eyes and looked anxiously for Rita. She lay slumped across the bodies of Carpy and Red down in the prow. Harry climbed down to where she lay and picked her up. She was unconscious but seemed uninjured. He gave a quick glance at the two gangsters. Carpy’s head was bent at an unnatural angle. Red’s head had become truly red, a bright, growing crimson. His hands gripped at the air spasmodically. It was not a pleasant sight to look upon a dying man in his last throes, yet Harry felt no remorse. He had planned their deaths. The black bag lay beneath the broken neck of Carpy.


  He gave them no further attention but set to reviving Rita. She did not respond at once and he grew alarmed. A swelling bump on her forehead told its story, and he became more relieved and patient. He held her head in his lap. She finally opened her eyes. She seemed startled as she collected her thoughts, and then she saw him, relaxed and smiled.


  “Harry—what happened?”


  “I let the mole down fast—right through the roof of a building. Carpy and Red are both dead.”


  “I’m glad. I knew you’d be a help to me when I took you along with us. I felt it.”


  “What—”


  An imperative and metallic rapping on the hull broke the thread of Harry’s speech. He sat silent. Then it came again, this time against the hatch. Harry opened it.


  “Come on out!” ordered a gruff voice. “No funny business! You’re well covered!”


  Harry climbed out of the hatch and slid down the hull of the cylinder into the center of a circle of menacing weapons surrounded by determined men.


  “Thought you’d get away, eh?” demanded the portly, middle-aged spokesman in civilian clothing. The others were either dressed like him or were in the uniform of the International Guard. “We’ve been waiting and expecting you! The rest of your crowd have been taken! A rock mole full of gas fixed them! Got the ransom money in there, have you?” The allusion to the black bag and the money hinted vaguely of an anxious query rather than a statement of fact. “Come out of there—the rest of you!”


  “There’s only one in there—alive,” Harry said. “She was knocked out. The other two are dead. I’m not one of the gang. I’m the sun operator in Toledo. They kidnapped me before they left. The girl—she turned against them to help me. She tried to reclaim the ransom.”


  Harry wondered how much of his mixture of the truth and exaggerated facts concerning Rita would be believed. He wondered how much of a score she already had to settle with the law. The eager attitude of the official caused him misgivings.


  “So she is with you! We wondered if she hadn’t made a getaway when the gang quit their place in the Taft Building!”


  He motioned for one of his men to bring her out of the rock mole. But she had evidently heard the conversation, for she was climbing out of the hatch, haggard of face. She was helped down. The middle-aged individual regarded her keenly.


  “Are you all right, Miss Royce? That was a nasty landing the mole took.”


  “Just tired, B.M. He’s all right.” She nodded at Harry. “He’s all wool and a yard wide.”


  “It was a great job, Joan!” enthused the official. “We followed every move, every signal you gave us. Every last one of the gang is accounted for, now. You’ll be advanced for this.”


  “B.M., Tm tired of all this jumping around the world. I don’t want it.”


  “Come, now, you’ll feel better after you’ve rested up.”


  Harry’s brain whirled in the fog, seeking a substantial place to rest and focus.


  “What—who is she?”


  “One of the best woman operatives in the International Secret Service, Joan Royce!” B.M. exclaimed, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes at Harry’s wonder.


  Lights dawned in the mind of Harry Graves. He felt a sense of infinite relief. Rita—Joan was no criminal after all. She led him away in a dazed condition as the secret service men climbed into the rock mole to remove its grisly contents and the black bag.


  “Can you forgive me?” she asked him.


  “Why—yes—but why did—”


  “Why did I bring you along?” she anticipated him. “Well, that’s what comes of your kissing strange girls, for one thing. I was afraid, too, that they would kill you, like they told of killing a man in Agua Caliente and pitching his body out after they had cleared the gates. They didn’t want to risk landing and were in a hurry to get away. Besides, there are times when a woman wants a man, one she can depend upon, near her, no matter who she is, times when she feels weak and afraid, though she doesn’t show it. That was one of the times.”


  “Were you honest about your not wanting to continue this business—about wanting to settle down?” he asked her.


  Harry suddenly found her in his arms, oblivious of the confusion of hurrying officers, civilians and newsmen just reaching the scene of the rock mole’s crash. He found her lips against his for the third time. He could have asked for no better answer.


  Space Blackout


  Sam Carson


  I’VE seen a world die, and with it men who chose to remain and face the 4nd because of love.


  Love of their homes and the soil beneath them and the life they had achieved. It’s a story I believe Earthmen could ponder, and benefit from. For we are the youngest of terrestial civilizations within the space orbit the Martians have shown us.


  I’m Jerry Kos, master navigator, twenty-seven and entitled to three stripes on my jacket to prove I’ve completed that many six months voyages with the Cosmic Survey. I’m a specialist, holder of the solo record from Moon to Earth made in 2437, and enjoy spending all my leave in the government preserves, camping in the raw, hiking, fishing, anything I can do by hand, so to speak. Otherwise I’m one of some fifty thousand young officers of the Commonwealth whose job is cut out for him. And I like it.


  It was Jim Drake, skipper of the Pelios, Cosmic Survey ship, who persuaded me to take my leave on Mars, as a guest of Shadrak. Shadrak is one of our advisers, guardian of the Great Waterway, and a big shot among the hundred thousand odd Martians who rule their planet by robot control. The Martians watched us develop thousands of years, and let us go because they’re peaceful, and like our energy, till Gregor, the Tartar dictator came along and messed up the world. Then Shadrak, and a half dozen others roused themselves, crossed the void to Earth and liquidated a wad of would be exponents of force. That put the United States on top with its ideals of democracy, and the Martians reorganized our form of living, gave us advanced tools, knowledge and created a technocracy. The Martians sit back, live well and give us ideas. We do the same for them and everybody’s happy. They know how to contact all forms of life in the solar system, from Mercury to Neptune, and now, as you know, Earth is a beehive of industry.


  Jib Drake’s a thoughtful chap, quiet but a whip. Since he was a kid Shadrak has liked him. After a few days of fishing, boating, and general recreation, Shadrak called us in to his domed estate.


  First he showed us his planetarium, and a dark nebula in beyond Orion, he calls the Noir, speaking with the throat disk because Martians can’t manage our tongue otherwise. That dark, he had just explained, was a thousand light years beyond the nearer Orion cluster.


  “Behind it,” he added, “is a solar system, a sun with six planets. The third planet is Spor, of the same albedo as Earth, and identical atmosphere. I know, for my grandfather visited it, and he chose it as a suitable refuge for ten thousand of your Earthmen.”


  I had to break in on that. Jim nudged me, but Shadrak smiled. “Small wonder you’re surprised,” he commented. “On Earth you have a legend, of the lost Atlantis. There was a general submerging of continents. Millions perished. And we were so moved on Mars that we sent our space ships. It was one of our few real invasions. Till we visited Gregor, we hadn’t returned. But that time we removed ten thousand, products of an advanced civilization.


  “We moved those ten thousand to Spor.” Jim whistled. “Even that long ago you traveled ahead of light. I mean, with greater speed.”


  Shadrak nodded. “You two are Earthmen we trust. We keep many secrets because it is best. But in this case—” he paused, “I want you, Jerry Kos and Jim Drake, to journey to Spor.”


  “But it would take years,” I put in. “Maybe longer.”


  “Twenty two days and six hours, with the new ship just delivered,” Shadrak corrected. “It has a capacity of one thousand. If you return with a full load, we shall send more ships to Spor.”


  Jim looked bewildered. “Maybe it’s too much,” he said, “but such a speed is incredible.”


  “There is no limit to speed,” Shadrack told us. “The problem is of acceleration, and deceleration. You have that problem in handling the Pelios, which rides energy beams at the speed of light. Frequencies, whether of sound or light, as instances, are constant. Therefore we employ this fact in accelerating. We superimpose frequencies against frequencies, repelling power, one from the other. The result is a constant, increasing ratio. In effect, Jim.—and you, Jerry—will grasp it much easier in this manner. If you had a machine throwing a jet of water, and it touched an opposing jet of water, your propulsion would build up till the limits of the energy from the opposing jets were reached. Suppose those jets continued to reach out. As light frequencies, till you built up your maximum. In a vacuum your speed would continue at that maximum velocity till you chose to decelerate. Now deceleration is effected by the same principle. We do it by hitching to our sun and reaching the maximum in building up speed. In like manner, another sun can be used to decelerate, by reversing the process.


  “But enough of that,” Shadrak resumed. “Your ship will be robot controlled. Our own master navigator will get telescreened charts of your course. Your job will begin when you land, I fear. The planet of Spor enters the Noir within eighteen months, and a sudden reaction in that hundred thousand light year wide mass could reduce the engulfing to eighteen weeks.”


  “What does this Noir mean, swallowing up Spor?” I fired that shot. And it was Jim who answered.


  “Noir’s the light absorbing element nobody has lived to analyze. We know it absorbs all organic life as it does light, electricity, even sound. It’s the black scourge of space.”


  “And we’re going to play around it, eh? To bring back the descendants of the lost Atlantis. And where do they go, providing we take ’em off?”


  Shadrak waved a hand vaguely over the horizon. “Here, till we find a planet suitable. You see, we’re responsible. We moved them to Spor. Now it’s our duty to remove them again.”


  Jim spoke. “We’re ready, whenever you are sir.”


  NOW a lot happened before we curved around the sinister prong of the Noir, the Milky Way lost behind, even Orion and his companions. We had ceased marveling at the repellor motors, operated within compact cases by the efficient robot machines. And I must put in a word for the way they lifted our big ship from Mars. You don’t us rockets any more. They catapult you, shooting you ten thousand miles outward with rocket tubes sunk into the ground. You use inverted, concave affairs to catch the power. And too, we had our first acquaintance with the auxiliary repellors used inside the ship to offset inertia. This gave us the same gravity as Earth. And Shadrak called at regular periods on the relief screen, the new device that gives solidity to an image. He told us a lot about the transplanted sons and daughters of ancient Atlantis, and we had the mentameters to make immediate contact with their language and knowledge. Shadrak had thought of everything.


  The solar system which Shadrak called Maj, crawled around the crescent of Noir, and we sighted the third planet, giving a ruddy glow. That gave us a kick, but I felt a shiver as I watched that ebon horn blotting out the sky, reaching hungrily toward Maj. Jim said the movement of Noir had been constant at 110 kilometers a second, but that the speed was building up. He called for a robot check on the tip of Noir and Spor. After careful study, Jim flashed the telescreen for Shadrak. “Noir tip at 60 plus 382,” he reported.


  Shadrak looked grave. “That gives you no more than four months,” he said. “If the movement accelerates, it will be quite earlier. After you land, arrange for periodical checks.”


  It was time now to begin deceleration. We fixed on the sun of Maj. At first we couldn’t feel a change. It was ten hours before the planets slowed down, and we curved to meet the pull of Maj. Two days elapsed by our chronometers before we entered the gravity pull of Spor and began our spiral descent, much as we would had it been the smaller Pelios. Our electroscopes found a city, towers and walls gilded by a rising sun. I worked out the course for Jim and we picked a plain nearby. We settled on a regular nest of repellor beams, to find an army gathered without, an army of men and women and children, not at all frightened and apparently not hostile.


  “Look,” Jim cried. “They look like the museum pictures of 2000. The same kind of cars, and streets.”


  It was true. We checked on the atmosphere readings, found the temperature 76 fahrenheit, a mild spring day. We opened the locks and stepped out on the soil of Spor, Jim lugging the portable mentameter. I heard a buzzing sound. An airplane, of ancient vintage, judging by the museum films, circled overhead. Men in field gray, wearing leather leggings and caps, rode up on noisy, two wheeled machines.


  “The Twentieth Century comes to life,” Jim muttered. “It’s like a dream.”


  A man with slightly gray hair stepped from one of the cars, approached us, flanked by the guards. He spoke, but the words were unintelligible. Jim smiled, pointed skyward and to the ship. The greeter nodded as if he understood. Then Jim put down the mentameter pack, adjusted earphones and the clamp about his temples. He gestured for the other to do likewise.


  SOMEONE protested, and there was an argument, while we waited. Then the gray haired man spoke with curtness, and the guards fell back. Smiling, the Spor dweller put on the mentameter receiver. Jim began speaking slowly. “I am Jim Drake, of Earth, from which your ancestors were removed from Atlantis by Martians. We were sent here by other Martians.”


  The Spor governor, for that was what we learned he was, shouted to the throng. He spoke excitedly and people began to cheer, to gather more closely. Then he spoke to Jim. By then I had on the spare receiver.


  “You are fulfilling a legend,” the governor said. “From our early days the writings of our forefathers foretold the day when Earthmen would come from beyond the dark spaces. I, Tarquin of Spor and governor of the city of Osmand, welcome you. And if you will pardon my curiosity, what manner of machine is this, to interpret our thoughts?”


  “Brother,” I cut in, “it’s as mysterious to me as it must be to you. The Martians perfected it and hold the secret.”


  “You think and talk like one of us,” the governor chuckled. “Our astronomers sighted you yesterday and they predicted a landing at Osmand. So we are not exactly surprised.”


  We wound up with posting a guard about the ship and riding into the city with Tarquin. A radio in the car reported our progress, the announcer manifestly excited. We found thousands on streets and sidewalks and crowding office windows. Above all, we had the feeling we were among Earthmen, and yet it wasn’t our technocratic manner of life either. There was nothing orderly. And I felt that I liked this way of living. I was in the same state of mind a week later, when Jim and I had already learned enough about the language of Spor to talk, and we’d been cramming on their history from the time the Martians left off so many centuries before. At Shadrak’s suggestion, we’d kept quiet on our real mission. We found ourselves popular in Osmand as the days grew on, and we were guests of Governor Tarquin, on a swell estate bordering a small river. And then, as thousands lined the river for a water carnival, Tarquin told us all was not well on Spor. We were on a terrace and it reminded me somehow of Shadrak’s place, without the dome, or eternal robots. “Take this city,” he exclaimed. “We are a democracy, at peace with the world. But across the sea, in Plevia, there is a colony gathering strength, headed by Garok, a troublemaker we exiled ten years ago from Osmand.”


  “Why not take your planes, fly over and clean him out before he’s strong enough to fight you?” I asked.


  Tarquin gazed at me, and he looked bewildered. “Osmand makes no war. We have our civil officers, but our army is small. We of Osmand, and of the other city states on this continent have lived in accord two thousand years without fighting. Garok will not invade us. But he does harbor criminals, and thereby makes trouble.”


  AND that was that. War was simply out of mind. And why not. If ever there was a placid countryside, which we toured in the next two weeks, it was the continent upon which Osmand was built. There were farms, small factories, everywhere homes with large grounds, and men, women and children employed. Everybody greeted you with a smile, it seemed, and there was much singing. It got Jim like it did me, and I remember what a jerk Shadrak pulled us up with, when checking with him from the ship after a tour of the continent to the other cities—Nostran, Tula and Polis. Shadrak told us the invading horn of Noir had indeed accelerated its spread toward the system of Maj and would engulf it within no less than eight weeks.


  Tarquin accepted our report from Shadrak, for in the legend that Earthmen would come, was a prophecy of destruction to Spor. “Yes,” he said slowly, pacing his terrace, his family engaged in sports below, “we have been watching the dark cloud you call Noir. Our astronomers are uncertain of the result.”


  “We’re not,” Jim said. “Noir will blast every vestige of life from Spor. The Martians know. They offer refuge on their planet, till you find another Spor. We can remove the first thousand. The Martians will send other ships, if you agree.”


  “If we agree.” Tarquin stood beside the terrace parapet, with the skyline of Osmand gilded in a low sun. A shaft of light struck a passenger plane bound for a landing field. Cries of children, picnicking across the river in a park, drifted to us. Tarquin twisted a bit of paper into a wad, tossed it to the lawn. Then he turned to Jim. “I’ll radio the other governors,” he said. “We must place this information before them all, and let the people vote.”


  “Elections,” Jim cried. “That will take weeks. We’ve got to act now. Shadrak says the dark nebula has tripled its speed toward Maj in the last seven days.”


  “Yes,” Tarquin agreed simply. “That has been noted too, from our observatory. Last night two stars were blotted out. I’m sorry, my friends, if we delay. But that is the way to act. Now, if you’ll pardon me, I’ll invite the governors for a conference.”


  To our surprise Tarquin summoned Garok with the others. He was unlike the others, a spare, square jawed man no older than Jim Drake, eyes tending to the shifty side and with the gift of an orator. He could hardly wait till Tarquin delivered his talk of our mission. I could see the other governors refused to be stirred as Tarquin. One, Dalin, a fat, amiable chap, laughed. “Nonsense,” he exclaimed. “I’ll grant you these young men may have come from Earth as they come, but they could be putting over a giant hoax,” he added shrewdly.


  “But the astronomers sighted them five thousand miles away,” Tarquin interrupted impatiently. “These men have instruments beyond our knowledge.”


  “Probably stolen,” Garok spoke for the first time. His manner was swaggering, contemptuous. “For all we know they’re adventurers from another planet. And if not, why must we meet to be told fairy tales. What of a dark cloud? Going to destroy Spor! Bah. A story to frighten children with. Is this what you brought us here to discuss?” This to Tarquir.


  The governor of Osmand flushed. I saw Jim’s fists clench, but he remained silent. “We’re not here to give opinions, when we don’t know what we’re talking about,” he snapped. “All our astronomers agree the dark nebula is sweeping in like a tidal wave. These men journeyed into our solar system to warn us. I believe them. The question is, do the people of Spor want to believe, and act. That is the question. I propose a referendum, the subject explained over our radio nets, to be held one week from today.”


  “That date may be too late,” Jim warned. “I suggest—”


  “Bah,” Garok cut in. “You want a panic, so that you can loot us.”


  That was when Jim sprang to his feet and struck Garok. The leader of Plevia went down. But he was up and charging like a mad bull a moment later.


  Tarquin cried out and guards rushed in, separating the men. And now the governor of Osmand frowned at Jim. “You struck first,” he said gravely. “You struck a guest of mine.”


  “I’m sorry,” Jim told him. “But it was in desperation, because I realize the danger to you. Governor, we must act more quickly. We must.”


  Tarquin nodded. “So be it. As senior governor of the continental cities, I set aside the third day from now, and each governor shall join our radio net, so that the people may hear, and vote as they choose.”


  “You fools,” Garok snarled. His right eye was discolored and he glared at Jim. “I demand this man, to be punished for striking Garok.”


  “He is in my custody,” Tarquin replied calmly. “For striking a guest of mine, he must be punished.”


  Garok swept the room. I noticed the fat governor, Dalin, cringed. “I choose to do my own punishing,” he snapped and walked from the room. Dalin glanced about at the silent group. “Your guest will cause us untold trouble,” he said. “I saw it in Garok’s eyes. He is seeking a cause to do damage to us, and you’ve permitted that cause tonight.”


  “If I did, I take the responsibility, Dalin. Do you other gentlemen agree to put the question before your people and permit the referendum?” IN the end they agreed, although it was plain they were more concerned over Garok than the threat of Noir’s black flood. And I had a hunch Garok had placed doubt in their minds about us. We persuaded Tarquin to attend our conference with Shadrak. And to our surprise, Shadrak, from the relief screen, spoke to Tarquin in the latter’s tongue. Tarquin left our ship a man who looked years older. “I must act, at once,” he told us with a sigh. “Why didn’t I have our meeting aboard your ship where they too could have heard, and seen the Martian? It was my mistake.”


  “You’re starting at once?” Jim asked.


  Tarquin nodded. “But I’m afraid—afraid there are few who would leave Osmond, or any of the other continental states.


  “Look about you,” he continued. “Here is contentment, peace, q form of collective security for all. Outside of Garok there is no discontent. We love Osmand, as the others do their cities.”


  “Shadrak called this a Utopia,” Jim observed thoughtfully. “I understand. But we must get the message over, Governor. Ana quickly.”


  I remember how we stood by while Tarquin started at daylight, over the radio net, explaining it all, and the news agencies were waking up. Crowds gathered on streets. People stared at us, some without enthusiasm, and we weren’t surprised when Tarquin assigned us guards. We were getting blamed for the scare, it appeared. By night we were directed to return to Tarquin’s home. Garok, it seemed, was taking to the radio, making charges, promising to capture and punish us for trying to create a panic on Spor. Overnight crowds formed outside the grounds of the governor’s home. A large detachment had to guard our ship, and we made arrangements to return to it. And during these three days the grim, dark threat of Noir came on, invincible, inevitable, overspreading one third of the firmament, blotting out star after star. Shadrak offered no advice, strangely enough. But he kept us apprised of reports from Martian astronomers. And then, as citizens of the city states poured out to vote on the question Tarquin had put before them, Garok struck.


  He came with wave after wave of planes, and he dropped bomb after bomb of outlawed explosives, not for destruction, but to send the city into a panic. Too late Jim and I realized we had been a blessing to Garok. In upsetting the placid lives of the city states, we had furnished motive and opportunity to strike. It wasn’t an invasion such as they used to have on Earth. But it was one-sided, Tarquin’s police force pitifully inadequate. And so as the planes landed, disgorging squads of men, armed with peculiar flame throwers, Osmand was taken and the referendum forgotten.


  IN our refuge, with no arms save our ray guns, Jim and I looked helplessly on. So far we had been unmolested. I thought of the little single seater planes used as Earth patrols, and the blasting charge in the nose, reserved for emergencies. Jim was pacing the control room like a caged tiger. Shadrak was away from his post and we had transcribed our report of Garok’s coming, for his screen. Now he signaled us, somewhat excitedly. Evidently he hadn’t seen the transcription, for he spoke rapidly. “You have ten hours left,” he cried, “before the Noir invades Maj. Ten more hours and you cannot leave Spor. Act at once.” Jim reported in crisp accents of events. Shadrak swore in fluent Martian. Then he told us to open an emergency locker. At once robot trucks wheeled out a dandy two seater patrol car, with 20 milimeter ray guns for armament. “Destroy Garok’s force where necessary,” Shadrak ordered. “That completed, proceed at once with loading. Remove Tarquin’s family first. He must be saved at all cost.”


  We broke out the rear exit as a two motored plane dived at our space ship. Jim nosed our patrol car upward. I was at the ray gun controls. We blew the plane out of the sky. Then we went upstairs. Garok had a fleet of planes he surely must have taken over from transport lines. There were different markings on them. Anyway, we knocked down planes, plenty of them. But scores had landed, with soldiers scattering, to take over objectives. We went down, blasted groups right and left. On the landing field we could see police rallying. I worked the ray guns on ground and sky alike during the next twenty minutes, and Garok’s invaders surviving turned tail, abandoning their comrades already landed.


  Tarquin was in command as his guards rounded up sullen, but defeated groups of Garok’s men. Sirens were wailing, and we counted a dozen big fires raging. “Thanks,” he acknowledged, nodding at our patrol car. “Garok is attacking the other cities. They’ve all asked for help.”


  “We’ll take his planes,” Jim promised. “But you’ve got to hurry, Governor. Shadrak says it’s a matter of hours.”


  Tarquin seemed not to hear Jim. He stared toward the great fires. “Destruction,” he muttered. “The hell of war turned loose after all these centuries.”


  Mobs had poured onto the field. Guards battled with them. The foremost tried to reach the captured invaders, yelling curses at them. Others continued toward us. I saw Tarquin stiffen. He ordered a ring of guards about us. “But why?” Jim demanded.


  “They blame you,” Tarquin said bitterly. “For stirring up trouble. In fact, they’re demanding your lives as forfeit.”


  “But can’t they understand?” Jim cried. “Hasn’t it been made plain enough? You talked with them, explained our coming—”


  TARQUIN waved a hand toward the angry men and women. Some had stones, bricks and these they were hurling our way. “You can see for yourselves,” he told us. “Dalin went on the air and blamed you, opposing our referendum. Said it was idiotic, that departure from Spor was unthinkable. He argued that his scientists promised the dark gas would not enter our atmosphere and would be dissipated, permitting sunlight to enter. My own people of Osmand were in doubt, even before Garok came. Now—well, they think only of this destruction, and the factors they blame, including you two.”


  “We’re going to tackle Garok’s other fleets,” Jim said briefly. “Meanwhile, we’re expecting you to report our act, and to plead with the people of Osmand to come with us, as many as we can take. We’ll be back, in a few hours.”


  We collided with Garok’s air fleet above Dalin’s city, while it was at the height of its raid. It took us exactly eighteen minutes to clean the air, leaving destroyed planes blazing on all sides. Then we went on. But we were to get a stiff shock. Garok’s sky fleet had vanished elsewhere.


  “Okay,” Jim decided, after we had cruised the coast line, “we’d better get back to Osmand. If Garok’s fled, our mission is completed.”


  We withheld reporting through to Shadrak. The sky was unusually black tonight. Overhead, there were no stars. We raised the flames in Osmand some fifty miles out. Jim let out an angry yell. “Garok’s attacking again,” he cried. “Those are new fires.”


  Rockets wide open we raced down toward Osmand. There were new fires. Jim circled toward the plain where our ship was located. We saw a cone of flame leap out of the thick night. Garok was bombing the space ship.


  We tore at the invaders like mad swordfish. We knocked them apart, then went in for a landing. One bomb had landed within twenty feet of the ship. We got out of the patrol car, sprinted for the big ship. Jim used a torch, assured himself the craft was undamaged. And when we went inside, Garok himself was the bird who climbed into our patrol car.


  Pistol bullets cut by our ears as both of us tried to rectify that damage. Garok didn’t know beans about a rocket car. But a dumb, conceited punk like him could wreck it, so we ignored the soldiers who’d climbed out of Garok’s plane after that noiseless glide of his and raced for the patrol car.


  Garok yelled something at us and accidentally touched off the ray guns. His own plane literally went into gas, and his men went down, or turned into more gas. Then the patrol car streaked skyward, bowling us over. Twin tongues of angry flame marked his course, higher—higher, blast wide open. “The fool,” Jim cried. He’ll burn the car up, if he gains any more altitude. The thin atmosphere will fix him—”


  “Maybe he didn’t start it on purpose, and can’t do anything about it,” I suggested. Jim’s face was visible in the glow of the fires. “Maybe you’re right,” he agreed. And as if in confirmation, there was a dull red blob high above. The blob widened, sent out a shower of sparks and vanished. “And that,” Jim commented, “is the last of Garok”


  Evidently Garok’s wild scheme to take patrol car and then perhaps our space ship, was with his last survivors, for we heard no more planes. A police car arrived. Tarquin had sent them. “The governor advises you to leave Osmand at once,” was the officer’s message. “Anger is growing against you two.”


  “Okay by me,” I said. “We clean up a mess for you and get the rap. You don’t believe us, so what? We’d better save our own skins.”


  “I’m going to make one last appeal to Tarquin,” Jim announced. “It’s our duty. You stay here with the ship.”


  “Listen you,” I sounded off, “if you go back into Osmand, I go with you. But how?”


  “In the police car.” To the surprised officer Jim said: “If Governor Tarquin guarantees no hope to remove anyone, we’ll leave. But first, I bear him a final message. Will you take us?”


  “I’ll take you,” the officer said. “But it is foolish. We’ve got to take the chance, here on Spor. It’s our world, the one we love. Because you destroyed Garok’s men, we’ll give you safe conduct.”


  THEY bore us through darkened side streets. By radio we heard the damage, and of thousands massed in downtown parks, listening to speakers who demanded our punishment along with the captured invaders. Tarquin was in his office and had just completed orders to give our ship full protection. His eyes were sunken. Jim went to the point at once. “Governor Tarquin, the Martian Shadrak asked us to remove you and your family, by all means. We must clear Spor by daybreak. Or before noon. Couldn’t you persuade others—people of Osmand you want to save, to go to the ship. If it’s a mistake and Noir doesn’t wipe everything out, we can return. You know that. It’s not taking a chance. Please, we’re offering life—to all Spor—through you and a thousand others of Osmand.”


  Tarquin led us to a wide window. There was light below, and we saw a triangular space packed with thousands. Loud speakers were blasting and we could see a tiny figure on a platform.


  “I tell you the forces of evil envy our world of Spor and seek to destroy us,” the speaker shouted. “What influenced Garok to erupt from Plevia and attempt to enslave us? I’ll answer that question. The men who came out of the sky with the wild story the end of our universe is at hand. Bah. Nature sends a dark cloud of gas nearer, and we’re expected to fly into a panic. Our own governor lost his sanity for that unlikely yarn.


  “I tell you, citizens of Osmand, we have made a civilization of such prosperity and contentment that word has reached other planets of this solar system. They sent messengers in disguise, to throw us into panic. In the future let us arm, and repel any such future invasion as Garok gave us. Let us punish by death any who come among us and seek to undermine us by fantastic stories. Men and women of Osmand, we shall never be frightened out of Osmand, and most certainly not to desert Spor . . . .”


  “You see,” Tarquin spoke presently, with sadness in his voice. “My family is down there. They consider me mad, to entertain any belief in what you say.”


  “But it is true,” Jim cried. “It is true. They must be convinced. Spor is doomed, in hours. I tell you I am speaking the truth. And surely you will go with us. You believe us, don’t you?”


  “I believe you, Jim Drake. I know Shadrak, and his fellow Martians feel their responsibility. They saved us once, when they believed Earth was doomed entirely. It wasn’t. And the Martians could be wrong again,” he added hopefully.


  An hour later we were taken by police back to our guarded ship. So many were on duty that the crowds had drifted back to Osmand. Fires were out now, and only the street lights were visible. Osmand, to all outward appearances, was peacefully going to bed. Shadrak, summoned at our call, came to the telescreen. “I was afraid,” he said after Jim reported. “You have done your best. You have my permission to depart Spor immediately. The Noir is within twelve hours of Maj.”


  “Let’s go,” I cried. Maybe Tarquin and the others had some hope, but I was ready to go. Jim’s next words sent cold chills down my spine. “May we stay, till sunrise sir. We should have at least four hours after the sun of Maj is ’blotted out, before Spor is reached. Maybe, after they see the sun eclipsed, some will come to us.”


  “There is a chance,” Shadrak conceded. “But do not delay. If none come, be prepared to take the course already transcribed on the robot screen.”


  It was midnight. I noted the absence of all stars ahead of Jim. “It’s spreading,” I told him. All at once I felt chilled. It was like a thick, cloudy night on Earth, only more eerie. Like being in a cave. The darkness seemed to bear down on the lights of Osmand and make them dimmer. Neither of us slept. We couldn’t. We worked on our course plot, inspected the entire hull and paced every deck till the hour for daylight.


  ONLY, there was no daylight. The chronometers aboard the ship checked Martian time, which we still kept. And yet Osmand’s lights glowed, and the rest of Spor was in the darkness of a grotto. Then the city’s lights went out.


  We went outside, staring, conscious of abrupt coldness. Suddenly there were sirens screaming, then bells. All at once the lights flashed back on again. “The sun—the sun of Maj,” Jim exclaimed, “it’s blotted out. Forever, maybe.”


  Panic gripped me. “Let’s scram,” I told him. Jim shook his head. He ran into the ship, switched on all lights. The landing lights put the entire plain in a warm glow. Jim said the people could see us. So we waited.


  Lights of a fast moving car sped along the highway from Osmand. It came on, to a quick stop. We saw Tarquin, and a group of men his age. “They’re coming,” I told Jim. “They’ve changed their minds.”


  “Tell the others to hurry,” Jim shouted, as he ran forward to meet them. “We haven’t more than an hour. The Noir is racing toward Spor from the sun.”


  Tarquin looked like a man already at the door of the beyond. He walked to us, slowly, head lifted. Then he stopped, and we saw he wore the robes of his office. So did the others. Slowly Tarquin spoke. “We are not going with you, Jim Drake.”


  “Not going! But man, you know the end. It’s death, in less than two hours. We’re risking our own lives and we thought—”


  “None of my family wishes to leave Osmand,” the governor said quietly. “Therefore, I have no desire to survive, without them.”


  “But all of you can live, if you come with us.”


  “You forget our neighbors, and our kinsmen.” Tarquin pointed out gravely. “I think you do not. understand.


  “Life, anywhere else has no attraction for the citizens of Spor. I know that now, plainly. The referendum would not have registered a thousand votes of those choosing to abandon the planet, had I sufficient time to explain, and Garok had not run amuck.” Tarquin sighed. “There still is hope, that this black fog will be dissipated, as our scientists contend. If not—then it is farewell, men of our parent Earth.”


  “What about going to Earth,” Jim cried, suddenly inspired. “That would be different. We’ll take you there.”


  Tarquin turned and walked to the long, official car. The others followed, silent, like men sentenced and yet hopeful of reprieve. As he stood beside the door, Tarquin lifted a hand. But he spoke no more. The motor roared. Twin lights flashed on the turf . . . .


  We stood there for minutes. I heard a dry sob. Maybe it was from Jim Drake’s throat. Or again, maybe it was from my own. I don’t know. We stood there, till the car’s rear light merged with the glow of Osmand’s illumination.


  Jim said, “we’ve got to start.” As he spoke I saw a pup, a dirty, black and white pooch, tail working, trotting up. I scooped it up. Something from Spor was going to survive. Then I went to the ship.


  Shadrak’s voice was imperative as he called us. “Leaving,” Jim shouted into the transmitter.


  “Waste no time, not even seconds,” Shadrak cried. “Hurry.”


  The pup whimpered, snuggling against my shins as we lifted the empty ship.


  Because the robots had the course, I ran to the visual screen and looked down on Osmand. There were lights everywhere. A searchlight leaped after us.


  Somebody tapped my shoulder. Jim Drake had joined me. “Living now,” he muttered. “See the pinpoints of light out there—the other cities. In a few minutes—”


  The words choked off. You see, we had no sun of Maj to fix our beams upon. We had a distance to go before we could let up on the reserve engines Shadrak had installed. We had to flee from Noir’s engulfing crescent, and find another star to build up our incredible speed. Till then, we could only approximate the speed of light. “Look. Building after building is lighting up. They’re going to their shops and their factories and offices. Just as if the sun were shining.”


  WE were gazing intently now. There was a clicking sound that told of Shadrak on the relief screen. He was taking our relay and the scene was visible to the Martian as well. Only he didn’t speak. I think, in those last moments, we almost held our breaths, Jim and I a few thousand miles away already—or maybe a few hundred thousand—time had no bearing. It seemed an awfully long time. Then a dark finger rubbed out Osmand.


  One moment and we could see the moving lines of traffic, the glowing windows even. Then there just wasn’t anything at all on the screen. Jim scanned for the other cities. But there was just darkness, impenetrable darkness. We did see a searchlight break through, a moving finger, raking through for a split second. Then it, too, vanished.


  From the relief Shadrak spoke. His voice was strangely gentle. “Look no more, Jim Drake and Jerry Kos. Turn back to your charts. Spor is gone. You did your best. We know that. It was not your fault. Look forward. Within thirty minutes you will find the first star to give you speed.”


  It wasn’t real, that flight from Maj, with Noir flowing beyond the sixth planet, its crescent outrider seeking new stars to black out, and leave dry, lifeless masses in a black universe. On schedule we picked up our star, and at sight of it we felt the first return of sanity. We sped back by Orion’s family, and into a familiar bit of space, with Shadrak coming to the screen at intervals, and at other times sending us transcribed news events from Earth. And thus we crossed the sky, thrilled by the sight of Neptune, Saturn and his rings, and at last the disks of Mars and Earth, beneath our own sun, so free of the black menace. We made a routine landing, settling a short distance from Shadrak’s place. He was there to welcome us, with other Martians. And Jim walked up to him slowly, holding the tiny, wriggling pup we had brought along. “The last survivor of Spor,” he said. Martians dislike dogs, although they admire any member of the cat family. But Shadrak reached out, studied the tiny specimen from Spor. The pup licked his hand and Shadrak smiled. “Take him back to Earth,” he said. “They will appreciate the animal, better than we.” Shadrak tapped each of us in the Martian way of showing deep affection. “Never reproach yourselves, because you took a ship to Spor large enough to return a thousand persons, and returned with this poor animal.


  “I think,” he added with a sigh, “we forget too often we are instruments of a divine power none of us, Earthmen or Martians, or any other world, can ever understand. It was granted us the privilege of rescuing men and women of Atlantis and removing them to Spor. It was denied us, the chance to save them a second time.”


  Into the Sun


  John L. Chapman


  Here is the opportunity department for newcomers. Every month we will publish short shorts, giving preference to FIRST STORIES. If you have wanted to write science-fiction, now is the time to start. This department will discover the coming favorites.—The Editor.


  “THERE’S nothing like having a good quart of scotch with you when you’re falling into the sun,” said Lejeune. “Won’t you join me, gentlemen?”


  “Listen to him,” sputtered Geitz. “He’s enjoying this. He likes being cooked in a cubby-holed space ship; he likes to sit here day after day while the floor beneath him is burning his shoes.”


  Lejeune, the wiry French biologist, lowered the halfempty bottle from his lips and scowled at the ship’s doctor. “But not for long, my dear Geitz, not for long. Our fate lies within a few hours. The ship will be drawn closer and closer to the sun. The heat will become unbearable. Then—pffffft!—the ship will be a little spark—”


  “You’re a pain,” growled Captain Rogers.


  Lejeune raised his eyebrows quizzically and grinned. He said nothing, walked to a bunk, and sat down beside Lane, the pilot.


  The silence continued for some time, broken only by the footfalls of Captain Rogers in his nervous pacing. There was nothing to do but wait. The four of them knew that. The ship couldn’t hold out much longer; it would burst under the terrific strain, would be reduced instantly to a cinder by the sun’s blistering heat.


  They were trapped, falling into the sun inevitably.


  “One meteorite,” said Lejeune casually, “one hurtling fragment of some interstellar gadabout which chose to cross our path at the wrong time. That’s all it took to smash our jets and send the four of us toward that fiery mass.”


  “Shut up!” snapped Rogers. “It’s bad enough without your moaning!”


  Oblivious to the captain’s words, Lejeune patted his bottle affectionately.


  “In the name of heaven!” growled Geitz, leaping to his feet. “Why do we sit here like a lot of mummies? There’s a rocket capsule aboard, you say, with sufficient power to carry one of us to Mercury. Why don’t we use it? I ask you, Rogers.”


  “You answered that yourself,” the captain said bluntly. “True, that rocket capsule can carry one of us to Mercury. Just one, understand—there’s room for but one person in a capsule. I ask you—which one of us would that be?”


  “That’s beside the point,” muttered Geitz, as he wiped beads of perspiration from his forehead. “You don’t seem to realize what valuable information we possess. Think of that cylinder in the supply room. It contains all the photographs we took of Mercurian plant and animal life, and the photos of Vulcan. Tc say nothing of the data concerning the sun’s corona—why, our analysis would be of infinite value to earth scientists!”


  “Quite so,” Rogers said crisply. “But while you’re thinking about that, don’t forget the three men who would be left aboard this ship—think of what would happen to them.” He stopped his pacing and shook a finger under the doctor’s imposing Van Dyke. “Do you know what would happen to them, Geitz? They’d burn alive—they’d cook—while on earth your scientists would hop around in glee over a few photographs of Mercury!”


  Geitz sat down heavily, exhausted. “The doc’s right, Rogers,” Lane interposed. “There’s no reason for all four of us dying when it’s possible for one to gain freedom. And for God’s sake if you’re going to do something do it in a hurry! We’ll burn before you make up your mind!”


  “My mind’s made up,” Rogers retorted. “I’m staying. In case you’ve forgotten, a captain is the last man to leave his ship. As for you three, fight it out among yourselves. Draw straws—anything. The consequences will be your worry.”


  “I’ll stay,” murmured Lejeune, lifting his bottle to his lips.


  “You don’t mean that,” said the youthful Lane. “You want to go—we all want to go—but it can only be one of us.”


  He fell silent, placing his head in his hands. Rogers resumed his pacing.


  The ship drifted on, slowly it seemed, ever nearing the solar furnace, falling toward the flames that were eager to dissolve the tiny cruiser locked in an unyielding gravitational pull.


  “Soon,” mused Lejeune. “Soon we’ll be too close for the rocket capsule to break free of the sun’s drag. Then there will be no doubt as to what will be done. Ha!”


  “Damnation!” yelled Lane, jerking erect. “How can you be so confounded happy about it all? We’re falling into the sun, man—doesn’t that have any effect upon you?”


  Lejeune shrugged. “Perhaps. We are falling into the sun, yes. We’ll die, no doubt, so my future is definite. I know what is coming. Soon I shall be but a tiny spark, drifting nowhere in a big sun. Do I regret being a tiny spark? Not when I have my scotch with me.”


  “You’re a smart guy,” Lane thrust at him. “Maybe you can tell us how to choose the rocket capsule’s passenger.”


  “Simple, my friend. The captain won’t go—he must stay with the ship. I have no relatives, only my scotch, so I am satisfied. The doctor must stay—he’s too fat to get in the capsule. M’sieu Lane, the honor is yours. Au revoir.”


  “Don’t be crazy—”


  “Do not worry about us, my friend. We will find something to do. Perhaps I can interest the doctor and the captain in three-handed bridge. If not, we’ll wait. We’ll go soon—sssss! Like that.”


  Lane buried his face in his hands again.


  For a few moments there was an unbroken silence. From the doubleinsulated hulls emanated a dry hotness that scorched the already blistered air. The hotness increased, rising to a fierce, intolerable degree. It grew, inexorably, pressing against their lungs—


  Lane floundered crazily, leaped across the control room and plucked a gun from his locker. “This’ll make it easier,” he gasped, lifting the weapon to his head. “Somebody’s got to fly that capsule—”


  FOR ten minutes no one spoke. It was hard to speak—each breath was a torture to the lungs.


  “Lejeune,” said Geitz finally, in short gasps, “in God’s name will you get into the capsule and take that cylinder to Mercury? One of us has got to go—for Lane’s sake!”


  Lejeune, sprawled out on the pilot’s bunk, made no reply. The captain stood before the dull gray view-screen, watched him a moment, thoughtfully. “Can’t you reverse the field?” he asked at length. “I’d like to see the System just once more.”


  Rogers had already made a few deft motions on the instrument panel. Presently, the screen came to life. Its scope possessed a bright halo—the sun’s glow. In the center of the screen Mercury was visible, a faint, receding globe. Rogers moved the scope slowly until he found the feeble point of light that designated the earth. He watched it grimly. “Satisfied, Geitz?”


  “Dr. Geitz is dead,” came Lejeune’s monotone.


  Rogers turned. The doctor lay on his face, immobile and silent.


  “The heat,” said Rogers, “and his age.”


  They carried him to the supply room, laid him beside the inert form of Lane.


  The two men stood watching earth’s dull glimmer on the screen. The heat pressed them relentlessly, always increasing—


  “Take the capsule, Lejeune. You’ve no reason to remain.”


  “I prefer to stay, Captain Rogers. You have relatives—it is only proper that you should fly the capsule.”


  “Under any circumstances, Lejeune, the captain does not leave his ship in distress. Should I return to earth without the rest of you, I would lose my rank unquestionably. Now, before we draw too close, take the cylinder to Mercury! You’re a fool not to!”


  “M’sieu Rogers, I possess magnificent renown as a fool. I shall remain.”


  “But the cylinder—”


  “The cylinder, Captain Rogers, be damned.”


  They looked at each other a long minute. Rogers, stripped to the waist, perspiring, his thick black hair hanging in his eyes; Lejeune, small, wiry, faint traces of a smile lurking on his lips.


  Suddenly the floor shook beneath them. A violent shudder passed through the ship from stem to stern. The momentum of the sunward fall increased.


  Regaining his balance, Rogers gasped, “Good God—the capsule!”


  They saw a flash of light on the screen, saw the tiny rocket streak for Mercury in a flare of brilliance. It dwindled rapidly to a receding speck that was swallowed in the depths of space.


  Speechless, Rogers and Lejeune raced to the supply room. They found Lane there, but no Geitz and no cylinder. Needles on the face of the capsule compartment jutting out from the wall registered zero.


  “He was faking,” said Rogers. “He wasn’t dead—he merely pretended, the coward!”


  Lejeune took a quick drink, threw a sidelong glance at Lane’s bloody form, and walked slowly back to the control room. Rogers followed. The clicking of their heels made a sullen echo upon the blistered walls.


  On the screen, something dim and remote was moving, growing in size. Rogers hastened forward in amazement.


  “It’s Geitz!” he breathed. “Lord—he was too late—he’s falling back!”


  “A pity,” said Lejeune. “He has so much longer to wait now. It must be horrible.”


  “And the cylinder,” Rogers sighed. “All that information will be lost.” His tired, bloodshot eyes followed the little capsule’s course across the screen, back toward the flaming sun.


  “Perhaps,” remarked Lejeune, “there will be another expedition to Mercury some day, another group of scientists, with a better ship and better equipment. And no meteorite will prevent their safe return to earth.” He hesitated, took two tumblers from a nearby cabinet and filled them with the remaining contents of his bottle. He handed one of them to Rogers, took the other himself. “A final toast, Captain?”


  Rogers accepted. “To the next Mercurian expedition, Lejeune.”


  “The next expedition, Captain Rogers.”


  They drank, and Lejeune sucked in a breath. “I say—it’s getting a bit warm in here, isn’t it?”


  Earth’s Maginot Line


  Roy Paetzke


  JIMMY LORRE saw the Earth spinning away from under him. It was odd, this sensation of having nothing under you, nothing to keep you from falling back upon the world from which the sleek grey space ship had lifted you. Lorre felt uneasy. He had traveled in rockets hundreds of times, of course; but this was his first flight into space.


  Rockets had already been in use for nearly a century; but none had ever before ventured into outer space since the first one had met a horrible end in the Heaviside Layer. As a result of that incident, small rockets had been developed for flight between cities, and, unhappily, for war.


  Finally a large space cruiser, equipped with the Lorre polari-neutralizer, set out in a second attempt to pierce the H-layer. Appropriately named the New Hope, it had just left Earth on its way to the Moon.


  Lorre felt that some weird, alien menace confronted them. The details of the outcome of the first attempted flight to the moon lingered in his mind. He had looked forward to this day with eagerness; yet now he wished that he hadn’t come along. Crushed down into the pneumatic cushions by the acceleration, his vision was so restricted that he could see nothing but the Earth falling away from the ship, down, down.


  The Lorre polari-neutralizer had been designed to send out a powerful field of polarized force that neutralized the energy charge of the Layer, and so shield the ship from the raging storm of ions that compose the ionosphere. James “Jimmy” Lorre, the inventor, had made sure of that. But the ionoscreen, which was to keep cosmic rays and other harmful radiations from the vessel’s occupants beyond the Layer, had been impossible to test. Math, however, had proved that it would function correctly.


  “Dr. Lorre!”


  The ship had stopped accelerating, so that the pilot might have the fullest co-operation from his reflexes while passing the ionosphere.


  “Call me Jimmy,” Lorre said succinctly. “Everybody does. What is it?”


  The pilot motioned toward the complex mechanism that stood between them and annihilation in the turbulent ionic sea they were swiftly approaching. “I wanted you to be on hand in case anything goes wrong. Even without the polari—neutralizer, the hull will stand up a few minutes, in case a wire comes loose in your machine, or something.”


  Lorre nodded. The pilot, always a thorough man, was taking no chances.


  Hammond, at the controls of the New Hope, watched the chronometer like a hawk. If the shield were applied too soon, the power would not last; if too late, the ship would be destroyed.


  He signaled the physicist. Lorre flipped the switch, gaining satisfaction from the humming drone that came from the generators. An instant later, they hit the Layer.


  Livid sheets of flame danced outside the portholes as the surging ions fought to break the shield that enveloped the ship with the intrepid band of spacefarers aboard. Could they cheat nature with their science? The hull began to grow hot. Lorre increased the power.


  Then they were though! The tremendous velocity gained before cutting the acceleration had carried them through! They were now in the star-specked blackness of outer space, their ionoscreen, which duplicated conditions in the H-layer, surrounding the craft at a safe distance. Apparently it was keeping the cosmic rays out as predicted.


  It had been done at last! Space travel was an accomplished thing. Mars, Venus, the Major Planets, all were within man’s reach. It was the dawn of a new era!


  Hammond, the pilot, turned to congratulate the physicist who had made all this possible. But his grin faded, he raised his eyebrows in astonishment at what he saw. Lorre, having experienced the successful culmination of years of effort, lay on the floor of the control room, apparently fast asleep!


  That the polari-neutralizer would be a success, Lorre had felt certain. But he could not control the elation he felt as they passed the outer edge of the Layer. He had made it possible!


  Someone whispered. The physicist looked at Hammond. The pilot was staring out the port. Then he heard it again. But this time it was—commanding! Commanding him to lie down!


  Lorre did so. He seemed unable to summon the will power to resist. The whisper went on. It seemed to be communicating directly with his mind, without the use of the indirect route through sense organs. When Lorre realized that the whisper began to form coherent words. He became oblivious to all else.


  Thus it was that when Hammond tore his gaze from the port, he found the physicist in a comatose condition. Rapidly, he summoned the rest of the crew.


  It consisted of—a doctor, a biochemist, a metallurgist, and a mechanic. They had been picked out of hundreds of volunteers. Able men, they were ready for any emergency that might arise.


  The doctor immediately tried to bring the seemingly unconscious man around. Lorre came to suddenly.


  “What’s wrong he inquired of the doctor, who explained as much as he knew, which was little.


  “Of course,” said Lorre. “I might have known.” Then, “Hammond!”


  “Yes?”


  “Decelerate immediately. We must return to Earth as soon as possible.”


  “But the moon?”


  “The moon is comparatively unimportant now. Besides, I can tell you exactly what we would find there. I’ll explain everything as we go back. Start the generators. We must accumulate power to penetrate the H-layer on our return.”


  Lorre being the leader, the pilot adjusted the jets to turn.


  “Now, would you explain this rather—er—abrupt alteration in our plans, Dr. Lorre?”


  “Certainly. Call the rest of the men back.”


  Hammond did so. The mechanic appeared undisturbed; he wasn’t even curious. The bio-chemist and the metallurgist were greatly interested; the doctor wondered whether the success of the polari-neutralizer had shaken the sanity of its inventor.


  “The universe,” began Dr. Lorre, “is full of mysteries as yet unsolved. One of these is the cosmic rays.


  “We know little of their origin or their properties. It seems, however, that they have a marked effect on evolution.


  “The Kennelly-Heaviside Layer screens out most of these rays. It is as a result of this that evolution can go slowly forward toward its goal. For should all the cosmic rays reach Earth, life would devolve back into protoplasm!


  “In the back of the so-called Horse’s Head dark nebula is a dying star. The nebula shields us from the cosmic rays it gives off. But in only a few years our sun will carry us directly in the path of a deluge of these rays against which our ionosphere will be too weak! Man will go back to the caveman days from which he emerged. But he will not stop there. He will go back to primal protoplasm. Then, because the ray barrage will be too strong for it, it will die. All life will go the same way. In less than one million years, the world will be devoid of life!


  “There is a way out. We can build a machine to strengthen the Heaviside Layer. It will be merely an ionoscreen around the entire world, to hold back the rays that pass the natural ionosphere. I have been given the details of the machine, and by the time we arrive on Earth I will have them down on paper—”


  “But how do you know all this?” the doctor interrupted. He was still in doubt about Lorre’s sanity.


  “On Mars there is an age old civilization that faces the same peril,” was the reply. “For years they have been trying to warn us of what they knew would come. Their telepathy, however, was unable to pierce our H-layer. When we emerged from it, they immediately detected our thought vibrations, which are not stopped by the ionoscreen, and began communication with the most receptive mind aboard. It happened to be mine.”


  “So when I found you lying in a comatose condition, you were talking to the Martians?” asked Hammond, dazedly.


  “That’s right. The sooner we can start building the ionoscreen machine as the Martians have already done, the better we’ll be off.


  “It is likely that you are wondering as to whether I am in full possession of all my mental faculties, doctor. You will find that I am quite sane when the first Earth-Mars trip is made. The Martians are even now preparing to receive visitors from Earth. They have no space ships; their science of mechanics is not as highly developed as ours.”


  Rocket tubes flaring silently in the void, the New Hope turned its nose Earthward, bearing the timely warning that would save mankind from a terrible fate.
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  Vortex Blaster


  E.E. smith, Ph.D.


  INTRODUCING “Storm” Cloud, who, through tragedy, is destined to become the most noted figure in the galaxy—THE


  (Complete in this issue!)


  SAFETY devices that do not protect.


  The “unsinkable” ships that, before the days of Bergenholm and of atomic and cosmic energy, sank into the waters of the earth.


  More particularly, safety devices which, while protecting against one agent of destruction, attract magnet-like another and worse. Such as the armored cable within the walls of a wooden house. It protects the electrical conductors within against accidental external shorts; but, inadequately grounded as it must of necessity be, it may attract and upon occasion has attracted the stupendous force of lightning. Then, fused, volatilized, flaming incandescent throughout the length, breadth, and height of a dwelling, that dwelling’s existence thereafter is to be measured in minutes.


  Specifically, four lightning rods. The lightning rods protecting the chromium, glass, and plastic home of Neal Cloud. Those rods were adequately grounded, grounded with copper-silver cables the bigness of a strong man’s arm; for Neal Cloud, atomic physicist, knew his lightning and he was taking no chances whatever with the safety of his lovely wife and their three wonderful kids.


  He did not know, he did not even suspect, that under certain conditions of atmospheric potential and of ground-magnetic stress his perfectly designed lightning-rod system would become a super-powerful magnet for flying Vortices of atomic disintegration.


  And now Neal Cloud, atomic physicist, sat at his desk in a strained, dull apathy. His face was a yellowish-gray white, his tendoned hands gripped rigidly the arms of his chair. His eyes, hard and lifeless, stared unseeingly past the small, three-dimensional block portrait of all that had made life worth living.


  For his guardian against lightning had been a vortex-magnet at the moment when a luckless wight had attempted to abate the nuisance of a “loose” atomic vortex. That wight died, of course—they almost always do—and the vortex, instead of being destroyed, was simply broken up into an indefinite number of widely-scattered new vortices. And one of these bits of furious, uncontrolled energy, resembling more nearly a handful of material rived from a sun than anything else with which ordinary man is familiar, darted toward and crashed downward to earth through Neal Cloud’s new house.


  That home did not burn; it simply exploded. Nothing of it, in it, or around it stood a chance, for in a fractional second of time the place where it had been was a crater of seething, boiling lava—a crater which filled the atmosphere to a height of miles with poisonous vapors; which flooded all circumambient space with lethal radiations.


  Cosmically, the whole thing was infinitesimal. Ever since man learned how to liberate intra-atomic energy, the vortices of disintegration had been breaking out of control. Such accidents had been happening, were happening, and would continue indefinitely to happen. More than one world, perhaps, had been or would be consumed to the last gram by such loose atomic vortices. What of that? Of what real importance are a few grains of sand to an ocean beach five thousand miles long, a hundred miles wide, and ten miles deep?


  And even to that individual grain of sand called “Earth”—or, in modern parlance, “Sol Three,” or “Tellus of or simply “Tellus”—the affair was of negligible importance. One man had died; but, in dying, he had added one mere page to the thick bulk of negative results already on file. That Mrs. Cloud and her children had perished was merely unfortunate. The vortex itself was not yet a real threat to Tellus. It was a “new” one, and thus it would be a long time before it would become other than a local menace. And well before that could happen—before even the oldest of Tellus’ loose vertices had eaten away much of her mass or poisoned much of her atmosphere, her scientists would have solved the problem. It was unthinkable that Tellus, the point of origin and the very center of Galactic Civilization, should cease to exist.


  BUT to Neal Cloud the accident was the ultimate catastrophe. His personal universe had crashed in ruins; what was left was not worth picking up.


  He and Jo had been married for almost twenty years and the bonds between them had grown stronger, deeper, truer with every passing day. And the kids . . . . . . It couldn’t have happened . . . . . fate COULDN’T do this to him . . . . but it had . . . . . it could. Gone . . . . gone . . . GONE. . . . .


  And to Neal Cloud, atomic physicist, sitting there at his desk in torn, despairing abstraction, with black maggots of thought gnawing holes in his brain, the catastrophe was doubly galling because of its cruel irony. For he was second from the top in the Atomic Research Laboratory; his life’s work had been a search for a means of extinguishment of exactly such loose vortices as had destroyed his all.


  His eyes focussed vaguely upon the portrait. Clear, honest gray eyes . . . lines of character and of humor . . . sweetly curved lips, ready to smite or to kiss. . . . .


  He wrenched his eyes away and scribbled briefly upon a sheet of paper. Then, getting up stiffly, he took the portrait and moved woodenly across the room to a furnace. As though enshrining it he placed the plastic block upon a refractory between the electrodes and threw a switch. After the flaming arc had done its work he turned and handed the paper to a tall man, dressed in plain gray leather, who had been watching him with quiet, understanding eyes. Significant enough to the initiated of the importance of this laboratory is the fact that it was headed by an Unattached Lensman.


  “As of new, Phil, if it’s QX with you.”


  The Gray Lensman took the document, glanced at it, and slowly, meticulously, tore it into sixteen equal pieces.


  “Uh, uh, Storm,” he denied, gently. “Not a resignation. Leave of absence, yes—indefinite—but not a resignation.”


  “Why?” It was scarcely a question.


  Cloud’s voice was level, uninflected. “I won’t be worth the paper I’d waste.”


  “Now, no,” the Lensman conceded, “but the future’s another matter. I haven’t said anything so far, because to anyone who knew you and Jo as I knew you it was abundantly clear that nothing could be said.” Two hands gripped and held. “For the future, though, four words were uttered long ago, that have never been improved upon. ‘This, too, shall pass.’ ”


  “You think so?”


  “I don’t think so, Storm—I know so. I’ve been around a long time. You are too good a man, and the world has too much use for you, for you to go down permanently out of control. You’ve got a place in the world, and you’ll be back—” A thought struck the Lensman, and he went on in an altered tone. “You wouldn’t—but of course you wouldn’t—you couldn’t.”


  “I don’t think so. No, I won’t—that never was any kind of a solution to any problem’.”


  Nor was it. Until that moment, suicide had not entered Cloud’s mind, and he rejected it instantly. His kind of man did not take the easy way out.


  After a brief farewell Cloud made his way to an elevator and was whisked down to the garage. Into his big blue DeKhotinsky Sixteen Special and away.


  Through traffic so heavy that front-, rear-, and side-bumpers almost touched he drove with his wonted cool skill; even though, consciously, he did not know that the other cars were there. He slowed, turned, stopped, “gave her the oof,” all in correct response to flashing signals in all shapes and colors—purely automatically. Consciously, he did not know where he was going, nor care. If he thought at all, his numbed brain was simply trying to run away from its own bitter imaging—which, if he had thought at all, he would have known to be a hopeless task. But he did not think; he simply acted, dumbly, miserably. His eyes saw, optically; his body reacted, mechanically; his thinking brain was completely in abeyance.


  Into a one-way skyway he rocketed, along it over the suburbs and into the transcontinental super-highway. Edging inward, lane after lane, he reached the “unlimited” way—unlimited, that is, except for being limited to cars of not less than seven hundred horsepower, in perfect mechanical condition, driven by registered, tested drivers at speeds not less than one hundred and twenty-five miles an hour—flashed his registry number at the control station, and shoved his right foot down to the floor.


  NOW everyone knows that an ordinary DeKhotinsky Sporter will do a hundred and forty honestly-measured miles in one honestly measured hour; but very few ordinary drivers have ever found out how fast one of those brutal big souped-up Sixteens can wheel. They simply haven’t got what it takes to open one up.


  “Storm” Cloud found out that day. He held that two-and-a-half-ton Juggernaut on the road, wide open, for two solid hours. But it didn’t help. Drive as he would, he could not outrun that which rode with him. Beside him and within him and behind him. For Jo was there. Jo and the kids, but mostly Jo. It was Jo’s car as much as it was his. “Babe, the big blue ox,” was Jo’s pet name for it; because, like Paul Bunyan’s fabulous beast, it was pretty nearly six feet between the eyes. Everything they had ever had was that way, She was in the seat beside him. Every dear, every sweet, every luscious, lovely memory of her was there . . . . and behind him, just out of eye-corner visibility, were the three kids. And a whole lifetime of this loomed ahead—a vista of emptiness more vacuous far than the emptiest reaches of intergalactic space. Damnation! He couldn’t stand much more of—


  High over the roadway, far ahead, a brilliant octagon flared red. That meant “STOP!” in any language. Cloud eased up his accelerator, eased down his mighty brakes. He pulled up at the control station and a trimly-uniformed officer made a gesture.


  “Sorry, sir,” the policeman said, “but you’ll have to detour here. There’s a loose atomic vortex beside the road up ahead—


  “Oh! It’s Dr. Cloud!” Recognition flashed into the guard’s eyes. “I didn’t recognize you at first. You can go ahead, of course. It’ll be two or three miles before you’ll have to put on your armor; you’ll know when better than anyone can tell you. They didn’t tell us they were going to send for you. It’s just a little new one, and the dope we got was that they were going to shove it off into the canyon with pressure.”


  “They didn’t send for me.” Cloud tried to smile. “I’m just driving around—haven’t my armor along, even. So I guess I might as well go back.”


  He turned the Special around. A loose vortex—new. There might be a hundred of them, scattered over a radius of two hundred miles. Sisters of the one that had murdered his family—the hellish spawn of that accursed Number Eleven vortex that that damnably incompetent bungling ass had tried to blow up . . . . Into his mind there leaped a picture, wiresharp, of Number Eleven as he had last seen it, and simultaneously an idea hit him like a blow from a fist.


  He thought. Really thought, now; cogently, intensely, clearly. If he could do it . . . . could actually blow out the atomic flame of an atomic vertex . . . . not exactly revenge, but . . . . By Klono’s brazen bowels, it would work—it’d have to work—he’d make it work! And grimly, quietly, but alive in every fiber now, he drove back toward the city practically as fast as he had come away.


  IF the Lensman was surprised at Cloud’s sudden reappearance in the laboratory he did not show it. Nor did he offer any comment as his erstwhile first assistant went to various lockers and cupboards, assembling meters, coils, tubes, armor, and other paraphernalia and apparatus.


  “Guess that’s all I’ll need, Chief,” Cloud remarked, finally. “Here’s a blank check. If some of this stuff shouldn’t happen to be in usable condition when I get done with it, fill it out to suit, will you?”


  “No,” and the Lensman tore up the check just as he had torn up the resignation. “If you want the stuff for legitimate purposes, you’re on Patrol business and it is the Patrol’s risk. If, on the other hand, you think that you’re going to try to snuff a vortex, the stuff stays here. That’s final, Storm.”


  “You’re right—and wrong, Phil,” Cloud stated, not at all sheepishly. “I’m going to blow out Number One vortex with duodec, yes—but I’m really going to blow it out, not merely make a stab at it as an excuse for suicide, as you think.”


  “How?” The big Lensman’s query was skepticism incarnate. “It can’t be done, except by an almost impossibly fortuitous accident. You yourself have been the most bitterly opposed of us all to these suicidal attempts.”


  “I know it—I didn’t have the solution myself until a few hours ago—it hit me all at once. Funny I never thought of it before; it’s been right in sight all the time.”


  “That’s the way with most problems,” the Chief admitted. “Plain enough after you see the key equation. Well, I’m perfectly willing to be convinced, but I warn you that I’ll take a lot of convincing—and someone else will do the work, not you.”


  “When I get done you’ll see why I’ll pretty nearly have to do it myself. But to convince you, exactly what is the knot?”


  “Variability,” snapped the older man. “To be effective, the charge of explosive at the moment of impact must match, within very close limits, the activity of the vortex itself. Too small a charge scatters it around, in vortices which, while much smaller than the original, are still large enough to be self-sustaining. Too large a charge simply rekindles the original vortex—still larger—in its original crater. And the activity that must be matched varies so tremendously, in magnitude, maxima, and minima, and the cycle is so erratic—ranging from seconds to hours without discoverable rhyme or reason—that all attempts to do so at any predetermined instant have failed completely. Why, even Kinnison and Cardynge and the Conference of Scientists couldn’t solve it, any more than they could work out a tractor beam that could be used as a tow-line on one.”


  “Not exactly,” Cloud demurred. “They found that it could be forecast, for a few seconds at least—length of time directly proportional to the length of the cycle in question—by an extension of the calculus of warped surfaces.”


  “Humph!” the Lensman snorted. “So what? What good is a ten-second, forecast when it takes a calculating machine an hour to solve the equations . . . . Oh!” He broke off, staring.


  “Oh,” he repeated, slowly, “I forgot that you’re a lightning calculator—a mathematical prodigy from the day you were born—who never has to use a calculating machine even to compute an orbit . . . . But there are. other things.”


  “I’ll say there are; plenty of them. I’d thought of the calculator angle before, of course, but there was a worse thing than variability to contend with . . . .”


  “What?” the Lensman demanded.


  “Fear,” Cloud replied, crisply. “At the thought of a hand-to-hand battle with a vortex my brain froze solid. Fear—the sheer, stark, natural human fear of death, that robs a man of the fine edge of control and brings on the Very death that he is trying so hard to avoid. That’s what had me stopped.”


  “Right . . . . you may be right,” the Lensman pondered, his fingers drumming quietly upon his desk. “And you are not afraid of death—now—even subconsciously. But tell me, Storm, please, that you won’t invite it.”


  “I will not invite it, sir, now that I’ve got a job to do. But that’s as far as I’ll go in promising. I won’t make any superhuman effort to avoid it. I’ll take all due precautions, for the sake of the job, but if it gets me, what the hell? The quicker it does, the better—the sooner I’ll be with Jo.”


  “You believe that?”


  “Implicitly.”


  “The vortices are as good as gone, then. They haven’t got any more chance than Boskone has of licking the Patrol.”


  “I’m afraid so,” almost glumly. “The only way for it to get me is for me to make a mistake, and I don’t feel any coming on.”


  “But what’s your angle?” the Lensman asked, interest lighting his eyes. “You can’t use the customary attack; your time will be too short.”


  “Like this,” and, taking down a sheet of drafting paper, Cloud sketched rapidly. “This is the crater, here, with the vortex at the bottom, there. From the observers’ instruments or from a shielded set-up of my own I get my data on mass, emission, maxima, minima, and so on. Then I have them make me three duodec bombs—one on the mark of the activity I’m figuring on shooting at, and one each five percent over and under that figure—cased in neocarballoy of exactly the computed thickness to last until it gets to the center of the vortex. Then I take off in a flying suit, armored and shielded, say about here . . . .”


  “If you take off at all, you’ll take off in a suit, inside a one-man flitter,” the Lensman interrupted. “Too many instruments for a suit, to say nothing of bombs, and you’ll need more screen than a suit can deliver. We can adapt a flitter for bomb-throwing easily enough.”


  “QX; that would be better, of course. In that case, I set my flitter into a projectile trajectory like this, whose objective is the center of the vortex, there. See? Ten seconds or so away, at about this point, I take my instantaneous readings, solve the equations at that particular warped surface for some certain zero time . . .”


  “But suppose that the cycle won’t give you a ten-second solution?”


  “Then I’ll swing around and try again until a long cycle does show up.”


  “QX. It will, sometime.”


  “Sure. Then, having everything set for zero time, and assuming that the activity is’somewhere near my postulated value . . .


  “Assume that it isn’t—it probably won’t be,” the Chief grunted.


  “I accelerate or decelerate—”


  “Solving new equations all the while?”


  “Sure—don’t interrupt so—until at zero time the activity, extrapolated to zero time, matches one of my bombs. I cut that bomb loose, shoot myself off in a sharp curve, and Z-W-E-E-E-T-POWIE! She’s out!” With an expressive, sweeping gesture.


  “You hope,” the Lensman was frankly dubious. “And there you are, right in the middle of that explosion, with two duodee bombs outside your armor—or just inside your flitter.”


  “Oh, no. I’ve shot them away several seconds ago, so that they explode somewhere else, nowhere near me.”


  “Z hope. But do you realize just how busy a man you are going to be during those ten or twelve seconds?”


  “Fully.” Cloud’s face grew somber. “But I will be in full control. I won’t be afraid of anything that can happen—anything. And,” he went on, under his breath, “that’s the hell of it.”


  “QX,” the Lensman admitted finally, “you can go. There are a lot of things you haven’t mentioned, but you’ll probably be able to work them out as you go along. I think I’ll go” out and work with the boys in the lookout station while you’re doing your stuff. When are you figuring on starting?”


  “How long will it take to get the flitter ready?”


  “A couple of days. Say we meet you there Saturday morning?”


  “Saturday the tenth, at eight o’clock. I’ll be there.”


  AND again Neal Cloud and Babe, the big blue ex, hit the road. And as he rolled the physicist mulled over in his mind the assignment to which he had set himself.


  Like fire, only worse, intra-atomic energy was a good servant, but a terrible master. Man had liberated it before he could really control it. In fact, control was not yet, and perhaps never would be, perfect. Up to a certain size and activity, yes. They, the millions upon millions of self-limiting ones, were the servants. They could be handled, fenced in, controlled; indeed, if they were not kept under an exciting bombardment and very carefully fed, they would go out. But at long intervals, for same one of a dozen reasons—science knew so little, fundamentally, of the true inwardness of the intra-atomic reactions—one of these small, tame, self-limiting vortices flared, nova-like, into a large, wild, self-sustaining one. It ceased being a servant then, and became a master. Such flare-ups occurred, perhaps, only once or twice in a century on Earth; the trouble was that they were so utterly, damnably permanent. They never went out. And no data were ever secured: for every living thing in the vicinity of a flare-up died; every instrument and every other solid thing within a radius of a hundred feet melted down into the reeking, boiling slag of its crater.


  Fortunately, the rate of growth was slow—as slow, almost, as it was persistent—otherwise Civilization would scarcely have had a planet left. And unless something could be done about loose vortices before too many years, the consequences would be really serious. That was why his laboratory had been established in the first place.


  Nothing much had been accomplished so far. The tractor beam that would take hold of them had never been designed. Nothing material was of any use; it melted. Pressors worked, after a fashion: it was by the use of these beams that they shoved the vortices around, off into the waste places—unless it proved cheaper to allow the places where they had come into being to remain waste places. A few, through sheer luck, had been blown into self-limiting bits by duodec. Duodecaplylatomate, the most powerful, the most frightfully detonant explosive ever invented upon all the known planets of the First Galaxy. But duodec had taken an awful toll of life. Also, since it usually scattered a vortex instead of extinguishing it, duodec had actually caused far more damage than it had cured.


  No end of fantastic schemes had been proposed, of course; of varying degrees of fantasy. Some of them sounded almost practical. Seme of them had been tried; some of them were still being tried. Some, such as the perennially-appearing one of building a huge hemispherical hull in the ground under and around the vortex, installing an inertialess drive, and shooting the whole neighborhood out into space, were perhaps feasible from an engineering standpoint. They were, however, potentially so capable of making things worse that they would not be tried save as last-ditch measures. In short, the control of loose vortices was yery much an unsolved problem.


  NUMBER ONE vortex, the oldest and worst upon Tellus had been pushed out into the Badlands; and there, at eight o’clock on the tenth, Cloud started to work upon it.


  The “lookout station,” instead of being some such ramshackle structure as might have been deduced from the Lensman’s casual terminology, was in fact a fully-equipped observatory. Its staff was not large—eight men worked in three staggered eight-hour shifts of two men each—but the instruments! To develop them had required hundreds of man-years of time and near-miracles of research, not the least of the problems having been that of developing shielded conductors capable of carrying truly through five-ply screens of force the converted impulses of the very radiations against which those screens were most effective. For the observatory, and the one long approach to it as well, had to be screened heavily; without such protection no life could exist there.


  This problem and many others had been solved, however, and there the instruments were. Every phase and factor of the vortex’s existence and activity were measured and recorded continuously, throughout every minute of every day of every year. And all of these records were summed up, integrated, into the “Sigma” curve. This curve,-while only an incredibly and senselessly tortuous line to the layman’s eye, was a veritable mine of information to the initiate.


  Cloud glanced along the Sigma curve of the previous forty-eight hours and scowled, for one jagged peak, scarcely an hour old, actually punched through the top line of the chart.


  “Bad, huh, Frank?” he grunted.


  “Plenty bad, Storm, and getting worse,” the observer assented. “I wouldn’t wonder if Carlowitz were right, after all—if she ain’t getting ready to blow her top I’m a Zabriskan fontema’s maiden aunt.”


  “No periodicity—no equation, of course.” It was a statement, not a question. The Lensman ignored as completely as did the observer, if not as flippantly, the distinct possibility that at any moment the observatory and all that it contained might be resolved into their component atoms.


  “None whatever,” came flatly from Cloud. He did not need to spend hours at a calculating machine; at one glance he knew, without knowing how he knew, that no equation could be made to fit even the weighted-average locus of that wildly-shifting Sigma curve. “But most of the cycles cut this ordinate here—seven fifty-one—so I’ll take that for my value. That means nine point nine or six kilograms of duodec basic charge, with one five percent over and one five percent under that for alternates. Neocarballoy casing, fifty-three millimeters on the basic, others in proportion. On the wire?”


  “It went out as you said it,” the observer reported. “They’ll have ’em here in fifteen minutes.”


  “QX—I’ll get dressed, then.”


  The Lensman and the observer helped him into his cumbersome, heavily-padded armor. They checked his instruments, making sure that the protective devices of the suit were functioning at full efficiency. Then all three went out to the flitter. A tiny speedster, really; a torpedo bearing the stubby wings and the ludicrous tail-surfaces, the multifarious driving-, braking-, side-, top-, and under-jets so characteristic of the tricky, cranky, but ultra-maneuverable breed. But this one had something that the ordinary speedster or flitter did not carry; spaced around the needle beak there yawned the open muzzles of a triplex bombthrower.


  More checking. The Lensman and the armored Cloud both knew that every one of the dozens of instruments upon the flitter’s special board was right to the hair; nevertheless each one was compared with the master-instrument of the observatory.


  THE bombs arrived and were loaded in; and Cloud, with a casually-waved salute, stepped into the tiny operating compartment. The massive door—flitters have no airlocks, as the whole midsection is scarcely bigger than an airlock would have to be—rammed shut upon its fiber gaskets, the heavy toggles drove home. A cushioned form closed in upon the pilot, leaving only his arms and lower legs free.


  Then, making sure that his two companions had ducked for cover, Cloud shot his flitter into the air and toward the seething inferno which was Loose Atomic Vortex Number One. For it was seething, no fooling; and it was an inferno. The crater was a ragged, jagged hole a full mile from lip to lip and perhaps a quarter of that in depth. It was not, however, a perfect cone, for the floor, being largely incandescently molten, was practically level except for a depression at the center, where the actual vortex lay. The walls of the pit were steeply, unstably irregular, varying in pitch and shape with the hardness and refractoriness of the strata composing them. Now a section would glare into an unbearably blinding white puffing away in sparkling vapor. Again, cooled by an inrushing blast of air, it would subside into an angry scarlet, its surface crawling in a sluggish flow of lava. Occasionally a part of the wall might even go black, into pock-marked scoriae or into brilliant planes of obsidian.


  For always, somewhere, there was an enormous volume of air pouring into that crater. It rushed in as ordinary air. It came out, however, in a ragingly-uprushing pillar, as—as something else. No one knew—or knows yet, for that matter—exactly what a loose vortex does to the molecules and atoms of air. In fact, due to the extreme variability already referred to, it probably does not do the Fame thing for more than an instant at a time.


  That there is little actual combustion is certain; that is, except for the forced combination of nitrogen, argon, xenon, and krypton with oxygen. There is, however, consumption: plenty of consumption. And what that incredibly intense bombardment impinges up is . . . . is altered. Profoundly and obscuredly altered, so that the atmosphere emitted from the crater is quite definitely no longer air as we know it. It may be corrosive, it may be poisonous in one or another of a hundred fashions, it may be merely new and different; but it is no longer the air which we human beings are used to breathing. And it is this fact, rather than the destruction of the planet itself, which would end the possibility of life upon Earth’s surface.


  IT is difficult indeed to describe the appearance of a loose atomic vortex to those who have never seen one; and, fortunately, most people never have. And practically all of its frightful radiation lies in those octaves of the spectrum which are invisible to the human eye. Suffice it to say, then, that it had an average effective surface temperature of about fifteen thousand degrees absolute—two and one-half times as hot as the sun of Tellus—and that it was radiating every frequency possible to that incomprehensible temperature, and let it go at that.


  And Neal Cloud, scurrying in his flitter through that murky, radiation-riddled atmosphere, setting up equations from the readings of his various meters and gauges and solving those equations almost instantaneously in his mathematical-prodigy’s mind, sat appalled. For the activity level was, and even in its lowest dips remained, far above the level he had selected. His skin began to prickle and to burn. His eyes began to smart and to ache. He knew what those symptoms meant; even the flitter’s powerful screens were not stopping all the radiation; even his suit-screens and his special goggles were not stopping what leaked through. But he wouldn’t quit yet; the activity might—probably would—take a nose-dive any instant. If it did, he’d have to be ready. On the other hand, it might blow up at any instant, too.


  There were two schools of mathematical thought upon that point. One held that the vortex, without any essential change in its physical condition or nature, would keep on growing bigger. Indefinitely, until, uniting with the other vortices of the planet, it had converted the entire mass of the world into energy.


  The second school, of which the forementioned Carlowitz was the loudest voice, taught that at a certain stage of development the internal energy of the vortex would become so great that generation-radiation equilibrium could not be maintained. This would, of course, result in an explosion; the nature and consequences of which this Carlowitz was wont to dwell upon in ghoulishly mathematical glee. Neither school, however, could prove its point—or, rather, each school proved its point, by means of unimpeachable mathematics—and each hated and derided the other, loudly and heatedly.


  And now Cloud, as he studied through his almost opaque defenses that indescribably ravening fireball, that esuriently rapacious monstrosity which might very well have come from the deepest pit of the hottest hell of mythology, felt strongly inclined to agree with Carlowitz. It didn’t seem possible that anything could get any worse than that without exploding. And such an explosion, he felt sure, would certainly blow everything formiles around into the smitheriest kind of smithereens.


  The activity of the vortex stayed high, ’way too high. The tiny control room of the flitter grew hotter and hotter. His skin burned and his eyes ached worse. He touched a communicator stud and spoke.


  “Phil? Better get me three more bombs. Like these, except up around . . . .”


  “I don’t check you. If you do that, it’s apt to drop to a minimum and stay there,” the Lensman reminded him. “it’s completely unpredictable, you know.”


  “It may, at that . . . . so I’ll have to forget the five percent margin and hit it on the nose or not at all. Order me up two more, then—one at half of what I’ve got here, the other double it,” and he reeled off the figures for the charge and the casing of the explosive. “You might break out a jar of burn-dressing, too. Some fairly hot stuff is leaking through.”


  “We’ll do that. Come down, fast!”


  Cloud landed. He stripped to the skin and the observer smeared his every square inch of epidermis with the thick, gooey stuff that was not only a highly efficient screen against radiation, but also a sovereign remedy for new radiation burns. He exchanged his goggles for a thicker, darker, heavier pair. The two bombs arrived and were substituted for two of the original load.


  “I thought of something while I was up there,” Cloud informed the observers then. “Twenty kilograms of duodec is nobody’s firecracker, but it may he the least of what’s going to go off. Have you got any idea of what’s going to become of the energy inside that vortex when I blow it out?”


  “Can’t say that I have.” The Lensman frowned in thought. “No data.”


  “Neither have I. But I’d say that you better go back to the new station—the one you were going to move to if it kept on getting worse.”


  “But the instruments——” the Lensman was thinking, not of the instruments themselves, which were valueless in comparison with life, but of the records those instruments would make. Those records were priceless.


  “I’ll have everything on the tapes in the flitter,” Cloud reminded.


  “But suppose . . . .”


  “That the flitter stops one, too—or doesn’t stop it, rather? In that case, your back station won’t be there, either, so it won’t make any difference.” How mistaken Cloud was!


  “QX,” the Chief decided. “We’ll leave when you do—just in case.”


  AGAIN in air, Cloud found that the activity, while still high, was not too high, but that it was fluctuating too rapidly. He could not get even five seconds of trustworthy prediction, to say nothing of ten. So he waited, as close as he dared remain to that horrible center of disintegration.


  The flitter hung poised in air, motionless, upon softly hissing underjets. Cloud knew to a fraction his height above the ground. He knew to a fraction his distance from the vortex. He knew with equal certainty the density of the atmosphere and the exact velocity and direction of the wind. Hence, since he could also read closely enough the momentary variations in the cyclonic storms within the crater, he could compute very easily the course and velocity necessary to land the bomb in the exact center of the vortex at any given instant of time. The hard part—the thing that no one had as yet succeeded in doing—was to predict, for a time far enough ahead to be of any use, a usably close approximation to the vortex’s quantitative activity. For, as has been said, he had to over-blast, rather than under-, if he could not hit it “on the nose:” to under-blast would scatter it all over the state.


  Therefore Cloud concentrated upon the dials and gauges before him; concentrated with every fiber of his being and every cell of his brain.


  Suddenly, almost imperceptibly, the Sigma curve gave signs of flattening out. In that instant Cloud’s mind pounced. Simultaneous equations: nine of them, involving nine unknowns. An integration in four dimensions. No matter—Cloud did not solve them laboriously, one factor at a time. Without knowing how he had arrived at it, he knew the answer; just as the Posenian or the Rigellian is able to perceive every separate component particle of an opaque, three-dimensional solid, but without being able to explain to anyone how his sense of perception works. It just is, that’s all.


  Anyway, by virtue of whatever sense or ability it is which makes a mathematical prodigy what he is, Cloud knew that in exactly eight and three-tenths seconds from that observed instant the activity of the vortex would be slightly—but not too far—under the coefficient of his heaviest bomb. Another flick of his mental trigger and he knew the exact velocity he would require. His hand swept over the studs, his right foot tramped down, hard, upon the firing lever; and, even as the quivering flitter shot forward under eight Tellurian gravities of acceleration, he knew to the thousandth of a second how long he would have to hold that acceleration to attain that velocity.


  While not really long—in seconds—it was much too long for comfort. It took him much closer to the vortex than he wanted to be; in fact, it took him right out over the crater itself.


  But he stuck to the calculated course, and at the precisely correct instant he cut his drive and released his largest bomb. Then, so rapidly that it was one blur of speed, he again kicked on his eight G’s of drive and started to whirl around as only a speedster or a flitter can whirl. Practically unconscious from the terrific resultant of the linear and angular accelerations, he ejected the two smaller bombs. He did not care particularly where they lit, just so they didn’t light in the crater or near the observatory, and he had already made certain of that. Then, without waiting even to finish the whirl or to straighten her out in level flight, Cloud’s still-flying hand darted toward the switch whose closing would energize the Bergenholm and make the flitter inertialess.


  Too late. Hell was out for noon, with the little speedster still inert. Cloud had moved fast, too; trained mind and trained body had been working at top speed and in perfect coordination. There just simply hadn’t been enough time. If he could have got what he wanted, ten full seconds, or even nine, he could have made it, But. . . . . .


  IN SPITE of what happened, Cloud defended his action, then and thereafter. Damnitall, he had to take the eight-point-three second reading! Another tenth of a second and his bomb wouldn’t have fitted—he didn’t have the five percent leeway he wanted, remember. And no, he couldn’t wait for another match, either. His screens were leaking like sieves, and if he had waited for another chance they would have picked him up fried to a greasy cinder in his own lard!


  The bomb sped truly and struck the target in direct central impact, exactly as scheduled. It penetrated perfectly. The neocarballoy casing lasted just long enough—that frightful charge of duodec exploded, if not exactly at the center of the vortex, at least near enough to the center to do the work. In other words, Cloud’s figuring had been close—very close. But the time had been altogether too short.


  The flitter was not even out of the crater when the bomb went off. And not only the bomb. For Cloud’s vague forebodings were materialized, and more; the staggeringly immense energy of the vortex merged with that of the detonating duodec to form an utterly incomprehensible whole.


  In part the hellish flood of boiling lava in that devil’s cauldron was beaten downward into a bowl by the sheer, stupendous force of the blow; in part it was hurled abroad in masses, in gouts and streamers. And the raging wind of the explosion’s front seized the fragments and tore and worried them to bits, hurling them still faster along their paths of violence. And air, so densely compressed as to be to all intents and, purposes a solid, smote the walls of the crater. Smote them so that they crumbled, crushed outward through the hard-packed ground, broke up into jaggedly irregular blocks which hurtled, screamingly, away through the atmosphere.


  Also the concussion wave, or the explosion front, or flying fragments, or something, struck the two loose bombs, so that they too exploded and added their contribution to the already stupendous concentration of force. They were not close enough to the flitter to wreck it of themselves, but they were close enough so that they didn’t do her—or her pilot—a bit of good.


  The first terrific wave buffeted the flyer while Cloud’s right hand was in the air, shooting across the panel to turn on the Berg. The impact jerked the arm downward and sidewise, both struck the ledge. The second one, an hones of the forearm snapping as it instant later, broke his left leg. Then the debris began to arrive.


  Chunks of solid or semi-molten rock slammed against the hull, knocking off wings and control-surfaces. Gobs of viscous slag slapped it liquidly, freezing into and clogging up jets and orifices. The little ship was hurled hither and yon, in the grip of forces she could no more resist than can the floating leaf resist the waters of a cataract. And Cloud’s brain was as addled as an egg by the vicious concussions which wore hitting him from so many different directions and so nearly all at once. Nevertheless, with his one arm and his one leg and the few cells of his brain that were still at work, the physicist was still in the fight.


  By sheer force of will and nerve he forced his left hand across the gyrating key-bank to the Bergenholm switch. He snapped it, and in the instant of its closing a vast, calm peace descended, blanket-like. For, fortunately, the Berg still worked; the flitter and all her contents and appurtenances were inertialess. Nothing material could buffet her or hurt her now; she would waft effortlessly away from a feather’s lightest possible touch.


  Cloud wanted to faint then, but he didn’t—quite. Instead, foggily, he tried to look back at the crater. Nine-tenths of his visiplates were out of commission, but he finally got a view. Good—it was out. He wasn’t surprised; he had been quite confident that it would be. It wasn’t scattered around, either. It couldn’t be, for his only possibility of smearing the shot was on the upper side, not the lower.


  HIS next effort was to locate the secondary observatory, where he had to land, and in that too he was successful. He had enough intelligence left to realize that, with practically all of his jets clogged and his wings and tail shot off, he couldn’t land his little vessel inert. Therefore he would have to land her free.


  And by dint of light and extremely unorthodox use of what jets he had left in usable shape he did land her free, almost within the limits of the observatory’s field; and having landed, he inerted her.


  But, as has been intimated, his brain was not working so well; he had held his ship inertialess quite a few seconds longer than he thought, and he did not even think of the buffetings she had taken. As a result of these things, however, her intrinsic velocity did not match, anywhere near exactly, that of the ground upon which she lay. Thus, when Cloud cut his Bergenholm, restoring thereby to the flitter the absolute velocity and inertia she had had before going free, there resulted a distinctly anti-climatic crash.


  There was a last terrific bump as the motionless vessel collided with the equally motionless ground; and “Storm” Cloud, vortex blaster, went out like the proverbial light.


  Help came, of course; and on the double. The pilot was unconscious and the Hitter’s door could not be opened from the outside, but those were not insuperable obstacles. A plate, already loose, was sheared away; the pilot was carefully lifted out of his prison and rushed to Base Hospital in the “meatcan” already in attendance.


  And later, in a private office of that hospital, the gray-clad Chief of the Atomic Research Laboratory sat and waited—but not patently.


  “How is he, Lacy?” he demanded, as the Surgeon-General entered the room. “He’s going to live, isn’t he?”


  “Oh, yes, Phil—definitely yes,” Lacy replied, briskly. “He has a good skeleton, very good indeed. The burns are superficial and will yield quite readily to treatment. The deeper, delayed effects of the radiation to which lie was exposed can be neutralized entirely effectively. Thus he will not need even a Phillips’s treatment for the replacement of damaged parts, except possibly for a few torn muscles and so on.”


  “But he was smashed up pretty badly, wasn’t he? I know that he had a broken arm and a broken leg, at least.”


  “Simple fractures only—entirely negligible.” Lacy waved aside with an airy gesture such small ills as broken bones. “He’ll be out in a few weeks.”


  “How soon can I see him?” the Lensman-physicist asked. “There are some important things to take up with him, and I’ve got a personal message for him that I must give him as soon as possible.”


  Lacy pursued his lips. Then:


  “You may see him now,” he decided. “He is conscious, and strong enough. Not too long, though, Phil—fifteen minutes at most.”


  “QX, and thanks,” and a nurse led the visiting Lensman to Cloud’s bedside.


  “Hi, Stupe!” he boomed, cheerfully. “ ‘Stupe’ being short for stupendous, not ‘stupid’ ”.


  “Hi, Chief. Glad to see somebody. Sit down.”


  “You’re the most-wanted man in the Galaxy,” the visitor informed the invalid, “not excepting even Kimball Kinnison. Look at this spool of tape, and it’s only the first one. I brought it along for you to read at your leisure. As soon as any planet find out that we’ve got a sure-enough vortex-blower-outer, an expert who can really call his shots—and the news travels mighty fast—that planet sends in a double-urgent, Class A-Prime demand for first call upon your services.


  “Sirius IV got in first by a whisker, it seems, but Aldebaran II was so close a second that it was a photo finish, and all the channels have been jammed ever since. Canopus, Vega, Rigel, Spica. They all want you. Everybody, from Alsakan to Vandemar and back. We told them right off that we would not receive personal delegations—we had to almost throw a couple of pink-haired Chickladorians out bodily to make them believe that we meant it—and that the age and condition of the vortex involved, not priority of requisition, would govern, QX?”


  “Absolutely,” Cloud agreed. “That’s the only way it could be, I should think.”


  “So forget about this psychic trauma . . . . No, I don’t mean that,” the Lensman corrected himself hastily. “You know what I mean. The will to live is the most important factor in any man’s recovery, and too many worlds need you too badly to have you quit now. Not?”


  “I suppose so,” Cloud acquiesced, but somberly. “I’ll get out of here in short order. And I’ll keep on pecking away until one of those vortices finishes what this one started.”


  “You’ll die of old age then, son,” the Lonsman assured him. “We got full data—all the information we need. We know exactly what to do to your screens. Next time nothing will come through except light, and only as much of that as you feel like admitting. You can wait as close to a vortex as you please, for as long as you please; until you get exactly the activity and time-interval that you want. You will be just as comfortable and just as safe as though you were home in bed.”


  “Sure of that?”


  “Absolutely—or at least, as sure as we can be of anything that hasn’t happened yet. But I see that your guardian angel here is eyeing her clock somewhat pointedly, so I’d better be doing a flit before they toss me down a shaft. Clear ether Storm!”


  “Clear ether, Chief!”


  And that is how “Storm” Cloud, atomic physicist, became the most narrowly-specialized specialist in all the annals of science: how he became “Storm” Cloud, Vortex Blaster—the Galaxy’s only vortex blaster.


  The Street That Wasn’t There


  Clifford D. Simak and Carl Jacobi


  MR. JONATHAN CHAMBERS left his house on Maple Street at exactly seven o’clock in the evening and set out on the daily walk he had taken, at the same time, come rain or snow, for twenty solid years.


  The walk never varied. He paced two blocks down Maple Street, stopped at the Red Star confectionery to buy a Rose Trofero perfecto, then walked to the end of the fourth block on Maple. There he turned right on Lexington, followed Lexington to Oak, down Oak and so by way of Lincoln back to Maple again and to his home.


  He didn’t walk fast. He took his time. He always returned to his front door at exactly 7:45. No one ever stopped to talk with him. Even the man at the Red Star confectionery, where he bought his cigar, remained silent while the purchase was being made. Mr. Chambers merely tapped on the glass top of the counter with a coin, the man reached in and brought forth the box, and Mr. Chambers took his cigar. That was all.


  For people long ago had gathered that Mr. Chambers desired to be left alone. The newer generation of townsfolk called it eccentricity. Certain uncouth persons had a different word for it. The oldsters remembered that this queer looking individual with his black silk muffler, rosewood cane and bowler hat once had been a professor at State University.


  A professor of metaphysics, they seemed to recall, or some such outlandish subject. At any rate a furor of some sort was connected with his name . . . at the time an academic scandal. He had written a book, and he had taught the subject matter of that volume to his classes. What that subject matter was long had been forgotten, but whatever it was had been considered sufficiently revolutionary to cost Mr. Chambers his post at the university.


  A silver moon shone over the chimney tops and a chill, impish October wind was rustling the dead leaves when Mr. Chambers started out at seven o’clock.


  It was a good night, he told himself, smelling the clean, crisp air of autumn and the faint pungence of distant wood smoke.


  He walked unhurriedly, swinging his cane a bit less jauntily than twenty years ago. He tucked the muffler more securely under the rusty old topcoat and pulled his bowler hat more firmly on his head.


  He noticed that the street light at the corner of Maple and Jefferson was out and he grumbled a little to himself when he was forced to step off the walk to circle a boarded-off section of newly-laid concrete work before the driveway of 816.


  It seemed that he reached the corner of Lexington and Maple just a bit too quickly, but he told himself that this couldn’t be. For he never did that. For twenty years, since the year following his expulsion from the university, he had lived by the clock.


  The same thing, at the same time, day after day. He had not deliberately set upon such a life of routine. A bachelor, living alone with sufficient money to supply his humble needs, the timed existence had grown on him gradually.


  So he turned on Lexington and back on Oak. The dog at the corner of Oak and Jefferson was waiting for him once again and came out snarling and growling, snapping at his heels. But Mr. Chambers pretended not to notice and the beast gave up the chase.


  A radio was blaring down the street and faint wisps of what it was blurting floated to Mr. Chambers.


  “. . . still taking place . . . Empire State building disappeared . . . thin air . . . famed scientist, Dr. Edmund Harcourt. . . .”


  The wind whipped the muted words away and Mr. Chambers grumbled to himself. Another one of those fantastic radio dramas, probably. He remembered one from many years before, something about the Martians. And Harcourt! What did Harcourt have to do with it? He was one of the men who had ridiculed the book Mr. Chambers had written.


  But he pushed speculation away, sniffed the clean, crisp air again, looked at the familiar things that materialized out of the late autumn darkness as he walked along. For there was nothing . . . absolutely nothing in the world . . . that he would let upset him. That was a tenet he had laid down twenty years ago.


  THERE was a crowd of men in front of the drugstore at the corner of Oak and Lincoln and they were talking excitedly. Mr. Chambers caught some excited words: “It’s happening everywhere. . . . What do you think it is. . . . The scientists can’t explain. . . .”


  But as Mr. Chambers neared them they fell into what seemed an abashed silence and watched him pass. He, on his part, gave them no sign of recognition. That was the way it had been for many years, ever since the people had become convinced that he did not wish to talk.


  One of the men half started forward as if to speak to him, but then stepped back and Mr. Chambers continued on his walk.


  Back at his own front door he stopped and as he had done a thousand times before drew forth the heavy gold watch from his pocket.


  He started violently. It was only 7:30!


  For long minutes he stood there staring at the watch in accusation. The timepiece hadn’t stopped, for it still ticked audibly.


  But 15 minutes too soon! For twenty years, day in, day out, he had started out at seven and returned at a quarter of eight. Now . . .


  It wasn’t until then that he realized something else was wrong. He had no cigar. For the first time he had neglected to purchase his evening smoke.


  Shaken, muttering to himself, Mr. Chambers let himself in his house and locked the door behind him.


  He hung his hat and coat on the rack in the hall and walked slowly into the living room. Dropping into his favorite chair, he shook his head in bewilderment.


  Silence filled the room. A silence that was measured by the ticking of the old fashioned pendulum clock on the mantelpiece.


  But silence was no strange thing to Mr. Chambers. Once he had loved music . . . the kind of music he could get by tuning in symphonic orchestras on the radio. But the radio stood silent in the corner, the cord out of its socket. Mr. Chambers had pulled it out many years before. To be precise, upon the night when the symphonic broadcast had been interrupted to give a news flash.


  He had stopped reading newspapers and magazines, too, had exiled himself to a few city blocks. And as the years flowed by that self exile had become a prison, an intangible, impassable wall bounded by four city blocks by three. Beyond them lay utter, unexplainable terror. Beyond them he never went.


  But recluse though he was, he could not on occasion escape from hearing things. Things the newsboy shouted on the streets, things the men talked about on the drugstore corner when they didn’t see him coming.


  And so he knew that this was the year 1960 and that the wars in Europe and Asia had flamed to an end to be followed by a terrible plague, a plague that even now was sweeping through country after country like wild fire, decimating populations. A plague undoubtedly induced by hunger and privation and the miseries of war.


  But those things he put away as items far removed from his own small world. He disregarded them. He pretended he had never heard of them. Others might discuss and worry over them if they wished. To him they simply did not matter.


  But there were two things tonight that did matter. Two curious, incredible events. He had arrived home fifteen minutes early. He had forgotten his cigar.


  Huddled in the chair, he frowned slowly. It was disquieting to have something like that happen. There must be something wrong. Had his long exile finally turned his mind . . . perhaps just a very little . . . enough to make him queer? Had he lost his sense of proportion, of perspective?


  No, he hadn’t. Take this room, for example. After twenty years it had come to be as much a part of him as the clothes he wore. Every detail of the room was engraved in his mind with . . . clarity; the old center leg table with its green covering and stained glass lamp; the mantelpiece with the dusty bric-a-brac; the pendulum clock that told the time of day as well as the day of the week and month; the elephant ash tray on the tabaret and, most important of all, the marine print.


  Mr. Chambers loved that picture. It had depth, he always said. It showed an old sailing ship in the foreground on a placid sea. Far in the distance, almost on the horizon line, was the vague outline of a larger vessel.


  There were other pictures, too. The forest scene above the fireplace, the old English prints in the corner where he sat, the Currier and Ives above the radio. But the ship print was directly in his line of vision. He could see it without turning his head. He had put it there because he liked it best.


  Further reverie became an effort as Mr. Chambers felt himself succumbing to weariness. He undressed and went to bed. For an hour he lay awake, assailed by vague fears he could neither define nor understand.


  When finally he dozed off it was to lose himself in a series of horrific dreams. He dreamed first that he was a castaway on a tiny islet in mid-ocean, that the waters around the island teemed with huge poisonous sea snakes . . . hydrophinnae . . . and that steadily those serpents were devouring the island.


  In another dream he was pursued by a horror which he could neither see nor hear, but only could imagine. And as he sought to flee he stayed in the one place. His legs worked frantically, pumping like pistons, but he could make no progress. It was as if he ran upon a treadway.


  THEN again the terror descended on him, a black, unimagined thing and he tried to scream and couldn’t. He opened his mouth and strained his vocal cords and filled his lungs to bursting with the urge to shriek . . . but not a sound came from his lips.


  All next day he was uneasy and as he left the house that evening, at precisely seven o’clock, he kept saying to himself: “You must not forget tonight! You must remember to stop and get your cigar!”


  The street light at the corner of Jefferson was still out and in front of 816 the cemented driveway was still boarded off. Everything was the same as the night before.


  And now, he told himself, the Red Star confectionery is in the next block. I must not forget tonight. To forget twice in a row would be just too much.


  He grasped that thought firmly in his mind, strode just a bit more rapidly down the street.


  But at the corner he stopped in consternation. Bewildered, he stared down the next block. There was no neon sign, no splash of friendly light upon the sidewalk to mark the little store tucked away in this residential section.


  He stared at the street marker and read the word slowly: GRANT. He read it again, unbelieving, for this shouldn’t be Grant Street, but Marshall. He had walked two blocks and the confectionery was between Marshall and Grant. He hadn’t come to Marshall yet . . . and here was Grant.


  Or had he, absent-mindedly, come one block farther than he thought, passed the store as on the night before?


  For the first time in twenty years, Mr. Chambers retraced his steps. He walked back to Jefferson, then turned around and went back to Grant again and on to Lexington. Then back to Grant again, where he stood astounded while a single, incredible fact grew slowly in his brain:


  There wasn’t any confectionery! The block from Marshall to Grant had disappeared!


  Now he understood why he had missed the store on the night before, why he had arrived home fifteen minutes early.


  On legs that were dead things he stumbled back to his home. He slammed and locked the door behind him and made his way unsteadily to his chair in the corner.


  What was this? What did it mean? By what inconceivable necromancy could a paved street with houses, trees and buildings be spirited away and the space it had occupied be closed up?


  Was something happening in the world which he, in his secluded life, knew nothing about?


  Mr. Chambers shivered, reached to turn up the collar of his coat, then stopped as he realized the room must be warm. A fire blazed merrily in the grate. The cold he felt came from something . . . somewhere else. The cold of fear and horror, the chill of a half whispered thought.


  A deathly silence had fallen, a silence still measured by the pendulum clock. And yet a silence that held a different tenor than he had ever sensed before. Not a homey, comfortable silence . . . but a silence that hinted at emptiness and nothingness.


  There was something back of this, Mr. Chambers told himself. Something that reached far back into one corner of his brain and demanded recognition. Something tied up with the fragments of talk he had heard on the drugstore corner, bits of news broadcasts he had heard as he walked along the street, the shrieking of the newsboy calling his papers. Something to do with the happenings in the world from which he had excluded himself.


  HE brought them back to mind now and lingered over the one central theme of the talk he overheard: the wars and plagues. Hints of a Europe and Asia swept almost clean of human life, of the plague ravaging Africa, of its appearance in South America, of the frantic efforts of the United States to prevent its spread into that nation’s boundaries.


  Millions of people were dead in Europe and Asia, Africa and South America. Billions, perhaps.


  And somehow those gruesome statistics seemed tied up with his own experience. Something, somewhere, some part of his earlier life, seemed to hold an explanation. But try as he would his befuddled brain failed to find the answer.


  The pendulum clock struck slowly, its every other chime as usual setting up a sympathetic vibration in the pewter vase that stood upon the mantel.


  Mr. Chambers got to his feet, strode to the door, opened it and looked out.


  Moonlight tesselated the street in black and silver, etching the chimneys and trees against a silvered sky.


  But the house directly across the street was not the same. It was strangely lop-sided, its dimensions out of proportion, like a house that suddenly had gone mad.


  He stared at it in amazement, trying to determine what was wrong with it. He recalled how it had always stood, foursquare, a solid piece of mid-Victorian architecture.


  Then, before his eyes, the house righted itself again. Slowly it drew together, ironed out its queer angles, readjusted its dimensions, became once again the stodgy house he knew it had to be.


  With a sigh of relief, Mr. Chambers turned back into the hall.


  But before he closed the door, he looked again. The house was lop-sided . . . as bad, perhaps worse than before!


  Gulping in fright, Mr. Chambers slammed the door shut, locked it and double bolted it. Then he went to his bedroom and took two sleeping powders.


  His dreams that night were the same as on the night before. Again there was the islet in mid-ocean. Again he was alone upon it. Again the squirming hydrophinnae were eating his foothold piece by piece.


  He awoke, body drenched with perspiration. Vague light of early dawn filtered through the window. The clock on the bedside table showed 7:30. For a long time he lay there motionless.


  Again the fantastic happenings of the night before came back to haunt him and as he lay there, staring at the windows, he remembered them, one by one. But his mind, still fogged by sleep and astonishment, took the happenings in its stride, mulled over them, lost the keen edge of fantastic terror that lurked around them.


  The light through the windows slowly grew brighter. Mr. Chambers slid out of bed, slowly crossed to the window, the cold of the floor biting into his bare feet. He forced himself to look out.


  There was nothing outside the window. No shadows. As if there might be a fog. But no fog, however thick, could hide the apple tree that grew close against the house.


  But the tree was there . . . shadowy, indistinct in the gray, with a few withered apples still clinging to its boughs, a few shriveled leaves reluctant to leave the parent branch.


  The tree was there now. But it hadn’t been when he first had looked. Mr. Chambers was sure of that.


  AND now he saw the faint outlines of his neighbor’s house . . . but those outlines were all wrong. They didn’t jibe and fit together . . . they were out of plumb. As if some giant hand had grasped the house and wrenched it out of true. Like the house he had seen across the street the night before, the house that had painfully righted itself when he thought of how it should look.


  Perhaps if he thought of how his neighbor’s house should look, it too might right itself. But Mr. Chambers was very weary. Too weary to think about the house.


  He turned from the window and dressed slowly. In the living room he slumped into his chair, put his feet on the old cracked ottoman. For a long time he sat, trying to think.


  And then, abruptly, something like an electric shock ran through him. Rigid, he sat there, limp inside at the thought. Minutes later he arose and almost ran across the room to the old mahogany bookcase that stood against the wall.


  There were many volumes in the case: his beloved classics on the first shelf, his many scientific works on the lower shelves. The second shelf contained but one book. And it was around this book that Mr. Chambers’ entire life was centered.


  Twenty years ago he had written it and foolishly attempted to teach its philosophy to a class of undergraduates. The newspapers, he remembered, had made a great deal of it at the time. Tongues had been set to wagging. Narrow-minded townsfolk, failing to understand either his philosophy or his aim, but seeing in him another exponent of some anti-rational cult, had forced his expulsion from the school.


  It was a simple book, really, dismissed by most authorities as merely the vagaries of an over-zealous mind.


  Mr. Chambers took it down now, opened its cover and began thumbing slowly through the pages. For a moment the memory of happier days swept over him.


  Then his eyes focused on the paragraph, a paragraph written so long ago the very words seemed strange and unreal:


  Man himself, by the power of mass suggestion, holds the physical fate of this earth . . . yes, even the universe. Billions of minds seeing trees as trees, houses as houses, streets as streets . . . and not as something else. Minds that see things as they are and have kept things as they were. . . . Destroy those minds and the entire foundation of matter, robbed of its regenerative power, will crumple and slip away like a column of sand. . . .


  His eyes followed down the page:


  Yet this would have nothing to do with matter itself . . . but only with matter’s form. For while the mind of man through long ages may have moulded an imagery of that space in which he lives, mind would have little conceivable influence upon the existence of that matter. What exists in our known universe shall exist always and can never be destroyed, only altered or transformed.


  But in modern astrophysics and mathematics we gain an insight into the possibility . . . yes probability . . . that there are other dimensions, other brackets of time and space impinging on the one we occupy.


  If a pin is thrust into a shadow, would that shadow have any knowledge of the pin? It would not, for in this case the shadow is two dimensional, the pin three dimensional. Yet both occupy the same space.


  Granting then that the power of men’s minds alone holds this universe, or at least this world in its present form, may we not go farther and envision other minds in some other plane watching us, waiting, waiting craftily for the time they can take over the domination of matter? Such a concept is not impossible. It is a natural conclusion if we accept the double hypothesis: that mind does control the formation of all matter; and that other worlds lie in juxtaposition with ours.


  Perhaps we shall come upon a day, far distant, when our plane, our world will dissolve beneath our feet and before our eyes as some stronger intelligence reaches out from the dimensional shadows of the very space we live in and wrests from us the matter which we know to be our own.


  He stood astounded beside the bookcase, his eyes staring unseeing into the fire upon the hearth.


  He had written that. And because of those words he had been called a heretic, had been compelled to resign his position at the university, had been forced into this hermit life.


  A tumultuous idea hammered at him. Men had died by the millions all over the world. Where there had been thousands of minds there now were one or two. A feeble force to hold the form of matter intact.


  THE plague had swept Europe and Asia almost clean of life, had blighted Africa, had reached South America . . . might even have come to the United States. He remembered the whispers he had heard, the words of the men at the drugstore corner, the buildings disappearing. Something scientists could not explain. But those were merely scraps of information. He did not know the whole story . . . he could not know. He never listened to the radio, never read a newspaper.


  But abruptly the whole thing fitted together in his brain like the missing piece of a puzzle into its slot. The significance of it all gripped him with damning clarity.


  There were not sufficient minds in existence to retain the material world in its mundane form. Some other power from another dimension was fighting to supersede man’s control and take his universe into its own plane!


  Abruptly Mr. Chambers closed the book, shoved it back in the case and picked up his hat and coat.


  He had to know more. He had to find someone who could tell him.


  He moved through the hall to the door, emerged into the street. On the walk he looked skyward, trying to make out the sun. But there wasn’t any sun . . . only an all pervading grayness that shrouded everything . . . not a gray fog, but a gray emptiness that seemed devoid of life, of any movement.


  The walk led to his gate and there it ended, but as he moved forward the sidewalk came into view and the house ahead loomed out of the gray, but a house with differences.


  He moved forward rapidly. Visibility extended only a few feet and as he approached them the houses materialized like two dimensional pictures without perspective, like twisted cardboard soldiers lining up for review on a misty morning.


  Once he stopped and looked back and saw that the grayness had closed in behind him. The houses were wiped out, the sidewalk faded into nothing.


  He shouted, hoping to attract attention. But his voice frightened him. It seemed to ricochet up and into the higher levels of the sky, as if a giant door had been opened to a mighty room high above him.


  He went on until he came to the corner of Lexington. There, on the curb, he stopped and stared. The gray wall was thicker there but he did not realize how close it was until he glanced down at his feet and saw there was nothing, nothing at all beyond the curbstone. No dull gleam of wet asphalt, no sign of a street. It was as if all eternity ended here at the corner of Maple and Lexington.


  With a wild cry, Mr. Chambers turned and ran. Back down the street he raced, coat streaming after him in the wind, bowler hat bouncing on his head.


  Panting, he reached the gate and stumbled up the walk, thankful that it still was there.


  On the stoop he stood for a moment, breathing hard. He glanced back over his shoulder and a queer feeling of inner numbness seemed to well over him. At that moment the gray nothingness appeared to thin . . . the enveloping curtain fell away, and he saw. . . .


  Vague and indistinct, yet cast in stereoscopic outline, a gigantic city was limned against the darkling sky. It was a city fantastic with cubed domes, spires, and aerial bridges and flying buttresses. Tunnel-like streets, flanked on either side by shining metallic ramps and runways, stretched endlessly to the vanishing point. Great shafts of multicolored light probed huge streamers and ellipses above the higher levels.


  And beyond, like a final backdrop, rose a titanic wall. It was from that wall . . . from its crenelated parapets and battlements that Mr. Chambers felt the eyes peering at him.


  Thousands of eyes glaring down with but a single purpose.


  And as he continued to look, something else seemed to take form above that wall. A design this time, that swirled and writhed in the ribbons of radiance and rapidly coalesced into strange geometric features, without definite line or detail. A colossal face, a face of indescribable power and evil, it was, staring down with malevolent composure.


  THEN the city and the face slid out of focus; the vision faded like a darkened magic-lantern, and the grayness moved in again.


  Mr. Chambers pushed open the door of his house. But he did not lock it. There was no need of locks . . . not any more.


  A few coals of fire still smouldered in the grate and going there, he stirred them up, raked away the ash, piled on more wood. The flames leaped merrily, dancing in the chimney’s throat.


  Without removing his hat and coat, he sank exhausted in his favorite chair, closed his eyes, then opened them again.


  He sighed with relief as he saw the room was unchanged. Everything in its accustomed place: the clock, the lamp, the elephant ash tray, the marine print on the wall.


  Everything was as it should be. The clock measured the silence with its measured ticking; it chimed abruptly and the vase sent up its usual sympathetic vibration.


  This was his room, he thought. Rooms acquire the personality of the person who lives in them, become a part of him. This was his world, his own private world, and as such it would be the last to go.


  But how long could he . . . his brain . . . maintain its existence?


  Mr. Chambers stared at the marine print and for a moment a little breath of reassurance returned to him. They couldn’t take this away. The rest of the world might dissolve because there was insufficient power of thought to retain its outward form.


  But this room was his. He alone had furnished it. He alone, since he had first planned the house’s building, had lived here.


  This room would stay. It must stay on . . . it must. . . .


  He rose from his chair and walked across the room to the book case, stood staring at the second shelf with its single volume. His eyes shifted to the top shelf and swift terror gripped him.


  For all the books weren’t there. A lot of books weren’t there! Only the most beloved, the most familiar ones.


  So the change already had started here! The unfamiliar books were gone and that fitted in the pattern . . . for it would be the least familiar things that would go first.


  Wheeling, he stared across the room. Was it his imagination, or did the lamp on the table blur and begin to fade away?


  But as he stared at it, it became clear again, a solid, substantial thing.


  For a moment real fear reached out and touched him with chilly fingers. For he knew that this room no longer was proof against the thing that had happened out there on the street.


  Or had it really happened? Might not all this exist within his own mind? Might not the street be as it always was, with laughing children and barking dogs? Might not the Red Star confectionery still exist, splashing the street with the red of its neon sign?


  Could it be that he was going mad? He had heard whispers when he had passed, whispers the gossiping housewives had not intended him to hear. And he had heard the shouting of boys when he walked by. They thought him mad. Could he be really mad?


  But he knew he wasn’t mad. He knew that he perhaps was the sanest of all men who walked the earth. For he, and he alone, had foreseen this very thing. And the others had scoffed at him for it.


  Somewhere else the children might be playing on a street. But it would be a different street. And the children undoubtedly would be different too.


  For the matter of which the street and everything upon it had been formed would now be cast in a different mold, stolen by different minds in a different dimension.


  Perhaps we shall come upon a day, far distant, when our plane, our world will dissolve beneath our feet and before our eyes as some stronger intelligence reaches out from the dimensional shadows of the very space we live in and wrests from us the matter which we know to be our own.


  But there had been no need to wait for that distant day. Scant years after he had written those prophetic words the thing was happening. Man had played unwittingly into the hands of those other minds in the other dimension. Man had waged a war and war had bred a pestilence. And the whole vast cycle of events was but a detail of a cyclopean plan.


  He could see it all now. By an insidious mass hypnosis minions from that other dimension . . . or was it one supreme intelligence . . . had deliberately sown the seeds of dissension. The reduction of the world’s mental power had been carefully planned with diabolic premeditation.


  On impulse he suddenly turned, crossed the room and opened the connecting door to the bedroom. He stopped on the threshold and a sob forced its way to his lips.


  There was no bedroom. Where his stolid four poster and dresser had been there was greyish nothingness.


  Like an automaton he turned again and paced to the hall door. Here, too, he found what he had expected. There was no hall, no familiar hat rack and umbrella stand.


  Nothing. . . .


  Weakly Mr. Chambers moved back to his chair in the corner.


  “So here I am,” he said, half aloud.


  So there he was. Embattled in the last corner of the world that was left to him.


  Perhaps there were other men like him, he thought. Men who stood at bay against the emptiness that marked the transition from one dimension to another. Men who had lived close to the things they loved, who had endowed those things with such substantial form by power of mind alone that they now stood out alone against the power of some greater mind.


  The street was gone. The rest of his house was gone. This room still retained its form.


  This room, he knew, would stay the longest. And when the rest of the room was gone, this corner with his favorite chair would remain. For this was the spot where he had lived for twenty years. The bedroom was for sleeping, the kitchen for eating. This room was for living. This was his last stand.


  These were the walls and floors and prints and lamps that had soaked up his will to make them walls and prints and lamps.


  He looked out the window into a blank world. His neighbors’ houses already were gone. They had not lived with them as he had lived with this room. Their interests had been divided, thinly spread; their thoughts had not been concentrated as his upon an area four blocks by three, or a room fourteen by twelve.


  STARING through the window, he saw it again. The same vision he had looked upon before and yet different in an indescribable way. There was the city illumined in the sky. There were the elliptical towers and turrets, the cube-shaped domes and battlements. He could see with stereoscopic clarity the aerial bridges, the gleaming avenues sweeping on into infinitude. The vision was nearer this time, but the depth and proportion had changed . . . as if he were viewing it from two concentric angles at the same time.


  And the face . . . the face of magnitude . . . of power of cosmic craft and evil. . . .


  Mr. Chambers turned his eyes back into the room. The clock was ticking slowly, steadily. The greyness was stealing into the room.


  The table and radio were the first to go. They simply faded away and with them went one corner of the room.


  And then the elephant ash tray.


  “Oh, well,” said Mr. Chambers, “I never did like that very well.”


  Now as he sat there it didn’t seem queer to be without the table or the radio. It was as if it were something quite normal. Something one could expect to happen.


  Perhaps, if he thought hard enough, he could bring them back.


  But, after all, what was the use? One man, alone, could not stand off the irresistible march of nothingness. One man, all alone, simply couldn’t do it.


  He wondered what the elephant ash tray looked like in that other dimension. It certainly wouldn’t be an elephant ash tray nor would the radio be a radio, for perhaps they didn’t have ash trays or radios or elephants in the invading dimension.


  He wondered, as a matter of fact, what he himself would look like when he finally slipped into the unknown. For he was matter, too, just as the ash tray and radio were matter.


  He wondered if he would retain his individuality . . . if he still would be a person. Or would he merely be a thing?


  There was one answer to all of that. He simply didn’t know.


  Nothingness advanced upon him, ate its way across the room, stalking him as he sat in the chair underneath the lamp. And he waited for it.


  The room, or what was left of it, plunged into dreadful silence.


  Mr. Chambers started. The clock had stopped. Funny . . . the first time in twenty years.


  He leaped from his chair and then sat down again.


  The clock hadn’t stopped.


  It wasn’t there.


  There was a tingling sensation in his feet.


  Devil’s Asteroid


  Manly Wade Wellman


  The Rock Bred Evolution in Reverse


  IT was not very large, as asteroids go, but about it clung a silvery mist of atmosphere. Deeper flashes through the mist betokened water, and green patches hinted of rich vegetation. The space-patroller circled the little world knowledgeably, like a wasp buzzing around an apple. In the control room, by the forward ports, the Martian skipper addressed his Terrestrial companion.


  “I wissh you joy of yourr new home,” he purred. Like many Martians, he was braced upright on his lower tentacles by hoops and buckles around his bladdery body, so that he had roughly a human form, over which lay a strange loose armor of light plates. In the breathing hole of his petal-tufted skull was lodged an artificial voice-box that achieved words. “I rregrret . . .”


  Fitzhugh Parr glowered back. He was tall, even for a man of Earth, and his long-jawed young face darkened with wrath. “Regret nothing,” he snapped. “You’re jolly glad to drop me on this little hell.”


  “Hell?” repeated the Martian reproachfully. “But it iss a ssplendid miniaturre worrld—nineteen of yourr miless in diameterr, with arrtificial grravity centerr to hold airr and waterr; ssown, too, with Terresstrrial plantss. And companionss of yourr own rrace.”


  “There’s a catch,” rejoined Parr. “Something you Martian swine think is a heap big joke. I can see that, captain.”


  The tufted head wagged. “Underr trreaty between Marrs and Earrth, judgess of one planet cannot ssentence to death crriminalss frrom the otherr, not even forr murrderr . . .”


  “It wasn’t for murder!” exploded Parr. “I struck in self-defense!”


  “I cannot arrgue the point. Yourr victim wass a high official perrhapss inssolent, but you Earrth folk forrget how eassy ourr crraniumss crrack underr yourr blowss. Anyway, you do not die—you arre exiled. Prreparre to dissembarrk.”


  Behind them three Martian space-hands, sprawling like squids near the control-board, made flutelike comments to each other. The tentacle of each twiddled an electro-automatic pistol.


  “Rremove tunic and bootss,” directed the skipper. “You will not need them. Quickly, ssirr!”


  Parr glared at the levelled weapons of the space-hands, then shucked his upper garment and kicked off his boots. He stood up straight and lean-muscled, in a pair of duck shorts. His fists clenched at his sides.


  “Now we grround,” the skipper continued, and even as he spoke there came the shock of the landfall. The inner panel opened, then the outer hatch. Sunlight beat into the chamber. “Goodbye,” said the skipper formally. “You have thirrty ssecondss, Earrth time, to walk clearr of our blasstss beforre we take off. Marrch.”


  Parr strode out upon dark, rich soil. He sensed behind him the silent quiver of Martian laughter, and felt a new ecstasy of hate for his late guards, their race, and the red planet that spawned them. Not until he heard the rumble and swish of the ship’s departure did he take note of the little world that was now his prison home.


  At first view it wasn’t really bad. At second, it wasn’t really strange. The sky, by virtue of an Earth-type atmosphere, shone blue with wispy clouds, and around the small plain on which he stood sprouted clumps and thickets of green tropical trees. Heathery ferns, with white and yellow edges to their leaves, grew under his bare feet. The sun, hovering at zenith, gave a July warmth to the air. The narrow horizon was very near, of course, but the variety of thickets and the broken nature of the land beyond kept it from seeming too different from the skyline of Earth. Parr decided that he might learn to endure, even to enjoy. Meanwhile, what about the other Terrestrials exiled here? And, as Parr wondered, he heard their sudden, excited voices.


  Threats and oaths rent the balmy air. Through the turmoil resounded solid blows. Parr broke into a run, shoved through some broad-leafed bushes, and found himself in the midst of the excitement.


  A DOZEN men, with scraggly beards and skimpy rags of clothing, were setting upon an unclassifiable creature that snarled and fought back. It was erect and coarsely hairy—Parr saw that much before the enigma gave up the unequal fight and ran clumsily away into a mass of bright-flowered scrub. Execrations and a volley of sticks and stones speeded its flight.


  Then the mob was aware of Parr. Every man—they were all male Terrestrials—turned toward him, with something like respect. One of them, tall and thin, spoke diffidently:


  “You just arrived?”


  “I was just booted out, ten minutes ago,” Parr informed him. “Why?”


  “Because you’re our new chief,” responded the thin man, bowing. “The latest comer always commands here.”


  Parr must have goggled, for the thin one smiled through tawny stubble. “The latest comer is always highest and wisest,” he elaborated. “He is healthiest. Best. The longer you stay on this asteroid, the lower you fall.”


  Parr thought he was being joked with, and scowled. But his informant smiled the broader. “My name’s Sadau—here under sentence for theft of Martian government property.”


  “I’m Fitzhugh Parr. They said I was a murderer. It’s a lie.”


  One or two chuckled at that, and the one who called himself Sadau said: “We all feel unjustly condemned. Meet the others—Jeffords, Wain, Haldocott . . .” Each man, as named, bowed to Parr. The final introduction was of a sallow, frowning lump of a fellow called Shanklin.


  “I was boss until you came,” volunteered this last man. “Now you take over.” He waved toward a little cluster of grass huts, half hidden among ferny palms. “This is our capital city. You get the largest house—until somebody new shows up. Then you step down, like me.”


  He spoke with ill grace. Parr did not reply at once, but studied these folk who were putting themselves under his rule. They would not have been handsome even if shaved and dressed properly. Indeed, two or three had the coarse, low-browed look of profound degenerates. Back into Parr’s mind came the words of Sadau: “The longer you stay—the lower you fall.”


  “Gentlemen,” said Parr at last, “before I accept command or other office, give me information. Just now you were acting violently. You, Sadau, started explaining. Go ahead.”


  Sadau shrugged a lean freckled shoulder, and with a jerk of his head directed his companions to retire toward the huts. They obeyed, with one or two backward glances. Left alone with Parr, Sadau looked up with a wise, friendly expression.


  “I won’t waste time trying to be scientific or convincing. I’ll give you facts—we older exiles know them only too well. This asteroid seems a sort of Eden to you, I daresay.”


  “I told the Martians that I knew there was a catch somewhere.”


  “Your instinct’s sound. The catch is this: Living creatures—Terrestrials anyway—degenerate here. They go backward in evolution, become . . .” Sadau broke off a moment, for his lips had begun to quiver. “They become beasts,” he finished.


  “What?” growled Parr. “You mean that men turn into apes?”


  “Yes. And the apes turn into lower creatures. Those become lower creatures still.” Sadau’s eyes were earnest and doleful. “The process may run back and down to the worm, for all we can judge. We try not to think too much about it.”


  “This is a joke of some kind,” protested Parr, but Sadau was not smiling.


  “Martian joke, perhaps. The treaty keeps them from killing us—and this is their alternative punishment. It makes death trivial by comparison—You don’t believe. It’s hard. But you see that some of us, oldest in point of exile, are sliding back into bestiality. And you saw us drive away, as our custom is, a man who had definitely become a beast.”


  “That thing was a man?” prompted Parr, his spine chilling.


  “It had been a man. As you wander here and there, you’ll come upon queer sights—sickening ones.”


  Parr squinted at the huts, around the doors of which lounged the other men. “That looks like a permanent community, Sadau.”


  “It is, but the population’s floating. I came here three months ago—Earth months—and the place was operating under the rules I outlined. Latest comer, necessarily the highest-grade human being, to be chief; those who degenerate beyond a certain point to be driven out; the rest to live peaceably together, helping each other.”


  Parr only half heard him. “Evolution turned backward—it can’t be true. It’s against nature.”


  “Martians war against nature,” replied Sadau pithily. “Mars is a dead world, and its people are devils. They’d be the logical explorers to find a place where such things can be, and to make use of it. Don’t believe me if you don’t want to. Time and life here will convince you.”


  IN THE DAYS that followed—the asteroid turned once in approximately twenty-two hours—Parr was driven to belief. Perhaps the slowness of the idea’s dawning kept him from some form of insanity.


  Every man of the little group that called him chief was on the way to be a man no more. There were stooped backs among them, a forward hang to arms, a sprouting of coarse, lank hair. Foreheads fell away, noses flattened coarsely, eyes grew small and shifty. Sadau informed Parr that such evidences of degeneration meant a residence of a year or so on the exile asteroid.


  “We’ll be driving one or two of them away pretty soon,” he observed.


  “What then?” asked Parr. “What happens to the ones that are driven out?”


  “Sometimes we notice them, peering through the brush, but mostly they haul out by themselves a little way from here—shaggy brutes, like our earliest fathers. There are lower types still. They stay completely clear of us.”


  Parr asked the question that had haunted him since his first hour of exile: “Sadau, do you see any change in me?”


  Sadau smiled and shook his head. “You won’t alter in the least for a month.”


  That was reasonable. Man, Parr remembered, has been pretty much the same for the past ten thousand years. If a year brought out the beast in the afflicted exiles, then that year must count for a good hundred thousand years turned backward. Five years would be five hundred thousand of reverse evolution—in that time, one would be reduced to something definitely animal. Beyond that, one would drop into the category of tailed monkeys, of rodent crawlers—reptiles next, and then . . .


  “I’ll kill myself first,” he thought, but even as he made the promise he knew he would not. Cowards took the suicide way out, the final yielding to unjust, cruel mastery by the Martians. Parr stiffened his shoulders, that had grown tanned and vigorous in the healthy air. He spoke grimly to Sadau:


  “I don’t accept all this yet. It’s happened to others, but not to me so far. There’s a way of stopping this, and paying off those Martian swine. If it can be done . . .”


  “I’m with you, Chief!” cried Sadau, and they shook hands.


  Heartened, he made inquiries. The Martian space-patroller came every month or so, to drop a new exile. It always landed on the plain where Parr had first set foot to the asteroid. That gave him an idea, and he held conference in the early evening, with Sadau, Shanklin, and one or two others of the higher grade.


  “We could capture that craft,” urged Parr. “There’s only a skipper and three Martians . . .”


  “Yes, with pistols and ray throwers,” objected Shanklin. “Too big a risk.”


  “What’s the alternative?” demanded Sadau. “You want to stay here and turn monkey, Shanklin? Chief,” he added to Parr, “I said once that I was on your side. I’ll follow wherever you lead.”


  “Me, too,” threw in Jeffords, a sturdy man of middle age who had been sentenced for killing a Martian in a brawl.


  “And me,” wound up Haldocott, a blond youth whose skin was burned darker than his hair and downy beard. “We four can pull it off without Shanklin.”


  But Shanklin agreed, with something like good humor, to stand by the vote of the majority. The others of the community assented readily, for they were used to acting at the will of their wiser companions. And at the next arrival of the Martian patroller—an observer, posted by Parr in a treetop, reported its coming whole hours away—they made a quick disposal of forces around the rocket-scorched plain that did duty for a landing field. Parr consulted for a last moment with Sadau, Shanklin, Jeffords and Haldocott.


  “We’ll lead rushes from different directions,” he said. “As the hatchway comes open, the patroller will stall for the moment—can’t take off until it’s airtight everywhere. I’ll give a yell for signal. Then everybody charge. Jam the tubes by smacking the soft metal collars at the nozzles—we can straighten them back when the ship’s ours. Out to your places now.”


  “The first one at the hatch will probably be shot or rayed,” grumbled Shanklin.


  “I’ll be first there,” Parr promised him. “Who wants to live forever, anyway? Posts, everybody. Here she comes in.”


  Tense, quick-breathing moments thereafter as the craft descended and lodged. Then the hatchway opened. Parr, crouching in a clump of bushes with two followers, raised his voice in a battle yell, and rushed.


  A figure had come forward to the open hatch, slender and topped with tawny curls. It paused and shrank back at the sudden apparition of Parr and his men leaping forward. Tentacles swarmed out, trying to push or pull the figure aside so as to close the hatch again. That took more seconds—then Parr had crossed the intervening space. Without even looking at the newcoming exile who had so providentially forestalled the closing of the hatch, he clutched a shoulder and heaved mightily. The Martian whose tentacles had reached from within came floundering out, dragged along—it was the skipper whose ironic acquaintance Parr had made in his own voyage out, all dressed in that loose-plate armor. Parr wrenched a pistol from a tentacle. Yelling again, he fired through the open hatchway. Two space-hands ducked out of sight.


  “We’ve won!” yelled Parr, and for a moment he thought they had. But not all his followers had charged with his own bold immediacy.


  Sadau on one side of the ship, Jeffords and Haldocott at the other, had run in close and were walloping manfully at the nozzles of the rocket tubes. The outer metal yielded under the blows, threatening to clog the throats of the blasts. Only at the rear was there no attack—Shanklin, and with him three or four of the lesser men, had hung back. The few moments’ delay there was enough to make all the difference.


  Thinking and acting wisely, even without a leader, the Martian space-hands met the emergency. They had withdrawn from the open hatchway, but could reach the mechanism that closed it. Parr was too late to jump in after them. Then one of them fired the undamaged rear tubes.


  Swish! Whang! The ship took off so abruptly that Parr barely dodged aside in time, dragging along with him the new Terrestrial whose shoulder he clutched, and also the surprised Martian skipper. The rocket blasts, dragging fiery fingers across the plain, struck down Haldocott and Jeffords, and bowled over two of the laggards with Shanklin’s belated contingent. Then it was away, moving jumpily with its half-wrecked side tubes, but nevertheless escaping.


  Parr swore a great oath, that made the stranger gasp. And then Parr had time to see that this was a woman, and young. She was briefly dressed in blouse and shorts, her tawny hair was tumbled, her blue eyes wide. To her still clung the Martian skipper, and Parr covered him with the captured pistol. Next instant Shanklin, arriving at last, struck out with his club and shattered the flowerlike cranium inside the plated cap. The skipper fell dead on the spot.


  “I wanted him for a prisoner!” growled Parr.


  “What good would that do?” flung back Shanklin roughly. “The ship’s what we wanted. It’s gone. You bungled, Parr.”


  Parr was about to reply with the obvious charge that Shanklin’s own hesitancy had done much to cause the failure, when Sadau spoke:


  “This young lady—miss, are you an exile? Because,” and he spoke in the same fashion that he had once employed to Parr, “then you’re our new chief. The latest comer commands.”


  “Why—why . . .” stammered the girl.


  “Wait a minute,” interposed Parr again. “Let’s take stock of ourselves. Haldocott and Jeffords killed—and a couple of others . . .”


  Shanklin barked at him. “You don’t give orders any more. We’ve got a new chief, and you’re just one of the rabble, like me.” He made a heavily gallant bow toward the latest arrival. “May I ask your name, lady?”


  “I’m Varina Pemberton,” she said. “But what’s the meaning of all this?”


  Shanklin and Sadau began to explain. The others gathered interestedly around. Parr felt suddenly left out, and stooped to look at the dead Martian. The body wore several useful things—a belt with ammunition and a knife-combination, shoes on the thickened ends of the tentacles, and that strange armor. As Parr moved to retrieve these, his companions called out to halt him.


  “The new chief will decide about those things,” said Shanklin officiously. “Especially the gun. Can I have it?”


  To avoid a crisis, Parr passed the weapon to the girl, who nodded thanks and slid it into her own waist-belt. Shanklin asked for, and received, the knife. Sadau was the only man slender enough to wear the shoes, and gratefully donned them. Parr looked once again at the armor, which he had drawn free of its dead owner.


  “What’s that for?” asked Shanklin.


  Parr made no answer, because he did not know. The armor was too loosely hung together for protection against weapons. It certainly was no space-overall. And it had nothing of the elegance that might make it a Martian uniform of office. Casting back, Parr remembered that the skipper had worn it at the time when he, Parr, was landed—but not during the voyage out. He shook his head over the mystery.


  “Let that belong to you,” the girl Varina Pemberton was telling him. “It has plates of metal that may be turned to use. Perhaps . . .” She seemed to be on the verge of saying something important, but checked herself.


  “If you’ll come with us,” Sadau told her respectfully, “we’ll show you where we live and where you will rule.”


  THEY HELD COUNCIL that night among the grass huts—the nine that were left after the unsuccessful attack on the patroller. Varina Pemberton, very pretty in her brief sports costume, sat on the stump that was chief’s place; but Shanklin did most of the talking.


  “Nobody will argue about our life and prospects being good here,” he thundered, “but there’s no use in making things worse when they’re bad enough.” He shook a thick forefinger at Fitzhugh Parr, who wore the armor he had stripped from the dead Martian. “You were chief, and what you said goes. But you’re not chief now—you’re just the man who murdered four of us!”


  “Mmm—yes,” growled one of the lower-fallen listeners, a furry-shouldered, buck-toothed clod named Wain. “That blast almost got me, right behind Haldocott.” His eyes, grown small, gleamed nastily at Parr. “We ought to condemn this man . . .”


  “Please,” interposed Sadau, who alone remained friendly to Parr, “it’s for the chief to condemn.” He looked to Varina Pemberton, who shook her head slowly.


  “I feel,” she ventured with her eyes on Parr, “that this ought to be left up to you as a voting body.”


  Shanklin sprang to his feet. “Fair enough!” he bawled. “I call Parr guilty. All who think like me, say aye!”


  “Aye!”


  “Aye!”


  “Aye!”


  They were all agreeing except Sadau, who looked shrunken and sad and frightened. Shanklin smirked.


  “All who think he should be killed as a murderer . . .”


  “Hold on,” put in Varina Pemberton. “If I’m chief, I’ll draw the line there. Don’t kill him.”


  Shanklin bowed toward her. “I was wrong to suggest that before a woman. Then he’s to be kicked out?”


  There was a chorus of approving yells, and all save Sadau jumped up to look for sticks and stones. Parr laid his hand on the club he had borne in the skirmish that day.


  “Now wait,” he said clearly and harshly, and the whole party faced him—Sadau wanly, the girl questioningly, the rest angrily.


  “I’m to be kicked out,” Parr repeated. “I’ll accept that. I’ll go. But,” and the club lifted itself in his right hand, “I’m not going to be rough-housed. I’ve seen it happen here, and none of it for me.”


  “Oh, no?” Shanklin had picked up a club of his own, and grinned fiercely.


  “No. Let me go, and I leave without having to be whipped out of camp. Mob me, and I promise to die fighting, right here.” He stamped a foot on the ground. “I’ll crack a skull or two before I wink out. That’s a solemn statement of fact.”


  “Let him go,” said Varina Pemberton again, this time with a ring of authority. “He wears that armor, and he’ll put up a fight. We can’t spare any more men.”


  “Thank you,” Parr told her bleakly. He gave Shanklin a last long stare of challenge, then turned on his heel and walked away toward the thickets amid deep silence. Behind him the council fire made a dwindling hole in the blackness of night. It seemed to be his last hope, fading away.


  He pushed in among thick, leafy stems. A voice hailed him:


  “Hah!”


  And a figure, blacker than the gloom, tramped close to him across a little grassy clearing.


  “You! They drive you out?” a thick, unsure voice accosted him.


  Parr hefted his club, wondering if this would be an enemy. “Yes. They drove me out. I’m exiled from among exiles.”


  “Uh.” The other seemed perplexed over these words, as though they stated a situation too complicated. Parr’s eyes, growing used to the darkness, saw that this was a grotesque, shaggy form, one of the degenerate outcasts from the village. “Uh,” repeated his interrogator. “You come to us. Make one more in camp. Come.”


  AMONG TALL TREES, thickly grown, lay a throng of sleepers. Parr’s companion led him there, and made an awkward gesture.


  “You lie down. You sleep. Tomorrow—boss talk. Uh!”


  So saying, the beast-man curled up at the root of a tree. Parr sat down with his back against another trunk, the club across his knees, but he did not sleep.


  This, plainly enough, was the outcast horde. It clung together, the gregariousness of humanity not yet winnowed out by degeneration. It had a ruler, too . . .”Tomorrow boss talk.” Talk of what? In what fashion?


  Thus Parr meditated during the long, moonless night. He also took time to examine once more his captured armor. Its metal plates, clamped upon a garment of leatheroid, covered his body and limbs, even the backs of his hands, as well as his neck and scalp. Yet, as he had decided before, it was no great protection against violence. As clothing it was superfluous on this tropical planetoid. What then?


  He could not see, but he could feel. His fingers quested all over one plate, probing and tapping. The plate was hollow—in reality, two saucer-shaped plates with their concave faces together. They gave off a muffled clink of hollowness when he tapped them. When he shook the armor, there was something extra in the sound, and that impelled him to hold a plate close to his ear. He heard a soft, rhythmic whirr of machinery.


  “There’s a vibration in this stuff,” he summed up in his mind. “What for? To protect against what?”


  Then, suddenly, he had it.


  The greatest menace of the whole tiny world was the force that reversed evolution—the vibration must be designed to neutralize that force!


  “I’m immune!” cried Fitzhugh Parr aloud; and, in the early dawn that now crept into the grove, his sleeping companions began to wake and rise and gape at him.


  He gaped back, with the shocked fascination that any intelligent person would feel at viewing such reconstructions of his ancestors. At almost the first glance he saw that the newest evolutionary thought was correct—these were simian, but not apes. Ape and man, as he had often heard, sprang from the same common fore-father, low-browed, muzzle-faced, hairy. Such were these, in varying degrees of intensity. None wore clothes. Grinning mouths exhibited fanglike teeth, bare chests broadened powerfully, clumsy hands with short, ineffectual thumbs made foolish gestures. But the feet, for instance, were not like hands, they were flat pedestals with forward-projecting toes. The legs, though short, were powerful. Man’s father, decided Parr, must have had something of the bear about his appearance—and the most bearlike of the twenty or thirty beast-men heaved himself erect and came slouching across toward Parr.


  This thing had once been a giant of a man, and remained a giant of an animal. None of the others present were nearly as large, nor were any of the men who had driven Parr forth. Six feet six towered this hair-thicketed ogre, with a chest like a drayhorse, and arms as thick as stovepipes. One hand—the thumb had trouble opposing the great cucumber fingers—flourished a club almost as long as Parr’s whole body.


  “I—boss,” thundered this monster impressively. “Throw down stick.”


  Parr had risen, his own club poised for defense. The giant’s free hand pointed to the weapon. “Throw down,” it repeated, with a growl as bearlike as the body.


  “Not me,” said Parr, and ducked away from the tree-trunk against which he might be pinned. “What’s the idea? I didn’t do anything to you . . .”


  “I—boss,” said his threatener again. “Nobody fight me.”


  “True, true,” chorused the others sycophantically. “Ling, he boss—throw down club, you new man.”


  Parr saw what they meant. With the other community, the newest and therefore most advanced individual ruled. In this more primitive society, the strongest held sway until a stronger displaced him. The giant called Ling was by no means the most human-seeming creature there, but he was plainly the ruler and plainly meant so to continue. Parr was no coward, but he was no fool. As the six-foot bludgeon whirled upward between him and the sky, he cast down his own stick in token of surrender.


  “No argument, Ling,” he said sensibly.


  There was laughter at that, and silly applause. Ling swung around and stripped bare his great pointed fangs in a snarl. Silence fell abruptly, and he faced Parr again. “You,” he said. “You got on . . .” And he stepped close, tapping the plates on Parr’s chest.


  “It’s armor,” said Parr.


  “Huh! Ah—ar . . .” The word was too much for the creature, whose brain and mouth alike had forgotten most language. “Well,” said Ling, “I want. I wear.”


  He fumbled at the fastenings.


  Parr jumped clear of him. He had accepted authority a moment ago, but this armor was his insurance against becoming a beast. “It’s mine,” he objected.


  Solemnly Ling shook his great browless head, as big as a coal-scuttle and fringed with bristly beard. “Mine,” he said roughly. “I boss. You . . .”


  He caught Parr by the arm and dragged him close. So quick and powerful was the clutch that it almost dislocated Parr’s shoulder. By sheer instinct, Parr struck with his free fist.


  Square and solid on that coarse-bearded chin landed Parr’s knuckles, with their covering of armor plate. And Ling, confident to the point of innocence because of his strength and authority, had neither guarded nor prepared. His great head jerked back as though it would fly from his shoulders. And Parr, wrenching loose, followed up the advantage because a second’s hesitation would be his downfall.


  He hit Ling on the lower end of the breastbone, where his belly would be softest. Above him he heard the beast-giant grunt in pain, and then Parr swung roundabout to score on the jaw again. Ling actually gave back, dropping his immense bludgeon. A body less firmly pedestalled upon powerful legs and scoop-shovel feet would have gone down. It took a moment for him to recover.


  “Aaaah!” he roared. “I kill you!”


  Parr had stooped and caught up his own discarded club. Now he threw it full at the distorted face of his enemy. Ling’s hands flashed up like a shortstop’s, snatched the stick in midair, and broke it in two like a carrot. Another roar, and Ling charged, head down and arms outflung for a pulverizing grapple.


  Parr sprang sidewise. Ling blundered past. His stooping head crashed against a tree, his whole body bounded back from the impact, and down he went in a quivering, moaning heap. He did not get up.


  Parr backed away, gazing at the others. They stood silent in a score of attitudes, like children playing at moving statues. Then:


  “Huh!” cried one. “New boss!”


  A chorus of cries and howls greeted this. They gathered around Parr with fawning faces. “You boss! You fight Ling—beat ‘im. Huh, you boss!”


  At the racket, Ling recovered a little, and managed to squirm into a sitting posture. “Yes,” he said, “you boss.”


  With one hand holding his half-smashed skull, he lifted the other in salute to Parr.


  IT TOOK TIME—several days—but Parr got over his first revulsion at the bestial traits of his new companions. After all, in shedding the wit and grace of man, they were recovering the honest simplicity of animals. For instance, Ling was not malicious about being displaced, as Shanklin had been. Too, there was much more real mutual helpfulness, if not so much talk about it. When one of the horde found a new crop of berries or roots or nuts, he set up a yell for his friends to come and share. A couple of oldsters, doddering and incompetent gargoyles, were fed and cared for by the younger beast-men. And all stood ready to obey Parr’s slightest word or gesture.


  Thus, though it was a new thought to them, several went exploring with him to the north pole of their world. The journey was no more than fifteen miles, but took them across grassy, foodless plains which had never been worth negotiation. Parr chose Ling and another comparatively intelligent specimen who called himself Ruba. Izak, the mild-mannered one who had first met and guided Parr on the night of his banishment from the human village, also pleaded to go. Several others would have joined the party, but the deterioration of legs and feet made them poor walkers. The four went single file—Parr, then big Ling, then Ruba, then Izak. Each carried, on a vine sling, a leaf-package of fruit and a melon for quenching thirst. They also carried clubs.


  The plain was well-grassed, as high as Ling’s knuckled knee. Occasionally small creatures hopped or scuttled away. The beast-men threw stones until Parr told them to stop—he could not help but wonder if those scurriers had once been men. The hot sun made him sweat under his plate-armor, but not for all the Solar System would he have laid it aside.


  They paused for noonday lunch in a grove of ferny trees beyond the plain, then scaled some rough lava-like rocks. In the early afternoon they came to what must be the asteroid’s northern pole.


  Like most of the asteroids, this was originally jagged and irregular. Martian engineers in fitting it artificially to support life, had roughed it into a sphere and pulverized quantities of the rock into soil. Here, at the apex, was a ring of rough naked hills enclosing a pit into which the sun could not look. Ling, catching up with Parr on the brow of the circular range, pointed with his great club.


  “Look like mouth of world,” he hazarded. “Dark. Maybe world hungry—eat us.”


  “Maybe,” agreed Parr. The pit, about a hundred yards across and full of shadow, looked forbidding enough to be a savage maw. Izak also came alongside.


  “Mouth?” he repeated after Ling. “Mmm! Look down. Men in there.”


  There was a movement, sure enough, and a flare of something—a torch of punky wood. Izak was right. Men were inside this polar depression.


  “Come on,” said Parr at once, and began to scramble down the steep, gloomy inner slope. Ling grimaced, but followed lest his companions think him afraid. Ruba and Izak, who feared to be left behind, stayed close to his heels.


  The light of the torch flared more brightly. Parr could make out figures in its glow—two of them. The torch itself was wedged in a crack of the rock, and beneath its flame the couple seemed to tug and wrench at something that gleamed darkly, like a great metal toadstool at the bottom of the depression. So engrossed were the workers that they did not notice Parr and his companions, and Parr, drawing near, had time to recognize both.


  One was Sadau, who would have remained his friend. The other was Varina Pemberton. In the torchlight she looked browner and more vigorous than when he had seen her last.


  “What are you doing?” he called to them.


  Abruptly they both snapped erect and looked toward him. Sadau seized the torch and whirled it on high, shedding light. Varina Pemberton peered at the newcomers.


  “Oh,” she said, “it’s you. Parr. Well, get out of here.”


  Parr stood his ground, studying the toadstool-thing they had been laboring over. It was a wheel-like disk of metal, set upon an axle that sprouted from the floor of rock. By turning it, they could finish opening a great rock-faced panel near by . . .


  “Get out,” repeated the girl, with a hard edge on her voice.


  Parr felt himself grow angry. “Take it easy,” he said. “Your crowd booted me out, and I’m not under your rule any more. Neither can this be said to be your country. We’ve as much right here as you.”


  “Four of us,” added Ruba with threatening logic. “Two of you. Fight, uh?”


  “Parr,” said Sadau, “do as Miss Pemberton tells you. Leave here.”


  “And if I don’t?” temporized Parr, who felt the eagerness of his beast-men for some sort of a skirmish.


  Varina Pemberton took something from her belt and pointed it. A brittle report resounded . . . whick! And an electro-automatic pellet exploded almost between Parr’s feet, digging a hole in the rock. He jumped back. So did his three comrades, from whose memories had not faded the knowledge of firearms.


  “The next shot,” she warned, “will be a little higher and more carefully placed. Get out, and don’t come back.”


  “They win,” said Parr. “Come on, boys.”


  They retired to the upper combing of rock, with the sun at their backs. There Parr motioned them into hiding behind jagged boulders. Time passed, several hours of it. Finally they saw Sadau and Varina Pemberton depart on the other side of the hole.


  “Good,” rumbled Ling. “We follow. Sneak up. Grab. Kill.”


  “Not us,” Parr ruled. “No war against women, Ling. But we’ll go down where they were working, and see what it’s all about.”


  They groped their way down again. At the bottom of the pit-valley they found the metal projection, so like a mighty steering wheel. Sadau’s torch lay there, extinguished, and Parr still carried a radium lighter in the pocket of his shabby shorts. He made a light, and looked.


  The big panel or rock, that had been half-open, was closed. As for the wheel, it had been bent and jammed, by powerful blows with a rock. He could not budge it, nor could the mighty Ling, nor could all of them together.


  “They were inside this asteroid,” decided Parr, half to himself. “Down where the Martians planted the artificial gravity-machinery. Having been there, they fixed things so nobody will follow them. Only blasting rays could open up a way, and those would probably wreck the mechanism and send air, water and exiles all flying into space. All this she did. Why?”


  “Why what?” asked Izak, not comprehending.


  “Yes, why what?” repeated Parr. “I can only guess, Izak, and none of my guesses have been worth much lately. Let’s go home, and keep an eye peeled on our neighbors.”


  THE MARTIANS HAD come again—the same space-patroller, repaired, and twice as many hands and a new skipper. They carried no Terrestrial exile—for once their errand was different.


  Four of them, harnessed into erect human posture, armed and armored, stood around the evening fire in the central clearing of the village now ruled by Varina Pemberton. The skipper was being insistent, but not particularly deadly.


  “We rrecognize that fourr dead among you will ssettle forr one dead Marrtian,” he told the gathered exiles. “The morre sso ass you assurre me that the man rressponssible hass been drriven frrom among you. But we make one demand—the arrmorr taken frrom the body of the dead Marrtian.”


  “I am sorry about that,” the chieftainess replied from her side. “We didn’t know that you valued it. If we get it back for you . . .”


  “Ssuch action would rreflect favorrably upon you,” nodded the Martian skipper. “Get the arrmorr again, and we will rrefrrain frrom punitive meassurress.”


  “Why do you want that armor so much?” inquired Shanklin boldly. He himself had never thought of it as worth much. He was more satisfied to have the knife, which he now hid behind him lest the Martians see and claim. But the skipper only shook his petalled skull.


  “It iss no prroblem of yourrss,” he snubbed Shanklin. And, to Varina Pemberton: “What time sshall we grrant you? A day? Two dayss?—Come before the end of that time and rreporrt to me at the patrrol vessel.”


  He turned and led his followers back toward the plain where the ship was parked.


  Night had well fallen, and silence hung about the vessel. Only a rectangle of soft light showed the open hatchway. The Martian officer led the way thither, ducked his head, entered . . .


  Powerful hairy hands caught and overpowered him. Before he could collect himself for resistance, other hands had disarmed him and were dragging him away. His three companions, narrowly escaping the same fate, fell back and drew their guns and ray throwers. A voice warned them sharply:


  “Don’t fire, any of you. We’ve got your friends in here, and we’ve taken their electro-automatics. Give us the slightest reason, and we’ll wipe them out first—you second.”


  “Who arre you?” shrilled one of the Martians, lowering his weapon.


  “My name’s Fitzhugh Parr,” came back the grim reply. “You framed me into this exile—it’s going to prove the worst day’s work you Martian flower-faces ever did. Not a move, any of you! The ship’s mine, and I’m going to take off at dawn.”


  The three discomfited hands tramped away again. Inside the control room, Parr spoke to his shaggy followers, who grinned and twinkled like so many gnomes doing mischief.


  “They won’t dare rush us,” he said, “but two of you—Ling and Izak—stay at the door with those guns. Dead sure you can still use ’em?—You, Ruba, come here to the controls. You say you once flew space-craft.”


  Ruba’s broad, coarse hand ruffled the bushy hair that grew on his almost browless head. “Once,” he agreed dolefully. “Now I—many thing I don’t remember.” His face, flat-nosed and blubber-lipped, grew bleak and plaintive as he gazed upon instruments he once had mastered.


  “You’ll remember,” Parr assured him vehemently. “I never flew anything but a short-shot pleasure cruiser, but I’m beginning to dope things out. We’ll help each other, Ruba. Don’t you want to get away from here, go home?”


  “Home!” breathed Ruba, and the ears of the others—pointed, some of those ears, and all of them hairy—pricked up visibly at that word.


  “Well, there you are,” Parr said encouragingly. “Sweat your brains, lad. We’ve got until dawn. Then away we go.”


  “You will never manage,” slurred the skipper from the corner where the Martian captives, bound securely, sprawled under custody of a beast-man with a lever bar for a club. “Thesse animalss have not mental powerr . . .”


  “Shut up, or I’ll let that guard tap you,” Parr warned him. “They had mental power enough to fool you all over the shop. Come on, Ruba. Isn’t this the rocket gauge? Please remember how it operates!”


  The capture of the ship had been easy, so easy. The guard had been well kept only until the skipper and his party had gone out of sight toward the human village. Nobody ever expected trouble from beast-men, and the watch on board had not dreamed of a rush until they were down and secure. But this—the rationalization of intricate space-machinery—was by contrast a doleful obstacle. “Please remember,” Parr pleaded with Ruba again.


  And so for hours. And at last, prodded and cajoled and bullied, the degenerated intelligence of Ruba had partially responded. His clumsy paws, once so skilful, coaxed the mechanism into life. The blasts emitted preliminary belches. The whole fabric of the ship quivered, like a sleeper slowly wakening.


  “Can you get her nose up, Ruba?” Parr found himself able to inquire at last.


  “Huh, boss,” spoke Ling from his watch at the door. “Come. I see white thing.”


  Parr hurried across to look.


  The white thing was a tattered shirt, held aloft on a stick. From the direction of the village came several figures, Martian and Terrestrial. Parr recognized the bearer of the flag of truce—it was Varina Pemberton. With her walked the three Martian hands whom he had warned off, their tentacles lifted to ask for parley, their weapons sheathed at their belts. Sadau was there, and Shanklin.


  “Ready, guns,” Parr warned Ling and Izak. “Stand clear of us, out there!” he yelled. “We’re going to take off.”


  “Fitzhugh Parr,” called back Varina Pemberton, “you must not.”


  “Oh, must I not?” he taunted her. “Who’s so free with her orders? I’ve got a gun myself this time. Better keep your distance.”


  The others stopped at the warning, but the girl came forward. “You wouldn’t shoot a woman,” she announced confidently. “Listen to me.”


  Parr looked back to where Ruba was fumbling the ship into more definite action. “Go on and talk,” he bade her. “I give you one minute.”


  “You’ve got to give up this foolish idea,” she said earnestly. “It can’t succeed—even if you take off.”


  “No if about it. We’re doing wonders. Make your goodbyes short. I wish you joy of this asteroid, ma’am.”


  “Suppose you do get away,” she conceded. “Suppose, though it’s a small, crowded ship, you reach Earth and land safely. What then?”


  “I’ll blow the lid off this dirty Martian Joke,” he told her. “Exhibit these poor devils, to show what the Martians do to Terrestrials they convict. And then . . .”


  “Yes, and then!” she cut in passionately. “Don’t you see, Parr? Relations between Mars and Earth are at breaking point now. They have been for long. The Martians are technically within their rights when they dump us here, but you’ll be a pirate, a thief, a fugitive from justice. You can cause a break, perhaps war. And for what?”


  “For getting away, for giving freedom to my only friends on this asteroid,” said Parr.


  “Freedom?” she repeated. “You think they can be free on Earth? Can they face their wives or mothers as they are now—no longer men?”


  “Boss,” said Ling suddenly and brokenly, “she tell true. No. I won’t go home.”


  It was like cold water, that sudden rush of ghastly truth upon Parr. The girl was right. His victory would be the saddest of defeats. He looked around him at the beast-men who had placed themselves under his control—what would happen to them on Earth? Prison? Asylum? Zoo? . . .


  “Varina Pemberton,” he called, “I think you win.”


  The hairy ones crowded around him, sensing a change in plan. He spoke quickly:


  “It’s all off, boys. Get out, one at a time, and rush away for cover. Nobody will hurt you—and we’ll be no worse off than we were.” He raised his voice again: “If I clear out, will we be left alone?”


  “You must give back that armor,” she told him. “The Martians insist.”


  “It’s a deal.” He stripped the stuff from him and threw it across the floor to lie beside the bound prisoners. “I’m trusting you, Varina Pemberton!” he shouted. “We’re getting out.”


  They departed at his orders, all of them. Ling and Izak went last, dropping the stolen guns they had held so unhandily. Parr waited for all of them to be gone, then he himself left the ship.


  At once bullets began to whicker around him. He dodged behind the ship, then ran crookedly for cover. By great good luck, he was not hit. His beast-men hurried to him among the bushes.


  “Huh, boss?” they asked anxiously. “Ship no good? What we do?”


  He looked over his shoulder. Somewhere in the night enemies hunted for him. The beast-folk were beneath contempt, would be left alone. Only he had shown himself too dangerous to be allowed life.


  “Goodbye, boys,” he said, with real regret. “I’m not much of a boss if I bring bullets among you. Get back home, and let me haul out by myself. I mean it,” he said sternly, as they hesitated. “On your way, and don’t get close to me again—death’s catching!”


  They tramped away into the gloom, with querulous backward looks. Parr took a lonely trail in an opposite direction. After a moment he paused, tingling with suspense. Heavy feet were following him.


  “Who’s coming?” he challenged, and ducked to avoid a possible shot. None came. The heavy tread came nearer.


  “Boss!” It was Ling.


  “I told you to go away,” reminded Parr gruffly.


  “I not go,” Ling retorted. “You no make me.”


  “Ling, you were boss before I came. Now that I’m gone from you . . .”


  “You not gone from me. You my boss. Those others, they maybe pick new boss.”


  “Ling, you fool!” Parr put out a hand in the night, and grabbed a mighty shaggy arm. “I’ll be hunted—maybe killed . . .”


  “Huh!” grunted Ling. “They hunt us, maybe they get killed.” He turned and spat over his shoulder, in contempt for all marauding Martians and their vassal Earth folk. “You, me—we stay together, boss.”


  “Come on, then,” said Parr. “Ling, you’re all right.”


  “Good talk!” said Ling.


  THEY WENT TO the other side of the little spinning world, and there nobody bothered them. Time and space were relative, as once Einstein remarked to illustrate a rather different situation; anyway, the village under Varina Pemberton numbered only eight men—Parr and Ling could avoid that many easily on a world with nearly nine hundred square miles of brush, rock and gully.


  In a grove among grape-vines they built a shelter, and there dwelt for many weeks. Ling wore well as a sole friend and partner. Looking at the big, devoted fellow, Parr did not feel so revolted as at their first glimpse of each other. Ling had seemed so hairy, so misshapen, like a troll out of Gothic legends. But now—he was only big and burly, and not so hairy as Parr had once supposed. As for his face, all tusk and jaw and no brow, where had Parr gotten such an idea of it? Homely it was, brutal it wasn’t . . .


  “I get it,” mused Parr. “I’m beginning to degenerate. I’m falling into the beast-man class, closer to Ling’s type. Like can’t disgust like. Oh, well, why bother about what I can’t help?”


  He felt resigned to his fate. But then he thought of another—Varina Pemberton, the girl who might have been a pleasant companion in happier, easier circumstances. She had banished him, threatened him, wheedled him out of victory. She, too, would be slipping back to the beast. Her body would warp, her skin grow hairy, her teeth lengthen and sharpen—Ugh! That, at least, revolted him.


  “Look, boss,” said Ling, rising from where he lounged with a cluster of grapes in his big hand. “People coming—two of ’em.”


  “Get your club,” commanded Parr, and caught up his own rugged length of tough torn-wood. “They’re men, not beast-men—they must be looking for trouble.”


  “Couldn’t come to a better place to find it,” rejoined Ling, spitting between his palm and the half of his cudgel to tighten his grip. The two of them walked boldly into view.


  “I see you, Sadau!” shouted Parr clearly, for there was no mistaking the gaunt, freckled figure in the lead. “Who’s that with you?”


  The other man must be a new arrival. He was youngish and merry-faced as he drew closer, with black curly hair and a pointed beard. There was a mental-motive look to him, as if he were a high grade engineer or machinist. He wore a breech-clint of woven grasses, and looked expectantly at Parr.


  “They aren’t armed,” pointed out Ling, and it was true. The pair carried sticks, but only as staffs, not clubs.


  “Parr!” Sadau was shouting back. “Thank heaven I’ve found you—we need you badly.” He came close, and Parr hefted his club.


  “No funny business,” he challenged, but Sadau gestured the challenge aside.


  “I’m not here to fight. I say, you’re needed. Things have gone wrong, awfully. The others got to feeling that there was no reason to obey a woman chief, even though Miss Pemberton has many good impulses . . .”


  “I agree to that,” nodded Parr, remembering the girl’s many strange behaviors. “I daresay she wasn’t much of a leader.”


  Sadau did not argue the point. “Shanklin, as the previous newest man, grabbed back the chieftaincy,” he plunged ahead. “Those other fools backed him. When I tried to defend Miss Pemberton, they drove me out. I stumbled among the others—that crowd you used to capture the patroller—and got a line on where you were. I came for help.”


  One phase had stuck in Parr’s mind. “You tried to defend that girl. They were going to kill her?”


  “No. Shanklin, as chief and king, figures he needs a queen. She’s not bad looking. He’s going to marry her, unless . . .”


  Parr snorted, and Sadau’s voice grew angry. “Curse it, man, I’m not casting you for a knight of the Table Round, or the valiant space-hero who arrives in the nick of time at the television drama! Simplify it, Parr. You’re the only man who ever had the enterprise to do anything actual here. You ought to be chief still, running things justly. And it isn’t justice for a girl to be married unofficially to someone she doesn’t like. Miss Pemberton despises Shanklin. Now, do you get my point, or are you afraid?”


  It was Ling who made answer: “My boss isn’t afraid of anything. He’ll straighten that mess out.”


  Parr glanced at the big fellow. “Thanks for making up my mind for me, Ling. Well, you two have talked me into something. Sadau, shake Ling’s big paw. And,” he now had time to view the stranger at close hand, “who’s this with you?”


  The man with the black curls looked genially surprised. “You know me, boss. I’m Frank Rupert.”


  Parr stared. “Never heard of you.”


  “You’re joking. Why, I almost got that Martian patroller into space, when Miss Pemberton . . .”


  Parr sprang at him and caught him by his shoulders. “You were Ruba—Rupert! It’s only that you didn’t talk plain before. What’s happened to you, man?”


  Sadau hastily answered: “The degeneration force is obviated. Reversed. All those who were beast-men are coming back, some of the later arrivals completely normal again. Haven’t you noticed a change in this big husk?”


  Parr turned and looked at Ling. So that was it! Day by day, the change had not been enough to impress him. As Ling had climbed back along his lost evolutionary trail, Parr had thought that he himself was slipping down . . .


  “Don’t stop and scratch your head over it, Parr,” Sadau scolded him. “It’ll take a lot of explaining, and we haven’t time. You said you’d help get Miss Pemberton out of her jam. Come on.”


  IT WAS LIKE the television thrillers, after all, Parr reflected. But Sadau was right on one count—Parr didn’t quite fill the role of the space-hero. He had neither the close-clipped moustache nor the gleaming top boots. But he did have the regulation deep, unfathomable eyes and the murderous impulse.


  It was just after noon. Shanklin, as chief-king, had also set up for a priest. In the center of the village clearing, he stood holding a sullen and pale Varina Pemberton by one wrist, while he recited what garblings of the marriage service he remembered. His subordinates were gathered to leer and applaud. They did not know of the rush until it was all over them.


  Parr smote one on the side of the neck and spilled him in a squalling heap. Sadau, Ling and Rupert overwhelmed the rest of the audience, while Parr charged on into Shanklin. His impact interrupted the words “I take this woman” just after the appropriate syllable “wo”. As once before with Ling, Parr dusted Shanklin’s jaw with his fist, followed with a digging jab to the solar plexus, and swung again to the jaw. Shanklin tottered, reeled back, and Parr closed in again.


  “I always knew I could lick you,” Parr taunted. “Come on and fight, bridegroom. I’ll raise a knot on your head the size of a wedding cake.”


  Shanklin retreated another two paces, and from his girdle snatched the Martian knife. He opened its longest blade with a snap. Varina Pemberton screamed. Then, above the commotion of battle, sounded the flat smack of an electro-automatic. Shanklin swore murderously, dropping his knife. His knuckles were torn open by the grazing pellet.


  And Parr, glancing in the direction whence the shot came, realized with savage disgust that the space-hero had come after all. There stood a gorgeous young spark in absolutely conventional space-hero costume, not forgetting the top-boots or the close-clipped moustache. Parr moved back, as if to allow this young demigod the center of the stage.


  But Varina Pemberton was not playing the part of heroine. Instead of rushing in and embracing, she set her slim hands on her hips. She spoke, and her voice was acid: “It’s high time you came, Captain Worrall. I did my part of the job weeks ago.”


  The handsome fellow in uniform chuckled. “We weren’t late, at least. We’ve been hiding here for some time—saw what this fellow I shot loose from the knife had in mind whole hours ago. But we also saw these others,” and he nodded toward Parr. “They sneaked up in such a business-like manner, I hadn’t the heart to spoil their rescue.”


  OTHER UNIFORMED MEN—hands of the Terrestrial Space Fleet—were coming into view from among the boughs. They, too, were armed. Ling walked across to Parr, a struggling captive under each arm.


  “What are these strangers up to, boss?” he demanded. “Say the word and I’ll wring that officer’s neck. I never liked officers, anyway.”


  “Wait,” Parr bade him. Then, to the man called Captain Worrall: “Just what are you doing here?”


  “This asteroid,” replied Worrall, “is now Terrestrial territory. We’re fortifying it against the Martians. War was declared three weeks ago, and we made rocket-tracks for this little crumb. It’s an ideal base for a flanking attack.”


  Parr scowled. “You’re fortifying?” he repeated. “Well, you’d better shag out of here. There’s a power—not working just now, but . . .”


  “No fear of that,” Varina Pemberton told him. She was smiling.


  “I can explain best by starting at the start. Recently we got a report of what the Martians were doing out here. We realized that Earth must take care of her own, these poor devils who were being pushed back into animalism. Also, with war inevitable . . .”


  “You aren’t starting at the start,” objected Parr. “Where do you fit into all this? You’re no soldier.”


  “Oh, but she is,” Captain Worrall said, offering Parr a cigarette from a platinum case. “She’s a colonel of intelligence—high ranking. Wonderful job you’ve done, Colonel Pemberton.”


  She took up the tale again: “If the reverse-evolution power could be destroyed, this artificially habitable rock in space would be a great prize for our navy to capture. So I took a big chance—got myself framed to a charge of Murder on Mars, and was the first woman ever sent here. I knew fairly accurately when war would break out, and figured I had months to do my work in. That captured armor gave me the clue.”


  “All I knew was that it gave off a vibration,” nodded Parr.


  “Exactly. Which meant that the evolution-reverse was vibratory, too. I confided in Sadau, and he and I pieced the rest of the riddle together. The vibrator would be inside, where nobody would venture for fear of jamming the gravity-core—but we ventured . . .”


  “And shut it off!” cried Parr.


  “More than that. We reversed it, started it again at top speed to cause a recovery from the degeneration process. Clever, these Martians—they fix it so you can shuttle to and fro in development. Already the higher beast-men are back to normal, like Rupert there, and the others will be all right, soon.”


  “You had every right to chase me off at the end of a pistol,” said Parr. “I might have gummed the works badly.”


  “You nearly did that anyway,” Varina Pemberton accused. “Fighting, raiding, stirring up the Martians who might have put a crimp in my plans any moment—but, being the type you are, you couldn’t do otherwise. I recognized that when I gave you the protective armor.”


  He gazed at her. “Why didn’t you keep it for yourself?”


  “No,” and she shook her tawny head. “I figured to win or lose very promptly. But you, armored against degeneration, might live after me and be an awful problem to the Martians. Remember, I didn’t make you give it back until I had done what I came to do.”


  Worrall spoke again: “Colonel, these exiles must stay until all effects of the degeneration influence is gone. They’ll figure as civilians, with colonists’ rights. That means they must have a governor, to cooperate with the military garrison. Will that be you?”


  Shanklin dared to speak: “I am chief . . .”


  “Arrest that man,” the girl told two space-hands. “No, Captain. But I’m senior officer, and I’ll make an appointment. By far the best fitted person for the governorship is Fitzhugh Parr.”


  The other exiles had pressed close to listen. Sadau, the diplomatic, at once set up a cheer. Ling added his own loyal bellow, and the others joined in. Parr’s ears burned with embarrassment.


  “Have it your way,” he said to them all. “We’ll live here, get normal, and help all we can. But first, what have we to eat? We’ve got guests.”


  “No, governor, you’re the guest of the garrison,” protested Captain Worrall. “Come aboard my ship yonder. I’ll lend you a uniform, and you’ll preside at the head of the table tonight.”


  “Varina Pemberton,” Parr addressed the girl who had caused so much trouble and change on the little world of exile, “will you come and sit at my right hand there?”


  “A pleasure,” she smiled, and put her arm through his.


  Everybody cheered again, and both Parr and the girl blushed.


  The Sky Trap


  Frank Belknap Long


  LAWTON enjoyed a good fight.


  He stood happily trading blows with Slashaway Tommy, his lean-fleshed torso gleaming with sweat. He preferred to work the pugnacity out of himself slowly, to savor it as it ebbed.


  “Better luck next time, Slashaway,” he said, and unlimbered a left hook that thudded against his opponent’s jaw with such violence that the big, hairy ape crumpled to the resin and rolled over on his back.


  Lawton brushed a lock of rust-colored hair back from his brow and stared down at the limp figure lying on the descending stratoship’s slightly tilted athletic deck.


  “Good work, Slashaway,” he said. “You’re primitive and beetle-browed, but you’ve got what it takes.”


  Lawton flattered himself that he was the opposite of primitive. High in the sky he had predicted the weather for eight days running, with far more accuracy than he could have put into a punch.


  They’d flash his report all over Earth in a couple of minutes now. From New York to London to Singapore and back. In half an hour he’d be donning street clothes and stepping out feeling darned good.


  He had fulfilled his weekly obligation to society by manipulating meteorological instruments for forty-five minutes, high in the warm, upper stratosphere and worked off his pugnacity by knocking down a professional gym slugger. He would have a full, glorious week now to work off all his other drives.


  The Stratoship’s commander, Captain Forrester, had come up, and was staring at him reproachfully. “Dave, I don’t hold with the reforming Johnnies who want to re-make human nature from the ground up. But you’ve got to admit our generation knows how to keep things humming with a minimum of stress. We don’t have world wars now because we work off our pugnacity by sailing into gym sluggers eight or ten times a week. And since our romantic emotions can be taken care of by tactile television we’re not at the mercy of every brainless bit of fluff’s calculated ankle appeal.”


  Lawton turned, and regarded him quizzically. “Don’t you suppose I realize that? You’d think I just blew in from Mars.”


  “All right. We have the outlets, the safety valves. They are supposed to keep us civilized. But you don’t derive any benefit from them.”


  “The heck I don’t. I exchange blows with Slashaway every time I board the Perseus. And as for women—well, there’s just one woman in the world for me, and I wouldn’t exchange her for all the Turkish images in the tactile broadcasts from Stamboul.”


  “Yes, I know. But you work off your primitive emotions with too much gusto. Even a cast-iron gym slugger can bruise. That last blow was—brutal. Just because Slashaway gets thumped and thudded all over by the medical staff twice a week doesn’t mean he can take—”


  The stratoship lurched suddenly. The deck heaved up under Lawton’s feet, hurling him against Captain Forrester and spinning both men around so that they seemed to be waltzing together across the ship. The still limp gym slugger slid downward, colliding with a corrugated metal bulkhead and sloshing back and forth like a wet mackerel.


  A full minute passed before Lawton could put a stop to that. Even while careening he had been alive to Slashaway’s peril, and had tried to leap to his aid. But the ship’s steadily increasing gyrations had hurled him away from the skipper and against a massive vaulting horse, barking the flesh from his shins and spilling him with violence to the deck.


  He crawled now toward the prone gym slugger on his hands and knees, his temples thudding. The gyrations ceased an instant before he reached Slashaway’s side. With an effort he lifted the big man up, propped him against the bulkhead and shook him until his teeth rattled. “Slashaway,” he muttered. “Slashaway, old fellow.”


  Slashaway opened blurred eyes, “Phew!” he muttered. “You sure socked me hard, sir.”


  “You went out like a light,” explained Lawton gently. “A minute before the ship lurched.”


  “The ship lurched, sir?”


  “Something’s very wrong, Slashaway. The ship isn’t moving. There are no vibrations and—Slashaway, are you hurt? Your skull thumped against that bulkhead so hard I was afraid—”


  “Naw, I’m okay. Whatd’ya mean, the ship ain’t moving? How could it stop?”


  Lawton said. “I don’t know, Slashaway.” Helping the gym slugger to his feet he stared apprehensively about him. Captain Forrester was kneeling oh the resin testing his hocks for sprains with splayed fingers, his features twitching.


  “Hurt badly, sir?”


  The Commander shook his head. “I don’t think so. Dave, we are twenty thousand feet up, so how in hell could we be stationary in space?”


  “It’s all yours, skipper.”


  “I must say you’re helpful.”


  Forrester got painfully to his feet and limped toward the athletic compartment’s single quartz port—a small circle of radiance on a level with his eyes. As the port sloped downward at an angle of nearly sixty degrees all he could see was a diffuse glimmer until he wedged his brow in the observation visor and stared downward.


  Lawton heard him suck in his breath sharply. “Well, sir?”


  “There are thin cirrus clouds directly beneath us. They’re not moving.”


  Lawton gasped, the sense of being in an impossible situation swelling to nightmare proportions within him. What could have happened?


  DIRECTLY behind him, close to a bulkhead chronometer, which was clicking out the seconds with unabashed regularity, was a misty blue visiplate that merely had to be switched on to bring the pilots into view.


  The Commander hobbled toward it, and manipulated a rheostat. The two pilots appeared side by side on the screen, sitting amidst a spidery network of dully gleaming pipe lines and nichrome humidification units. They had unbuttoned their high-altitude coats and their stratosphere helmets were resting on their knees. The Jablochoff candle light which flooded the pilot room accentuated the haggardness of their features, which were a sickly cadaverous hue.


  The captain spoke directly into the visiplate. “What’s wrong with the ship?” he demanded. “Why aren’t we descending? Dawson, you do the talking!”


  One of the pilots leaned tensely forward, his shoulders jerking. “We don’t know, sir. The rotaries went dead when the ship started gyrating. We can’t work the emergency torps and the temperature is rising.”


  “But—it defies all logic,” Forrester muttered. “How could a metal ship weighing tons be suspended in the air like a balloon? It is stationary, but it is not buoyant. We seem in all respects to be frozen, in.”


  “The explanation may be simpler than you dream,” Lawton said. “When we’ve found the key.”


  The Captain swung toward him. “Could you find the key, Dave?”


  “I should like to try. It may be hidden somewhere on the ship, and then again, it may not be. But I should like to go over the ship with a fine-tooth comb, and then I should like to go over outside, thoroughly. Suppose you make me an emergency mate and give me a carte blanche, sir.”


  Lawton got his carte blanche. For two hours he did nothing spectacular, but he went over every inch of the ship. He also lined up the crew and pumped them. The men were as completely in the dark as the pilots and the now completely recovered Slashaway, who was following Lawton about like a doting seal.


  “You’re a right guy, sir. Another two or three cracks and my noggin would’ve split wide open.”


  “But not like an eggshell, Slashaway. Pig iron develops fissures under terrific pounding but your cranium seems to be more like tempered steel. Slashaway, you won’t understand this, but I’ve got to talk to somebody and the Captain is too busy to listen.


  “I went over the entire ship because I thought there might be a hidden source of buoyancy somewhere. It would take a lot of air bubbles to turn this ship into a balloon, but there are large vacuum chambers under the multiple series condensers in the engine room which conceivably could have sucked in a helium leakage from the carbon pile valves. And there are bulkhead porosities which could have clogged.


  “Yeah,” muttered Slashaway, scratching his head. “I see what you mean, sir.”


  “It was no soap. There’s nothing inside the ship that could possibly keep us up. Therefore there must be something outside that isn’t air. We know there is air outside. We’ve stuck our heads out and sniffed it. And we’ve found out a curious thing.


  “Along with the oxygen there is water vapor, but it isn’t H 2 O. It’s H O. A molecular arrangement like that occurs in the upper Solar atmosphere, but nowhere on Earth. And there’s a thin sprinkling of hydrocarbon molecules out there too. Hydrocarbon appears ordinarily as methane gas, but out there it rings up as CH. Methane is C H 4. And there are also scandium oxide molecules making unfamiliar faces at us. And oxide of boron—with an equational limp.”


  “Gee,” muttered Slashaway. “We’re up against it, eh?”


  Lawton was squatting on his hams beside an emergency ’chute opening on the deck of the Penguin’s weather observatory. He was letting down a spliced beryllium plumb line, his gaze riveted on the slowly turning horizontal drum of a windlass which contained more than two hundred feet of gleaming metal cordage.


  Suddenly as he stared the drum stopped revolving, Lawton stiffened, a startled expression coming into his face. He had been playing a hunch that had seemed as insane, rationally considered, as his wild idea about the bulkhead porosities. For a moment he was stunned, unable to believe that he had struck pay dirt. The winch indicator stood at one hundred and three feet, giving him a rich, fruity yield of startlement.


  One hundred feet below him the plummet rested on something solid that sustained it in space. Scarcely breathing, Lawton leaned over the windlass and stared downward. There was nothing visible between the ship and the fleecy clouds far below except a tiny black dot resting on vacancy and a thin beryllium plumb line ascending like an interrogation point from the dot to the ’chute opening.


  “You see something down there?” Slashaway asked.


  Lawton moved back from the windlass, his brain whirling. “Slashaway there’s a solid surface directly beneath us, but it’s completely invisible.”


  “You mean it’s like a frozen cloud, sir?”


  “No, Slashaway. It doesn’t shimmer, or deflect light. Congealed water vapor would sing instantly to earth.”


  “You think it’s all around us, sir?” Lawton stared at Slashaway aghast. In his crude fumblings the gym slugger had ripped a hidden fear right out of his subconsciousness into the light.


  “I don’t know, Slashaway,” he muttered. “I’ll get at that next.”


  A HALF hour later Lawton sat beside the captain’s desk in the control room, his face drained of all color. He kept his gaze averted as he talked. A man who succeeds too well with an unpleasant task may develop a subconscious sense of guilt.


  “Sir, we’re suspended inside a hollow sphere which resembles a huge, floating soap bubble. Before we ripped through it it must have had a plastic surface. But now the tear has apparently healed over, and the shell all around us is as resistant as steel. We’re completely bottled up, sir. I shot rocket leads in all directions to make certain.”


  The expression on Forrester’s face sold mere amazement down the river. He could not have looked more startled if the nearer planets had yielded their secrets chillingly, and a super-race had appeared suddenly on Earth.


  “Good God, Dave. Do you suppose something has happened to space?”


  Lawton raised his eyes with a shudder. “Not necessarily, sir. Something has happened to us. We’re floating through the sky in a huge, invisible bubble of some sort, but we don’t know whether it has anything to do with space. It may be a meteorological phenomenon.”


  “You say we’re floating?”


  “We’re floating slowly westward. The clouds beneath us have been receding for fifteen or twenty minutes now.”


  “Phew!” muttered Forrester. “That means we’ve got to—”


  He broke off abruptly. The Perseus’ radio operator was standing in the doorway, distress and indecision in his gaze. “Our reception is extremely sporadic, sir,” he announced. “We can pick up a few of the stronger broadcasts, but our emergency signals haven’t been answered.”


  “Keep trying,” Forrester ordered.


  “Aye, aye, sir.”


  The captain turned to Lawton. “Suppose we call it a bubble. Why are we suspended like this, immovably? Your rocket leads shot up, and the plumb line dropped one hundred feet. Why should the ship itself remain stationary?”


  Lawton said: “The bubble must possess sufficient internal equilibrium to keep a big, heavy body suspended at its core. In other words, we must be suspended at the hub of converging energy lines.”


  “You mean we’re surrounded by an electromagnetic field?”


  Lawton frowned. “Not necessarily, sir. I’m simply pointing out that there must be an energy tug of some sort involved. Otherwise the ship would be resting on the inner surface of the bubble.”


  Forrester nodded grimly. “We should be thankful, I suppose, that we can move about inside the ship. Dave, do you think a man could descend to the inner surface?”


  “I’ve no doubt that a man could, sir. Shall I let myself down?”


  “Absolutely not. Damn it, Dave, I need your energies inside the ship. I could wish for a less impulsive first officer, but a man in my predicament can’t be choosy.”


  “Then what are your orders, sir?”


  “Orders? Do I have to order you to think? Is working something out for yourself such a strain? We’re drifting straight toward the Atlantic Ocean. What do you propose to do about that?”


  “I expect I’ll have to do my best, sir.”


  Lawton’s “best” conflicted dynamically with the captain’s orders. Ten minutes later he was descending, hand over hand, on a swaying emergency ladder.


  “Tough-fibered Davie goes down to look around,” he grumbled.


  He was conscious that he was flirting with danger. The air outside was breathable, but would the diffuse, unorthodox gases injure his lungs? He didn’t know, couldn’t be sure. But he had to admit that he felt all right so far. He was seventy feet below the ship and not at all dizzy. When he looked down he could see the purple domed summits of mountains between gaps in the fleecy cloud blanket.


  He couldn’t see the Atlantic Ocean—yet. He descended the last thirty feet with mounting confidence. At the end of the ladder he braced himself and let go.


  He fell about six feet, landing on his rump on a spongy surface that bounced him back and forth. He was vaguely incredulous when he found himself sitting in the sky staring through his spread legs at clouds and mountains.


  He took a deep breath. It struck him that the sensation of falling could be present without movement downward through space. He was beginning to experience such a sensation.


  His stomach twisted and his brain spun.


  He was suddenly sorry he had tried this. It was so damnably unnerving he was afraid of losing all emotional control. He stared up, his eyes squinting against the sun. Far above him the gleaming, wedge-shaped bulk of the Perseus loomed colossally, blocking out a fifth of the sky.


  Lowering his right hand he ran his fingers over the invisible surface beneath him. The surface felt rubbery, moist.


  He got swayingly to his feet and made a perilous attempt to walk through the sky. Beneath his feet the mysterious surface crackled, and little sparks flew up about his legs. Abruptly he sat down again, his face ashen.


  From the emergency ’chute opening far above a massive head appeared. “You all right, sir,” Slashaway called, his voice vibrant with concern.


  “Well, I—”


  “You’d better come right up, sir. Captain’s orders.”


  “All right,” Lawton shouted. “Let the ladder down another ten feet.”


  Lawton ascended rapidly, resentment smouldering within him. What right had the skipper to interfere? He had passed the buck, hadn’t he?


  LAWTON got another bad jolt the instant he emerged through the ’chute opening. Captain Forrester was leaning against a parachute rack gasping for breath, his face a livid hue.


  Slashaway looked equally bad. His jaw muscles were twitching and he was tugging at the collar of his gym suit.


  Forrester gasped: “Dave, I tried to move the ship. I didn’t know you were outside.”


  “Good God, you didn’t know—”


  “The rotaries backfired and used up all the oxygen in the engine room. Worse, there’s been a carbonic oxide seepage. The air is contaminated throughout the ship. We’ll have to open the ventilation valves immediately. I’ve been waiting to see if—if you could breathe down there. You’re all right, aren’t you? The air is breathable?”


  Lawton’s face was dark with fury. “I was an experimental rat in the sky, eh?”


  “Look, Dave, we’re all in danger. Don’t stand there glaring at me. Naturally I waited. I have my crew to think of.”


  “Well, think of them. Get those valves open before we all have convulsions.”


  A half hour later charcoal gas was mingling with oxygen outside the ship, and the crew was breathing it in again gratefully. Thinly dispersed, and mixed with oxygen it seemed all right. But Lawton had misgivings. No matter how attenuated a lethal gas is it is never entirely harmless. To make matters worse, they were over the Atlantic Ocean.


  Far beneath them was an emerald turbulence, half obscured by eastward moving cloud masses. The bubble was holding, but the morale of the crew was beginning to sag.


  Lawton paced the control room. Deep within him unsuspected energies surged. “We’ll last until the oxygen is breathed up,” he exclaimed. “We’ll have four or five days, at most. But we seem to be traveling faster than an ocean liner. With luck, we’ll be in Europe before we become carbon dioxide breathers.”


  “Will that help matters, Dave?” said the captain wearily.


  “If we can blast our way out, it will.”


  The Captain’s sagging body jackknifed erect. “Blast our way out? What do you mean, Dave?”


  “I’ve clamped expulsor disks on the cosmic ray absorbers and trained them downward. A thin stream of accidental neutrons directed against the bottom of the bubble may disrupt its energies—wear it thin. It’s a long gamble, but worth taking. We’re staking nothing, remember?”


  Forrester sputtered: “Nothing but our lives! If you blast a hole in the bubble you’ll destroy its energy balance. Did that occur to you? Inside a lopsided bubble we may careen dangerously or fall into the sea before we can get the rotaries started.”


  “I thought of that. The pilots are standing by to start the rotaries the instant we lurch. If we succeed in making a rent in the bubble we’ll break out the helicoptic vanes and descend vertically. The rotaries won’t backfire again. I’ve had their burntout cylinder heads replaced.”


  An agitated voice came from the visiplate on the captain’s desk: “Tuning in, sir.”


  Lawton stopped pacing abruptly. He swung about and grasped the desk edge with both hands, his head touching Forrester’s as the two men stared down at the horizontal face of petty officer James Caldwell.


  Caldwell wasn’t more than twenty-two or three, but the screen’s opalescence silvered his hair and misted the outlines of his jaw, giving him an aspect of senility.


  “Well, young man,” Forrester growled. “What is it? What do you want?”


  The irritation in the captain’s voice seemed to increase Caldwell’s agitation. Lawton had to say: “All right, lad, let’s have it,” before the information which he had seemed bursting to impart could be wrenched out of him.


  It came in erratic spurts. “The bubble is all blooming, sir. All around inside there are big yellow and purple growths. It started up above, and—and spread around. First there was just a clouding over of the sky, sir, and then—stalks shot out.”


  For a moment Lawton felt as though all sanity had been squeezed from his brain. Twice he started to ask a question and thought better of it.


  Pumpings were superfluous when he could confirm Caldwell’s statement in half a minute for himself. If Caldwell had cracked up—


  Caldwell hadn’t cracked. When Lawton walked to the quartz port and stared down all the blood drained from his face.


  The vegetation was luxuriant, and unearthly. Floating in the sky were serpentine tendrils as thick as a man’s wrist, purplish flowers and ropy fungus growths. They twisted and writhed and shot out in all directions, creating a tangle immediately beneath him and curving up toward the ship amidst a welter of seed pods.


  He could see the seeds dropping—dropping from pods which reminded him of the darkly horned skate egg sheaths which he had collected in his boyhood from sea beaches at ebb tide.


  It was unwholesomeness of the vegetation which chiefly unnerved him. It looked dank, malarial. There were decaying patches on the fungus growths and a miasmal mist was descending from it toward the ship.


  The control room was completely still when he turned from the quartz port to meet Forrester’s startled gaze.


  “Dave, what does it mean?” The question burst explosively from the captain’s lips.


  “It means—life has appeared and evolved and grown rotten ripe inside the bubble, sir. All in the space of an hour or so.”


  “But that’s—impossible.”


  Lawton shook his head. “It isn’t at all, sir. We’ve had it drummed into us that evolution proceeds at a snailish pace, but what proof have we that it can’t mutate with lightning-like rapidity? I’ve told you there are gases outside we can’t even make in a chemical laboratory, molecular arrangements that are alien to earth.”


  “But plants derive nourishment from the soil,” interpolated Forrester.


  “I know. But if there are alien gases in the air the surface of the bubble must be reeking with unheard of chemicals. There may be compounds inside the bubble which have so sped up organic processes that a hundred million year cycle of mutations has been telescoped into an hour.”


  Lawton was pacing the floor again. “It would he simpler to assume that seeds of existing plants became somehow caught up and imprisoned in the bubble. But the plants around us never existed on earth. I’m no botanist, but I know what the Congo has on tap, and the great rain forests of the Amazon.”


  “Dave, if the growth continues it will fill the bubble. It will choke off all our air.”


  “Don’t you suppose I realize that? We’ve got to destroy that growth before it destroys us.”


  IT was pitiful to watch the crew’s morale sag. The miasmal taint of the ominously proliferating vegetation was soon pervading the ship, spreading demoralization everywhere.


  It was particularly awful straight down. Above a ropy tangle of livid vines and creepers a kingly stench weed towered, purplish and bloated and weighted down with seed pods.


  It seemed sentient, somehow. It was growing so fast that the evil odor which poured from it could be correlated with the increase of tension inside the ship. From that particular plant, minute by slow minute, there surged a continuously mounting offensiveness, like nothing Lawton had ever smelt before.


  The bubble had become a blooming horror sailing slowly westward above the storm-tossed Atlantic. And all the chemical agents which Lawton sprayed through the ventilation valves failed to impede the growth or destroy a single seed pod.


  It was difficult to kill plant life with chemicals which were not harmful to man. Lawton took dangerous risks, increasing the unwholesomeness of their rapidly dwindling air supply by spraying out a thin diffusion of problematically poisonous acids.


  It was no sale. The growths increased by leaps and bounds, as though determined to show their resentment of the measures taken against them by marshalling all their forces in a demoralizing plantkrieg.


  Thwarted, desperate, Lawton played his last card. He sent five members of the crew, equipped with blow guns. They returned screaming. Lawton had to fortify himself with a double whiskey soda before he could face the look of reproach in their eyes long enough to get all of the prickles out of them.


  From then on pandemonium reigned. Blue funk seized the petty officers while some of the crew ran amuck. One member of the engine watch attacked four of his companions with a wrench; another went into the ship’s kitchen and slashed himself with a paring knife. The assistant engineer leapt through a ’chute opening, after avowing that he preferred impalement to suffocation.


  He was impaled. It was horrible. Looking down Lawton could see his twisted body dangling on a crimson-stippled thornlike growth forty feet in height.


  Slashaway was standing at his elbow in that Waterloo moment, his rough-hewn features twitching. “I can’t stand it, sir. It’s driving me squirrelly.”


  “I know, Slashaway. There’s something worse than marijuana weed down there.”


  Slashaway swallowed hard. “That poor guy down there did the wise thing.”


  Lawton husked: “Stamp on that idea, Slashaway—kill it. We’re stronger than he was. There isn’t an ounce of weakness in us. We’ve got what it takes.”


  “A guy can stand just so much.”


  “Bosh. There’s no limit to what a man can stand.”


  From the visiplate behind them came an urgent voice: “Radio room tuning in, sir.”


  Lawton swung about. On the flickering screen the foggy outlines of a face appeared and coalesced into sharpness.


  The Perseus radio operator was breathless with excitement. “Our reception is improving, sir. European short waves are coming in strong. The static is terrific, but we’re getting every station on the continent, and most of the American stations.”


  Lawton’s eyes narrowed to exultant slits. He spat on the deck, a slow tremor shaking him.


  “Slashaway, did you hear that? We’ve done it. We’ve won against hell and high water.”


  “We done what, sir?”


  “The bubble, you ape—it must be wearing thin. Hellos bells, do you have to stand there gaping like a moronic ninepin? I tell you, we’ve got it licked.”


  “I can’t stand it, sir. I’m going nuts.”


  “No you’re not. You’re slugging the thing inside you that wants to quit. Slashaway, I’m going to give the crew a first-class pep talk. There’ll be no stampeding while I’m in command here.”


  He turned to the radio operator. “Tune in the control room. Tell the captain I want every member of the crew lined up on this screen immediately.”


  The face in the visiplate paled. “I can’t do that, sir. Ship’s regulations—”


  Lawton transfixed the operator with an irate stare. “The captain told you to report directly to me, didn’t he?”


  “Yes sir, but—”


  “If you don’t want to be cashiered, snap into it.”


  “Yes—yessir.”


  The captain’s startled face preceded the duty-muster visiview by a full minute, seeming to project outward from the screen. The veins on his neck were thick blue cords.


  “Dave,” he croaked. “Are you out of your mind? What good will talking do now?”


  “Are the men lined up?” Lawton rapped, impatiently.


  Forrester nodded. “They’re all in the engine room, Dave.”


  “Good. Block them in.”


  The captain’s face receded, and a scene of tragic horror filled the opalescent visiplate. The men were net standing at attention at all. They were slumping against the Perseus’ central charging plant in attitudes of abject despair.


  MADNESS burned in the eyes of three or four of them. Others had torn open their shirts, and raked their flesh with their nails. Petty officer Caldwell was standing as straight as a totem pole, clenching and unclenching his hands. The second assistant engineer was sticking out his tongue. His face was deadpan, which made what was obviously a terror reflex look like an idiot’s grimace.


  Lawton moistened his lips. “Men, listen to me. There is some sort of plant outside that is giving off deliriant fumes. A few of us seem to be immune to it.


  “I’m not immune, but I’m fighting it, and all of you boys can fight it too. I want you to fight it to the top of your courage. You can fight anything when you know that just around the corner is freedom from a beastliness that deserves to be licked—even if it’s only a plant.


  “Men, we’re blasting our way free. The bubble’s wearing thin. Any minute now the plants beneath us may fall with a soggy plop into the Atlantic Ocean.


  “I want every man jack aboard this ship to stand at his post and obey orders. Right this minute you look like something the cat dragged in. But most men who cover themselves with glory start off looking even worse than you do.”


  He smiled wryly.


  “I guess that’s all. I’ve never had to make a speech in my life, and I’d hate like hell to start now.”


  It was petty officer Caldwell who started the chant. He started it, and the men took it up until it was coming from all of them in a full-throated roar.


  
    
      
        
          	
            I’m a tough, true-hearted skyman,

            Careless and all that, d’ye see?

            Never at fate a railer,

            What is time or tide to me?


            All must die when fate shall will it,

            I can never die but once,

            I’m a tough, true-hearted skyman;

            He who fears death is a dunce.

          
        

      
    

  


  Lawton squared his shoulders. With a crew like that nothing could stop him! Ah, his energies were surging high. The deliriant weed held no terrors for him now. They were stouthearted lads and he’d go to hell with them cheerfully, if need be.


  It wasn’t easy to wait. The next half hour was filled with a steadily mounting tension as Lawton moved like a young tornado about the ship, issuing orders and seeing that each man was at his post.


  “Steady, Jimmy. The way to fight a deliriant is to keep your mind on a set task. Keep sweating, lad.”


  “Harry, that winch needs tightening. We can’t afford to miss a trick.”


  “Yeah, it will come suddenly. We’ve got to get the rotaries started the instant the bottom drops out.”


  He was with the captain and Slashaway in the control room when it came. There was a sudden, grinding jolt, and the captain’s desk started moving toward the quartz port, carrying Lawton with it.


  “Holy Jiminy cricket,” exclaimed Slashaway.


  The deck tilted sharply; then righted itself. A sudden gush of clear, cold air came through the ventilation valves as the triple rotaries started up with a roar.


  Lawton and the captain reached the quartz port simultaneously. Shoulder to shoulder they stood staring down at the storm-tossed Atlantic, electrified by what they saw.


  Floating on the waves far beneath them was an undulating mass of vegetation, its surface flecked with glinting foam. As it rose and fell in waning sunlight a tainted seepage spread about it, defiling the clean surface of the sea.


  But it wasn’t the floating mass which drew a gasp from Forrester, and caused Lawton’s scalp to prickle. Crawling slowly across that Sargasso-like island of noxious vegetation was a huge, elongated shape which bore a nauseous resemblance to a mottled garden slug.


  Forrester was trembling visibly when he turned from the quartz port.


  “God, Dave, that would have been the last straw. Animal life. Dave, I—I can’t realize we’re actually out of it.”


  “We’re out, all right,” Lawton said, hoarsely. “Just in time, too. Skipper, you’d better issue grog all around. The men will be needing it. I’m taking mine straight. You’ve accused me of being primitive. Wait till you see me an hour from now.”


  Dr. Stephen Halday stood in the door of his Appalachian mountain laboratory staring out into the pine-scented dusk, a worried expression on his bland, small-featured face. It had happened again. A portion of his experiment had soared skyward, in a very loose group of highly energized wavicles. He wondered if it wouldn’t form a sort of sub-electronic macrocosm high in the stratosphere, altering even the air and dust particles which had spurted up with it, its uncharged atomic particles combining with hydrogen and creating new molecular arrangements.


  If such were the case there would be eight of them now. His bubbles, floating through the sky. They couldn’t possibly harm anything—way up there in the stratosphere. But he felt a little uneasy about it all the same. He’d have to be more careful in the future, he told himself. Much more careful. He didn’t want the Controllers to turn back the clock of civilization a century by stopping all atom-smashing experiments.


  A World is Born


  Leigh Brackett


  MEL GRAY flung down his hoe with a sudden tigerish fierceness and stood erect. Tom Ward, working beside him, glanced at Gray’s Indianesque profile, the youth of it hardened by war and the hells of the Eros prison blocks.


  A quick flash of satisfaction crossed Ward’s dark eyes. The he grinned and said mockingly, “Hell of a place to spend the rest of your life, ain’t it?”


  Mel Gray stared with slitted blue eyes down the valley. The huge sun of Mercury seared his naked body. Sweat channeled the dust on his skin. His throat ached with thirst. And the bitter landscape mocked him more than Wade’s dark face.


  “The rest of my life,” he repeated softly. “The rest of my life!”


  He was twenty-eight.


  Wade spat in the damp black earth. “You ought to be glad, helping the unfortunate, building a haven for the derelict . . .”


  “Shut up!” Fury rose in Gray, hotter than the boiling springs that ran from the Sunside to water the valleys. He hated Mercury. He hated John Moulton and his daughter Jill, who had conceived this plan of building a new world for the destitute and desperate veterans of the Second Interplanetary War. “I’ve had enough ‘unselfish service’,” he whispered. “I’m serving myself from now on.”


  Escape. That was all he wanted. Escape from these stifling valleys, from the snarl of the wind in the barren crags that towered higher than Everest into airless space. Escape from the surveillance of the twenty guards, the forced companionship of the ninety-nine other veteran-convicts.


  Wade poked at the furrows between the sturdy hybrid tubers. “It ain’t possible, kid. Not even for ‘Duke’ Gray, the ‘light-fingered genius who held the Interstellar Police at a standstill for five years’.” He laughed. “I read your publicity.”


  Gray stroked slow, earth-stained fingers over his sleek cap of yellow hair. “You think so?” he asked softly.


  Dio the Martian came down the furrow, his lean, wiry figure silhouetted against the upper panorama of the valley; the neat rows of vegetables and the green riot of Venusian wheat, dotted with toiling men and their friendly guards.


  Dio’s green, narrowed eyes studied Gray’s hard face.


  “What’s the matter, Gray? Trying to start something?”


  “Suppose I were?” asked Gray silkily. Dio was the unofficial leader of the convict-veterans. There was about his thin body and hatchet face some of the grim determination that had made the Martians cling to their dying world and bring life to it again.


  “You volunteered, like the rest of us,” said the Martian. “Haven’t you the guts to stick it?”


  “The hell I volunteered! The IPA sent me. And what’s it to you?”


  “Only this.” Dio’s green eyes were slitted and ugly. “You’ve only been here a month. The rest of us came nearly a year ago, because we wanted to. We’ve worked like slaves, because we wanted to. In three weeks the crops will be in. The Moulton Project will be self-supporting. Moulton will get his permanent charter, and we’ll be on our way.


  “There are ninety-nine of us, Gray, who want the Moulton Project to succeed. We know that that louse Caron of Mars doesn’t want it to, since pitchblende was discovered. We don’t know whether you’re working for him or not, but you’re a troublemaker.


  “There isn’t to be any trouble, Gray. We’re not giving the Interplanetary Prison Authority any excuse to revoke its decision and give Caron of Mars a free hand here. We’ll see to anyone who tries it. Understand?”


  MEL GRAY took one slow step forward, but Ward’s sharp, “Stow it! A guard,” stopped him. The Martian worked back up the furrow. The guard, reassured, strolled back up the valley, squinting at the jagged streak of pale-grey sky that was going black as low clouds formed, only a few hundred feet above the copper cables that ran from cliff to cliff high over their heads.


  “Another storm,” growled Ward. “It gets worse as Mercury enters perihelion. Lovely world, ain’t it?”


  “Why did you volunteer?” asked Gray, picking up his hoe.


  Ward shrugged. “I had my reasons.”


  Gray voiced the question that had troubled him since his transfer. “There were hundreds on the waiting list to replace the man who died. Why did they send me, instead?”


  “Some fool blunder,” said Ward carelessly. And then, in the same casual tone, “You mean it, about escaping?”


  Gray stared at him. “What’s it to you?”


  Ward moved closer. “I can help you?”


  A stab of mingled hope and wary suspicion transfixed Gray’s heart. Ward’s dark face grinned briefly into his, with a flash of secretive black eyes, and Gray was conscious of distrust.


  “What do you mean, help me?”


  Dio was working closer, watching them. The first growl of thunder rattled against the cliff faces. It was dark now, the pink flames of the Darkside aurora visible beyond the valley mouth.


  “I’ve got—connections,” returned Ward cryptically. “Interested?”


  Gray hesitated. There was too much he couldn’t understand. Moreover, he was a lone wolf. Had been since the Second Interplanetary War wrenched him from the quiet backwater of his country home an eternity of eight years before and hammered him into hardness—a cynic who trusted nobody and nothing but Mel ‘Duke’ Gray.


  “If you have connections,” he said slowly, “why don’t you use ’em yourself?”


  “I got my reasons.” Again that secretive grin. “But it’s no hide off you, is it? All you want is to get away.”


  That was true. It would do no harm to hear what Ward had to say.


  Lightning burst overhead, streaking down to be caught and grounded by the copper cables. The livid flare showed Dio’s face, hard with worry and determination. Gray nodded. “Tonight, then,” whispered Ward. “In the barracks.”


  OUT from the cleft where Mel Gray worked, across the flat plain of rock stripped naked by the wind that raved across it, lay the deep valley that sheltered the heart of the Moulton Project.


  Hot springs joined to form a steaming river. Vegetation grew savagely under the huge sun. The air, kept at almost constant temperature by the blanketing effect of the hot springs, was stagnant and heavy.


  But up above, high over the copper cables that crossed every valley where men ventured, the eternal wind of Mercury screamed and snarled between the naked cliffs.


  Three concrete domes crouched on the valley floor, housing barracks, tool-shops, kitchens, store-houses, and executive quarters, connected by underground passages. Beside the smallest dome, joined to it by a heavily barred tunnel, was an insulated hangar, containing the only space ship on Mercury.


  In the small dome, John Moulton leaned back from a pile of reports, took a pinch of Martian snuff, sneezed lustily, and said,


  “Jill, I think we’ve done it.”


  The grey-eyed, black-haired young woman turned from the quartzite window through which she had been watching the gathering storm overhead. The thunder from other valleys reached them as a dim barrage which, at this time of Mercury’s year, was never still.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “It seems that nothing can happen now, and yet . . . It’s been too easy.”


  “Easy!” snorted Moulton. “We’ve broken our backs fighting these valleys. And our nerves, fighting time. But we’ve licked ’em!”


  He rose, shaggy grey hair tousled, grey eyes alight.


  “I told the IPA those men weren’t criminals. And I was right. They can’t deny me the charter now. No matter how much Caron of Mars would like to get his claws on this radium.”


  He took Jill by the shoulders and shook her, laughing.


  “Three weeks, girl, that’s all. First crops ready for harvest, first pay-ore coming out of the mines. In three weeks my permanent charter will have to be granted, according to agreement, and then . . .


  “Jill,” he added solemnly, “we’re seeing the birth of a world.”


  “That’s what frightens me.” Jill glanced upward as the first flare of lightning struck down, followed by a crash of thunder that shook the dome.


  “So much can happen at a birth. I wish the three weeks were over!”


  “Nonsense, girl! What could possibly happen?”


  She looked at the copper cables, burning with the electricity running along them, and thought of the one hundred and twenty-two souls in that narrow Twilight Belt—with the fierce heat of the Sunside before them and the spatial cold of the Shadow side at their backs, fighting against wind and storm and heat to build a world to replace the ones the War had taken from them.


  “So much could happen,” she whispered. “An accident, an escape . . .”


  The inter-dome telescreen buzzed its signal. Jill, caught in a queer mood of premonition, went to it.


  The face of Dio the Martian appeared on the screen, still wet and dirty from the storm-soaked fields, disheveled from his battle across the plain in the chaotic winds.


  “I want to see you, Miss Moulton,” he said. “There’s something funny I think you ought to know.”


  “Of course,” said Jill, and met her father’s eyes. “I think we’ll see, now, which one of us is right.”


  THE barracks were quiet, except for the mutter of distant thunder and the heavy breathing of exhausted men. Tom Ward crouched in the darkness by Mel Gray’s bunk.


  “You ain’t gonna go soft at the last minute, are you?” he whispered. “Because I can’t afford to take chances.”


  “Don’t worry,” Gray returned grimly. “What’s your proposition?”


  “I can give you the combination to the lock of the hangar passage. All you have to do is get into Moulton’s office, where the passage door is, and go to it. The ship’s a two-seater. You can get her out of the valley easy.”


  Gray’s eyes narrowed in the dark. “What’s the catch?”


  “There ain’t none. I swear it.”


  “Look, Ward. I’m no fool. Who’s behind this, and why?”


  “That don’t make no difference. All you want . . . ow!”


  Gray’s fingers had fastened like steel claws on his wrist. “I get it, now,” said Gray slowly. “That’s why I was sent here. Somebody wanted me to make trouble for Moulton.” His fingers tightened agonizingly, and his voice sank to a slow drawl. “I don’t like being a pawn in somebody else’s chess game.”


  “Okay, okay! It ain’t my fault. Lemme go.” Ward rubbed his bruised wrist. “Sure, somebody—I ain’t sayin’ who—sent you here, knowin’ you’d want to escape. I’m here to help you. You get free, I get paid, the Big Boy gets what he wants. Okay?”


  Gray was silent, scowling in the darkness. Then he said, “All right. I’ll take a chance.”


  “Then listen. You tell Moulton you have a complaint. I’ll . . .”


  Light flooded the dark as the door clanged open. Ward leaped like a startled rabbit, but the light speared him, held him. Ward felt a pulse of excitement beat up in him.


  The long shadows of the guards raised elongated guns. The barracks stirred and muttered, like a vast aviary waking.


  “Ward and Gray,” said one of the guards. “Moulton wants you.” Gray rose from his bunk with the lithe, delicate grace of a cat. The monotony of sleep and labor was ended. Something had broken. Life was once again a moving thing.


  JOHN MOULTON sat behind the untidy desk. Dio the Martian sat grimly against the wall. There was a guard beside him, watching.


  Mel Gray noted all this as he and Ward came in. But his cynical blue eyes went beyond, to a door with a ponderous combination lock. Then they were attracted by something else—the tall, slim figure standing against the black quartz panes of the far wall.


  It was the first time he had seen Jill Moulton. She looked the perfect sober apostle of righteousness he’d learned to mock. And then he saw the soft cluster of black curls, the curve of her throat above the dark dress, the red lips that balanced her determined jaw and direct grey eyes.


  Moulton spoke, his shaggy head hunched between his shoulders.


  “Dio tells me that you, Gray, are not a volunteer.”


  “Tattletale,” said Gray. He was gauging the distance to the hangar door, the positions of the guards, the time it would take to spin out the combination. And he knew he couldn’t do it.


  “What were you and Ward up to when the guards came?”


  “I couldn’t sleep,” said Gray amiably. “He was telling me bedtime stories.” Jill Moulton was lovely, he couldn’t deny that. Lovely, but not soft. She gave him an idea.


  Moulton’s jaw clamped. “Cut the comedy, Gray. Are you working for Caron of Mars?”


  Caron of Mars, chairman of the board of the Interplanetary Prison Authority. Dio had mentioned him. Gray smiled in understanding. Caron of Mars had sent him, Gray, to Mercury. Caron of Mars was helping him, through Ward, to escape. Caron of Mars wanted Mercury for his own purposes—and he could have it.


  “In a manner of speaking, Mr. Moulton,” he said gravely, “Caron of Mars is working for me.”


  He caught Ward’s sharp hiss of remonstrance. Then Jill Moulton stepped forward.


  “Perhaps he doesn’t understand what he’s doing, Father.” Her eyes met Gray’s. “You want to escape, don’t you?”


  Gray studied her, grinning as the slow rose flushed her skin, the corners of her mouth tightening with anger.


  “Go on,” he said. “You have a nice voice.”


  Her eyes narrowed, but she held her temper.


  “You must know what that would mean, Gray. There are thousands of veterans in the prisons now. Their offenses are mostly trivial, but the Prison Authority can’t let them go, because they have no jobs, no homes, no money.


  “The valleys here are fertile. There are mines rich in copper and pitchblende. The men have a chance for a home and a job, a part in building a new world. We hope to make Mercury an independent, self-governing member of the League of Worlds.”


  “With the Moultons as rulers, of course,” Gray murmured.


  “If they want us,” answered Jill, deliberately missing the point. “Do you think you have the right to destroy all we’ve worked for?”


  Gray was silent. Rather grimly, she went on.


  “Caron of Mars would like to see us defeated. He didn’t care about Mercury before radium was discovered. But now he’d like to turn it into a prison mining community, with convict labor, leasing mine grants to corporations and cleaning up big fortunes for himself and his associates.


  “Any trouble here will give him an excuse to say that we’ve failed, that the Project is a menace to the Solar System. If you try to escape, you wreck everything we’ve done. If you don’t tell the truth, you may cost thousands of men their futures.


  “Do you understand? Will you cooperate?”


  Gray said evenly, “I’m my own keeper, now. My brother will have to take care of himself.”


  It was ridiculously easy, she was so earnest, so close to him. He had a brief kaleidoscope of impressions—Ward’s sullen bewilderment, Moultons angry roar, Dio’s jerky rise to his feet as the guards grabbed for their guns.


  Then he had his hands around her slim, firm throat, her body pressed close to his, serving as a shield against bullets.


  “Don’t be rash,” he told them all quietly. “I can break her neck quite easily, if I have to. Ward, unlock that door.”


  In utter silence, Ward darted over and began to spin the dial. At last he said, “Okay, c’mon.”


  Gray realized that he was sweating. Jill was like warm, rigid marble in his hands. And he had another idea.


  “I’m going to take the girl as a hostage,” he announced. “If I get safely away, she’ll be turned loose, her health and virtue still intact. Good night.”


  The clang of the heavy door had a comforting sound behind them.


  THE ship was a commercial job, fairly slow but sturdy. Gray strapped Jill Moulton into one of the bucket seats in the control room and then checked the fuel and air gauges. The tanks were full.


  “What about you?” he said to Ward. “You can’t go back.”


  “Nah. I’ll have to go with you. Warm her up, Duke, while I open the dome.”


  He darted out. Gray set the atmosphere motors idling. The dome slid open, showing the flicker of the auroras, where areas of intense heat and cold set up atmospheric tension by rapid fluctuation of adjoining air masses.


  Mercury, cutting the vast magnetic field of the Sun in an eccentric orbit, tortured by the daily change from blistering heat to freezing cold in the thin atmosphere, was a powerful generator of electricity.


  Ward didn’t come back.


  Swearing under his breath, tense for the sound of pursuit in spite of the girl, Gray went to look. Out beyond the hangar, he saw a figure running.


  Running hard up into the narrowing cleft of the valley, where natural galleries in the rock of Mercury led to the places where the copper cables were anchored, and farther, into the unexplored mystery of the caves.


  Gray scowled, his arrogant Roman profile hard against the flickering aurora. Then he slammed the lock shut.


  The ship roared out into the tearing winds of the plain. Gray cut in his rockets and blasted up, into the airless dark among the high peaks.


  Jill Moulton hadn’t moved or spoken.


  Gray snapped on the space radio, leaving his own screen dark. Presently he picked up signals in a code he didn’t know.


  “Listen,” he said. “I knew there was some reason for Ward’s running out on me.”


  His Indianesque face hardened. “So that’s the game! They want to make trouble for you by letting me escape and then make themselves heroes by bringing me in, preferably dead.”


  “They’ve got ships waiting to get me as soon as I clear Mercury, and they’re getting stand-by instructions from somebody on the ground. The somebody that Ward was making for.”


  Jill’s breath made a small hiss. “Somebody’s near the Project . . .”


  Gray snapped on his transmitter.


  “Duke Gray, calling all ships off Mercury. Will the flagship of your reception committee please come in?”


  His screen flickered to life. A man’s face appeared—the middle-aged, soft-fleshed, almost sickly innocent face of one of the Solar System’s greatest crusaders against vice and crime.


  Jill Moulton gasped. “Caron of Mars!”


  “Ward gave the game away,” said Gray gently. “Too bad.”


  The face of Caron of Mars never changed expression. But behind those flesh-hooded eyes was a cunning brain, working at top speed.


  “I have a passenger,” Gray went on. “Miss Jill Moulton. I’m responsible for her safety, and I’d hate to have her inconvenienced.”


  The tip of a pale tongue flicked across Caron’s pale lips.


  “That is a pity,” he said, with the intonation of a preaching minister. “But I cannot stop the machinery set in motion . . .”


  “And besides,” finished Gray acidly, “you think that if Jill Moulton dies with me, it’ll break John Moulton so he won’t fight you at all.”


  His lean hand poised on the switch.


  “All right, you putrid flesh-tub. Try and catch us!”


  The screen went dead. Gray hunched over the controls. If he could get past them, lose himself in the glare of the Sun . . .


  He looked aside at the stony-faced girl beside him. She was studying him contemptuously out of hard gray eyes.


  “How,” she said slowly, “can you be such a callous swine?”


  “Callous?” He controlled the quite unreasonable anger that rose in him. “Not at all. The war taught me that if I didn’t look out for myself, no one would.”


  “And yet you must have started out a human being.”


  He laughed.


  The ship burst into searing sunlight. The Sunside of Mercury blazed below them. Out toward the velvet dark of space the side of a waiting ship flashed burning silver.


  Even as he watched, the flare of its rockets arced against the blackness. They had been sighted.


  Gray’s practiced eye gauged the stranger’s speed against his own, and he cursed softly. Abruptly he wheeled the ship and started down again, cutting his rockets as the shadow swallowed them. The ship was eerily silent, dropping with a rising scream as the atmosphere touched the hull.


  “What are you going to do?” asked Jill almost too quietly.


  He didn’t answer. Maneuvering the ship on velocity between those stupendous pinnacles took all his attention. Caron, at least, couldn’t follow him in the dark without exhaust flares as guides.


  They swept across the wind-torn plain, into the mouth of the valley where Gray had worked, braking hard to a stop under the cables.


  “You might have got past them,” said Jill.


  “One chance in a hundred.”


  Her mouth twisted. “Afraid to take it?”


  He smiled harshly. “I haven’t yet reached the stage where I kill women. You’ll be safe here—the men will find you in the morning. I’m going back, alone.”


  “Safe!” she said bitterly. “For what? No matter what happens, the Project is ruined.”


  “Don’t worry,” he told her brutally. “You’ll find some other way to make a living.”


  Her eyes blazed. “You think that’s all it means to us? Just money and power?” She whispered,“I hope they kill you, Duke Gray!”


  HE rose lazily and opened the air lock, then turned and freed her. And, sharply, the valley was bathed in a burst of light.


  “Damn!” Gray picked up the sound of air motors overhead. “They must have had infra-red search beams. Well, that does it. We’ll have to run for it, since this bus isn’t armed.”


  Gray had a hunch. He opened the switch, and the face of John Moulton appeared on the screen. It was white and oddly still.


  “Our guards saw your ship cross the plain,” said Moulton quietly. “The men of the Project, led by Dio, are coming for you. I sent them, because I have decided that the life of my daughter is less important than the lives of many thousands of people.


  “I appeal to you, Gray, to let her go. Her life won’t save you. And it’s very precious to me.”


  Caron’s ship swept over, low above the cables, and the grinding concussion of a bomb lifted the ship, hurled it down with the stern end twisted to uselessness. The screen went dead.


  Gray caught the half stunned girl. “I wish to heaven I could get rid of you!” he grated. “And I don’t know why I don’t!”


  But she was with him when he set out down the valley, making for the cliff caves, up where the copper cables were anchored.


  Caron’s ship, a fast, small fighter, wheeled between the cliffs and turned back. Gray dropped flat, holding the girl down. Bombs pelted them with dirt and uprooted vegetables, started fires in the wheat. The pilot found a big enough break in the cables and came in for a landing.


  Gray was up and running again. He knew the way into the explored galleries. From there on, it was anybody’s guess.


  Caron was brazen enough about it. The subtle way had failed. Now he was going all out. And he was really quite safe. With the broken cables to act as conductors, the first thunderstorm would obliterate all proof of his activities in this valley. Mercury, because of its high electrical potential, was cut off from communication with other worlds. Moulton, even if he had knowledge of what went on, could not send for help.


  Gray wondered briefly what Caron intended to do in case he, Gray, made good his escape. That outpost in the main valley, for which Ward had been heading, wasn’t kept for fun. Besides, Caron was too smart to have only one string to his bow.


  Shouts, the spatter of shots around them. The narrow trail loomed above. Gray sent the girl scrambling up.


  The sun burst up over the high peaks, leaving the black shadow of the valley still untouched. Caron’s ship roared off. But six of its crew came after Gray and Jill Moulton.


  THE CHILL dark of the tunnel mouth swallowed them. Keeping right to avoid the great copper posts that held the cables, strung through holes drilled in the solid rock of the gallery’s outer wall, Gray urged the girl along.


  The cleft his hand was searching for opened. Drawing the girl inside, around a jutting shoulder, he stopped, listening.


  Footsteps echoed outside, grew louder, swept by. There was no light. But the steps were too sure to have been made in the dark.


  “Infra-red torches and goggles,” Gray said tersely. “You see, but your quarry doesn’t. Useful gadget. Come on.”


  “But where? What are you going to do?”


  “Escape, girl. Remember? They smashed my ship. But there must be another one on Mercury. I’m going to find it.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You probably never will. Here’s where I leave you. That Martian Galahad will be along any minute. He’ll take you home.”


  Her voice came soft and puzzled through the dark.


  “I don’t understand you, Gray. You wouldn’t risk my life. Yet you’re turning me loose, knowing that I might save you, knowing that I’ll hunt you down if I can. I thought you were a hardened cynic.”


  “What makes you think I’m not?”


  “If you were, you’d have kicked me out the waste tubes of the ship and gone on. You’d never have turned back.”


  “I told you,” he said roughly, “I don’t kill women.” He turned away, but her harsh chuckle followed him.


  “You’re a fool, Gray. You’ve lost truth—and you aren’t even true to your lie.”


  He paused, in swift anger. Voices, the sound of running men, came up from the path. He broke into a silent run, following the dying echoes of Caron’s men.


  “Run, Gray!” cried Jill. “Because we’re coming after you.”


  The tunnels, ancient blowholes for the volcanic gases that had tortured Mercury with the raising of the titanic mountains, sprawled in a labyrinthine network through those same vast peaks. Only the galleries lying next the valleys had been explored. Man’s habitation on Mercury had been too short.


  Gray could hear Caron’s men circling about through connecting tunnels, searching. It proved what he had already guessed. He was taking a desperate chance. But the way back was closed—and he was used to taking chances.


  The geography of the district was clear in his mind—the valley he had just left and the main valley, forming an obtuse angle with the apex out on the wind-torn plain and a double range of mountains lying out between the sides of the triangle.


  Somewhere there was a passage through those peaks. Somewhere there was a landing place, and ten to one there was a ship on it. Caron would never have left his men stranded, on the off chance that they might be discovered and used in evidence against him.


  The men now hunting him knew their way through the tunnels, probably with the aid of markings that fluoresced under infra-red light. They were going to take him through, too.


  They were coming closer. He waited far up in the main gallery, in the mouth of a side tunnel. Now, behind them, he could hear Dio’s men. The noise of Caron’s outfit stopped, then began again, softly.


  Gray smiled, his sense of humor pleased. He tensed, waiting.


  THE RUSTLE of cloth, the furtive creak of leather, the clink of metal equipment. Heavy breathing. Somebody whispered,


  “Who the hell’s that back there?”


  “Must be men from the Project. We’d better hurry.”


  “We’ve got to find that damned Gray first,” snapped the first voice grimly. “Caron’ll burn us if we don’t.”


  Gray counted six separate footsteps, trying to allow for the echoes. When he was sure the last man was by, he stepped out. The noise of Dio’s hunt was growing—there must be a good many of them.


  Covered by their own echoes, he stole up on the men ahead. His groping hand brushed gently against the clothing of the last man in the group. Gauging his distance swiftly, he went into action.


  One hand fastened over the fellow’s mouth. The other, holding a good-sized rock, struck down behind the ear. Gray eased the body down with scarcely a sound.


  Their uniforms, he had noticed, were not too different from his prison garb. In a second he had stripped goggles, cap, and gun-belt from the body, and was striding after the others.


  They moved like five eerie shadows now, in the queer light of the leader’s lamp. Small fluorescent markings guided them. The last man grunted over his shoulder,


  “What happened to you?”


  “Stumbled,” whispered Gray tersely, keeping his head down. A whisper is a good disguise for the voice. The other nodded.


  “Don’t straggle. No fun, getting lost in here.”


  The leader broke in. “We’ll circle again. Be careful of that Project bunch—they’ll be using ordinary light. And be quiet!”


  They went, through connecting passages. The noise of Dio’s party grew ominously loud. Abruptly, the leader swore.


  “Caron or no Caron, he’s gone. And we’d better go, too.”


  He turned off, down a different tunnel, and Gray heaved a sigh of relief, remembering the body he’d left in the open. For a time the noise of their pursuers grew remote. And then, suddenly, there was an echoing clamor of footsteps, and the glare of torches on the wall of a cross-passage ahead.


  Voices came to Gray, distorted by the rock vaults.


  “I’m sure I heard them, just then.” It was Jill’s voice.


  “Yeah.” That was Dio. “The trouble is, where?”


  The footsteps halted. Then, “Let’s try this passage. We don’t want to get too far into this maze.”


  Caron’s leader blasphemed softly and dodged into a side tunnel. The man next to Gray stumbled and cried out with pain as he struck the wall, and a shout rose behind them.


  The leader broke into a run, twisting, turning, diving into the maze of smaller tunnels. The sounds of pursuit faded, were lost in the tomblike silence of the caves. One of the men laughed.


  “We sure lost ’em!”


  “Yeah,” said the leader. “We lost ’em, all right.” Gray caught the note of panic in his voice. “We lost the markers, too.”


  “You mean . . .?”


  “Yeah. Turning off like that did it. Unless we can find that marked tunnel, we’re sunk!”


  Gray, silent in the shadows, laughed a bitter, ironic laugh.


  THEY WENT ON, stumbling down endless black halls, losing all track of branching corridors, straining to catch the first glint of saving light. Once or twice, they caught the echoes of Dio’s party, and knew that they, too, were lost and wandering.


  Then, quite suddenly, they came out into a vast gallery, running like a subway tube straight to left and right. A wind tore down it, hot as a draught from the burning gates of Hell.


  It was a moment before anyone grasped the significance of that wind. Then someone shouted,


  “We’re saved! All we have to do is walk against it!”


  They turned left, almost running in the teeth of that searing blast. And Gray began to notice a peculiar thing. The air was charged with electricity. His clothing stiffened and crackled. His hair crawled on his head. He could see the faint discharges of sparks from his companions.


  Whether it was the effect of the charged air, or the reaction from the nervous strain of the past hours, Mel Gray began to be afraid.


  Weary to exhaustion, they struggled on against the burning wind. And then they blundered out into a cave, huge as a cathedral, lighted by a queer, uncertain bluish light.


  Gray caught the sharp smell of ozone. His whole body was tingling with electric tension. The bluish light seemed to be in indeterminate lumps scattered over the rocky floor. The rush of the wind under that tremendous vault was terrifying.


  They stopped, Gray keeping to the background. Now was the time to evade his unconscious helpers. The moment they reached daylight, he’d be discovered.


  Soft-footed as a cat, he was already hidden among the heavy shadows of the fluted walls when he heard the voices.


  They came from off to the right, a confused shout of men under fearful strain, growing louder and louder, underscored with the tramp of footsteps. Lights blazed suddenly in the cathedral dark, and from the mouth of a great tunnel some hundred yards away, the men of the Project poured into the cave.


  And then, sharp and high and unexpected, a man screamed.


  THE LUMPS of blue light were moving. And a man had died. He lay on the rock, his flesh blackened jelly, with a rope of glowing light running from the metal of his gun butt to the metal buttons on his cap.


  All across the vast floor of that cavern the slow, eerie ripple of motion grew. The scattered lumps melted and flowed together, converging in wavelets of blue flame upon the men.


  The answer came to Gray. Those things were some form of energy-life, born of the tremendous electric tensions on Mercury. Like all electricity, they were attracted to metal.


  In a sudden frenzy of motion, he ripped off his metal-framed goggles, his cap and gun-belt. The Moultons forbade metal because of the danger of lightning, and his boots were made of rubber, so he felt reasonably safe, but a tense fear ran in prickling waves across his skin.


  Guns began to bark, their feeble thunder all but drowned in the vast rush of the wind. Bullets struck the oncoming waves of light with no more effect than the eruption of a shower of sparks. Gray’s attention, somehow, was riveted on Jill, standing with Dio at the head of her men.


  She wore ordinary light slippers, having been dressed only for indoors. And there were silver ornaments at waist and throat.


  He might have escaped, then, quite unnoticed. Instead, for a reason even he couldn’t understand, he ran for Jill Moulton.


  The first ripples of blue fire touched the ranks of Dio’s men. Bolts of it leaped upward to fasten upon gun-butts and the buckles of the cartridge belts. Men screamed, fell, and died.


  An arm of the fire licked out, driving in behind Dio and the girl. The guns of Caron’s four remaining men were silent, now.


  Gray leaped over that hissing electric surf, running toward Jill. A hungry worm of light reared up, searching for Dio’s gun. Gray’s hand swept it down, to be instantly buried in a mass of glowing ropes. Dio’s hatchet face snarled at him in startled anger.


  Jill cried out as Gray tore the silver ornaments from her dress. “Throw down the guns!” he yelled. “It’s metal they want!”


  He heard his name shouted by men torn momentarily from their own terror. Dio cried, “Shoot him!” A few bullets whined past, but their immediate fear spoiled both aim and attention.


  Gray caught up Jill and began to run, toward the tube from which the wind howled in the cave. Behind him, grimly, Dio followed.


  THE ELECTRIC BEASTS didn’t notice him, His insulated feet trampled through them, buried to the ankle in living flame, feeling queer tenuous bodies break and reform.


  The wind met them like a physical barrier at the tunnel mouth. Gray put Jill down. The wind strangled him. He tore off his coat and wrapped it over the girl’s head, using his shirt over his own. Jill, her black curls whipped straight, tried to fight back past him, and he saw Dio coming, bent double against the wind.


  He saw something else. Something that made him grab Jill and point, his flesh crawling with swift, cold dread.


  The electric beasts had finished their pleasure. The dead were cinders on the rock. The living had run back into the tunnels. And now the blue sea of fire was glowing again, straight toward the place where they stood.


  It was flowing fast, and Gray sensed an urgency, an impersonal haste, as though a command had been laid upon those living ropes of flame.


  The first dim rumble of thunder rolled down the wind. Gripping Jill, Gray turned up the tunnel.


  The wind, compressed in that narrow throat of rock, beat them blind and breathless, beat them to their bellies, to crawl. How long it took them, they never knew.


  But Gray caught glimpses of Dio the Martian crawling behind them, and behind him again, the relentless flow of the fire-things.


  They floundered out onto a rocky slope, fell away beneath the suck of the wind, and lay still, gasping. It was hot. Thunder crashed abruptly, and lightning flared between the cliffs.


  Gray felt a contracting of the heart. There were no cables.


  Then he saw it—the small, fast fighter flying below them on a flat plateau. A cave mouth beside it had been closed with a plastic door. The ship was the one that had followed them. He guessed at another one behind the protecting door.


  Raking the tumbled blond hair out of his eyes, Gray got up.


  Jill was still sitting, her black curls bowed between her hands. There wasn’t much time, but Gray yielded to impulse. Pulling her head back by the silken hair, he kissed her.


  “If you ever get tired of virtue, sweetheart, look me up.” But somehow he wasn’t grinning, and he ran down the slope.


  He was almost to the open lock of the ship when things began to happen. Dio staggered out of the wind-tunnel and sagged down beside Jill. Then, abruptly, the big door opened.


  Five men came out—one in pilot’s costume, two in nondescript apparel, one in expensive business clothes, and the fifth in dark prison garb.


  Gray recognized the last two. Caron of Mars and the errant Ward.


  They were evidently on the verge of leaving. But they looked cheerful. Caron’s sickly-sweet face all but oozed honey, and Ward was grinning his rat’s grin.


  Thunder banged and rolled among the rocks. Lightning flared in the cloudy murk. Gray saw the hull of a second ship beyond the door. Then the newcomers had seen him, and the two on the slope.


  Guns ripped out of holsters. Gray’s heart began to pound slowly. He, and Jill and Dio, were caught on that naked slope, with the flood of electric death at their backs.


  His Indianesque face hardened. Bullets whined round him as he turned back up the slope, but he ran doubled over, putting all his hope in the tricky, uncertain light.


  Jill and the Martian crouched stiffly, not knowing where to turn. A flare of lightning showed Gray the first of the fire-things, flowing out onto the ledge, hidden from the men below.


  “Back into the cave!” he yelled. His urgent hand fairly lifted Dio. The Martian glared at him, then obeyed. Bullets snarled against the rock. The light was too bad for accurate shooting, but luck couldn’t stay with them forever.


  Gray glanced over his shoulder as they scrambled up on the ledge. Caron waited by his ship. Ward and the others were charging the slope. Gray’s teeth gleamed in a cruel grin.


  Sweeping Jill into his arms, he stepped into the lapping flow of fire. Dio swore viciously, but he followed. They started toward the cave mouth, staggering in the rush of the wind.


  “For God’s sake, don’t fall,” snapped Gray. “Here they come!”


  The pilot and one of the nondescript men were the first over. They were into the river of fire before they knew it, and then it was too late. One collapsed and was buried. The pilot fell backward, and the other man died under his body, of a broken neck.


  Ward stopped. Gray could see his face, dark and hard and calculating. He studied Gray and Dio, and the dead men. He turned and looked back at Caron. Then, deliberately, he stripped off his gun belt, threw down his gun, and waded into the river.


  Gray remembered, then, that Ward too wore rubber boots, and had no metal on him.


  WARD CAME ON, the glowing ropes sliding surf-like around his boots. Very carefully, Gray handed Jill to Dio.


  “If I die too,” he said, “there’s only Caron down there. He’s too fat to stop you.”


  Jill spoke, but he turned his back. He was suddenly confused, and it was almost pleasant to be able to lose his confusion in fighting. Ward had stopped some five feet away. Now he untied the length of tough cord that served him for a belt.


  Gray nodded. Ward would try to throw a twist around his ankle and trip him. Once his body touched those swarming creatures . . .


  He tensed, watchfully. The rat’s grin was set on Ward’s dark face. The cord licked out.


  But it caught Gray’s throat instead of his ankle!


  Ward laughed and braced himself. Cursing, Gray caught at the rope. But friction held it, and Ward pulled, hard. His face purpling, Gray could still commend Ward’s strategy. In taking Gray off guard, he’d more than made up what he lost in point of leverage.


  Letting his body go with the pull, Gray flung himself at Ward. Blood blinded him, his heart was pounding, but he thought he foresaw Ward’s next move. He let himself be pulled almost within striking distance.


  Then, as Ward stepped aside, jerking the rope and thrusting out a tripping foot, Gray made a catlike shift of balance and bent over.


  His hands almost touched that weird, flowing surf as they clasped Ward’s boot. Throwing all his strength into the lift, he hurled Ward backward.


  Ward screamed once and disappeared under the blue fire. Gray clawed the rope from his neck. And then, suddenly, the world began to sway under him. He knew he was falling.


  Someone’s hand caught him, held him up. Fighting down his vertigo as his breath came back, he saw that it was Jill.


  “Why?” he gasped, but her answer was lost in a titanic roar of thunder. Lightning blasted down. Dio’s voice reached him, thin and distant through the clamor.


  “We’ll be killed! These damn things will attract the bolts!”


  It was true. All his work had been for nothing. Looking up into that low, angry sky, Gray knew he was going to die.


  Quite irrelevantly, Jill’s words in the tunnel came back to him. “You’re a fool . . . lost truth . . . not true to lie!”


  Now, in this moment, she couldn’t lie to him. He caught her shoulders cruelly, trying to read her eyes.


  Very faintly through the uproar, he heard her. “I’m sorry for you, Gray. Good man, gone to waste.”


  Dio stifled a scream. Thunder crashed between the sounding boards of the cliffs. Gray looked up.


  A titanic bolt of lightning shot down, straight for them. The burning blue surf was agitated, sending up pseudopods uncannily like worshipping arms. The bolt struck.


  The air reeked of ozone, but Gray felt no shock. There was a hiss, a vast stirring of creatures around him. The blue light glowed, purpled.


  Another bolt struck down, and another, and still they were not dead. The fire-things had become a writhing, joyous tangle of tenuous bodies, glowing bright and brighter.


  Stunned, incredulous, the three humans stood. The light was now an eye-searing violet. Static electricity tingled through them in eerie waves. But they were not burned.


  “My God,” whispered Gray. “They eat it. They eat lightning!”


  Not daring to move, they stood watching that miracle of alien life, the feeding of living things on raw current. And when the last bolt had struck, the tide turned and rolled back down the wind-tunnel, a blinding river of living light.


  Silently, the three humans went down the rocky slope to where Caron of Mars cowered in the silver ship. No bolt had come near it. And now Caron came to meet them.


  His face was pasty with fear, but the old cunning still lurked in his eyes.


  “Gray,” he said. “I have an offer to make.”


  “Well?”


  “You killed my pilot,” said Caron suavely. “I can’t fly, myself. Take me off, and I’ll pay you anything you want.”


  “In bullets,” retorted Gray. “You won’t want witnesses to this.”


  “Circumstances force me. Physically, you have the advantage.”


  Jill’s fingers caught his arm. “Don’t, Gray! The Project . . .”


  Caron faced her. “The Project is doomed in any case. My men carried out my secondary instructions. All the cables in your valley have been cut. There is a storm now ready to break.


  “In fifteen minutes or so, everything will be destroyed, except the domes. Regrettable, but . . .” He shrugged.


  Jill’s temper blazed, choking her so that she could hardly speak.


  “Look at him, Gray,” she whispered. “That’s what you’re so proud of being. A cynic, who believes in nothing but himself. Look at him!”


  Gray turned on her.


  “Damn you!” he grated. “Do you expect me to believe you, with the world full of hypocrites like him?”


  Her eyes stopped him. He remembered Moulton, pleading for her life. He remembered how she had looked back there at the tunnel, when they had been sure of death. Some of his assurance was shaken.


  “Listen,” he said harshly. “I can save your valley. There’s a chance in a million of coming out alive. Will you die for what you believe in?”


  She hesitated, just for a second. Then she looked at Dio and said, “Yes.”


  Gray turned. Almost lazily, his fist snapped up and took Caron on his flabby jaw.


  “Take care of him, Dio,” he grunted. Then he entered the ship, herding the white-faced girl before him.


  THE SHIP HURTLED up into airless space, where the blinding sunlight lay in sharp shadows on the rock. Over the ridge and down again, with the Project hidden under a surf of storm-clouds.


  Cutting in the air motors, Gray dropped. Black, bellowing darkness swallowed them. Then he saw the valley, with the copper cables fallen, and the wheat already on fire in several places.


  Flying with every bit of his skill, he sought the narrowest part of the valley and flipped over in a racking loop. The stern tubes hit rock. The nose slammed down on the opposite wall, wedging the ship by sheer weight.


  Lightning gathered in a vast javelin and flamed down upon them. Jill flinched and caught her breath. The flame hissed along the hull and vanished into seared and blackened rock.


  “Still willing to die for principle?” asked Gray brutally.


  She glared at him. “Yes,” she snapped. “But I hate having to die in your company!”


  She looked down at the valley. Lightning struck with monotonous regularity on the hull, but the valley was untouched. Jill smiled, though her face was white, her body rigid with waiting.


  It was the smile that did it. Gray looked at her, her tousled black curls, the lithe young curves of throat and breast. He leaned back in his seat, scowling at the storm.


  “Relax,” he said. “You aren’t going to die.”


  She turned on him, not daring to speak. He went on, slowly.


  “The only chance you took was in the landing. We’re acting as lightning rod for the whole valley, being the highest and best conductor. But, as a man named Faraday proved, the charge resides on the surface of the conductor. We’re perfectly safe.”


  “How dare you!” she whispered.


  He faced her, almost angrily.


  “You knocked the props out from under my philosophy. I’ve had enough hypocritical eyewash. I had to prove you wrong. Well, I have.”


  She was quiet for some time. Then she said, “I understand, Duke. I’m glad. And now what, for you?”


  He shrugged wryly.


  “I don’t know. I can still take Caron’s other ship and escape. But I don’t think I want to. I think perhaps I’ll stick around and give virtue another whirl.”


  Smoothing back his sleek fair hair, he shot her a sparkling look from under his hands.


  “I won’t,” he added softly, “even mind going to Sunday School, if you were the teacher.”


  The Indulgence of Negu Mah


  Robert Arthur


  In silence Negu Mah and Sliss stood silent gazing at the moon drenched held.


  IN his garden, Negu Mah, the Callisto uranium merchant, sat sipping a platinum mug of molkai with his guest, Sliss the Venusian.


  Nanlo, his wife, pushing before her the small serving cart with its platinum molkai decanter, paused for an instant as she entered the shell of pure vitrite which covered the garden, giving it the illusion of out-of-door-ness.


  Negu Mah sat at his ease, his broad, merry, half-Oriental face good-humored, his features given a ruddy tinge by the light of rising Jupiter, the edge of whose sphere was beginning to dominate the horizon. Sliss, the intelligent amphibian, squatted across from him in the portable tub of water which he carried with him whenever absent from the swamps of his native Venus.


  The amphibian’s popping eyes turned toward her, the wide frog-face split in a smile of appreciation as Nanlo approached. She refilled their mugs deftly and withdrew. But before she reentered the house she could not resist hesitating to glance toward rising Jupiter and the slim shaft of the rocketship silhouetted now against its surface.


  The ship was the cargo rocket Vulcan, newest and swiftest of Negu Mah’s freighter fleet. Fully fueled and provisioned, storage space jammed with refrigerated foods that in space the cold of the encompassing void would keep perfectly for generations were it necessary, she would take off in the morning from the close-by landing port for Jupiter’s other satellites, then go on to the Saturnian system, returning finally with full holds of uranium for Negu Mah’s refineries on Callisto.


  She was a beautiful craft, the Vulcan, and one man could manage her, though her normal crew was seven. She had cost a great sum. But Negu Mah was wealthy.


  Nanlo’s face, sylph-like in its beauty, hardened. Negu Mah was wealthy indeed. Had he not bought her, and had she not cost him more, much more, than the Vulcan?


  But no, it was not quite accurate to say that Negu Mah had bought her. However, since time immemorial beautiful daughters had been, if not sold, yet urged into marriages to wealthy men for the benefit of their impoverished families. And though science had made great strides, conquering the realms of the telescope and invading those below the level of the microscope, finding cures for almost every disease the flesh of man was heir to, there Was one ailment it had not yet conquered—poverty.


  Nanlo’s father had been a rocket port attendant. Once he had been a pilot, but a crash had crippled him for life. Thereafter, his wages had been quite insufficient to sustain him, his brood of half a dozen children, and their hard-working mother.


  But Nanlo, growing up, had developed into a mature beauty that rivaled the exotic loveliness of the wild orchids of Io. And in debarking at the rocket port on a business trip to earth, because hurricanes had forced him to land far south of New York, Negu Mah had seen her.


  Thereafter—But that is a story as ancient as history too.


  It was a truth Nanlo conveniently overlooked now that she had not been unwilling to be Negu Mah’s bride. It was true she had driven a sharp bargain with him—her father’s debts paid, and sufficient more to ease her parents’ life and educate her brothers and sisters. Plus a marriage settlement for herself, and a sum in escrow in the Earth Union bank, should she ever divorce him for cruelty or mistreatment. But that had been only innate shrewdness. She would still have married him had he refused her demands for her family. For his wealth fascinated her, and the prospect of being a virtual queen, even of a distant outpost colony such as that on Callisto, appealed to her.


  And she had thought that she was taking little risk, for if she were dissatisfied, the law these days was very lenient toward unhappy marital relationships. It required only definite proof of misconduct, mistreatment, or oppression of any kind to win freedom from an unwanted partner. Nanlo had been confident that after a year or two she would be able to shake free of the bonds uniting her to Negu Mah and take flight for herself into a world made vastly more pleasant by the marriage settlement remaining to her.


  But now she had been married, and had lived on Callisto, for a full five years, and her tolerance of Negu Mah had long since turned to bitter hate. Not because he was a bad husband, but because he was too good a one!


  THERE was an ironic humor in the situation, but Nanlo was not disposed to recognize it. Lenient as the law was, yet it required some grounds before it could free her. And she had no grounds whatever. Negu Mah was at all times the model of courtesy and consideration toward her. He granted every reasonable wish and some that were unreasonable—although when he refused one of the latter, it was with a firmness as unshakeable as a rock.


  Their home was as fine as any on earth. She had more than adequate help in taking care of it. She had ample time for any pursuits that interested her. But she used it only to become more and more bitter against Negu Mah because she could find no excuse to divorce him.


  So great had her bitterness become that, if she could have gotten off Callisto in any way, she would have deserted him. This would have meant forfeiting her marriage settlement and the sum that was in escrow. It would also have left her father in debt to Negu Mah for all that Negu Mah had given him. But Nanlo’s passionate rebellion had reached such a state of ferment in her breast that she would have accepted all this to strike a blow at the plump, smiling man who now sat drinking molkai in their garden with their guest from Venus.


  The answer to that was—Negu Mah would not let her leave Callisto. The journey to earth, he logically argued, was still one containing a large element of danger. There was no reason for her to visit any other planet, and law and custom required that she look after their home while he himself was away on business.


  In this he was unshakeable. There was a stern and unyielding side to him, inherited perhaps from his Eastern ancestors, that left Nanlo shaken and frightened when it appeared. She had seen it the one time she had seriously gene into a tantrum in an effort to make him let her take a trip to earth. It had so startled and terrified her that she had never used those tactics again.


  But now, as she wheeled away the molkai decanter and left Negu Mah and Sliss to themselves, joy and exultation was singing in her. Doubly. For she was going to run away from Negu Mah, run away with the man she loved, and in their flight they were going to steal the Vulcan. Thus Negu Mah would be doubly punished. He would be hurt in his pride and in his pocketbook. And all through the Jupiter and Saturn systems, where his wealth, his position, and his beautiful wife were openly envied, he would be laughed at and derided.


  Humming lightly under her breath, Nanlo put the molkai decanter away in a little pantry and hurried on to her own apartment. Molkai was a powerful, though non-habit-forming drink. Under its influence one became talkative, but disinclined to movement. Sliss and her husband would remain as they were for hours, leaving her free to do as she would. The servants were asleep in another part of the building, and there was no one to note as she changed her clothes swiftly for a light, warm travelling suit, caught up two small bags, one holding her personal things, the other her jewels, and let herself out through her own private entrance into the darkness of the rear gardens.


  Where in the shadows the tall, blonde young engineer, Hugh Neils, was waiting for her . . . . .


  NEGU MAH, when his beautiful wife had Left the garden, sighed and put to one side his mug of molkai.


  “Sliss, my friend,” he said to the Venusian, who was regarding him with large, unblinking pop-eyes, “I am troubled in my mind. Tonight I must dispense justice. Justice to myself and justice to another. To be just is often to be terribly cruel.”


  Sliss blinked, once, a film moving horizontally across his large eyes and retracting, to show that he understood. Due to the difficulty of using his artificial speech mechanism, he refrained from speaking until speech was necessary.


  “My wife, Nanlo,” Negu Mah said heavily, “is unhappy. I have done all that is in my power to make her happy, but I have failed. She has made some requests that I have denied, namely, to be permitted freedom to visit earth. That I denied because I knew the paths she intended to tread would not have led her to happiness either, and I hoped that in the end, here she would find contentment. I have hoped in vain. Tonight she intends to take matters into her own hands?”


  Sliss blinked again, politely, to indicate that he was interested if Negu Mah cared to tell him more. Negu Mah rose.


  “My friend,” he said, “if you will come with me, I will show you what I mean.”


  Sliss grasped the edge of his tub with webbed hands and swung his webbed, yellow-skinned feet free from the water which kept the sensitive membranes from drying, and at the same time supplied his body tissues with liquid. Falling upon all fours, like a great, misshapen pet, he waddled awkwardly after his host.


  Negu Mah led him to an elevator within the house. This took them to a higher floor, and there they followed a corridor to the rear of the building. Here Negu Mah, without showing a light, opened a door, and in silence they moved out upon a small balcony overlooking the rear gardens, which were shrouded in darkness because rising Jupiter was on the opposite side of the building.


  They had stood there only a moment when below them a door opened, and a small figure slipped through. Another figure appeared from beneath the shadows of a cluster of slender, purple neklo trees and moved forward to greet the first. They met in the center of a tiny open space, where a fountain spurting through holes in crystal made a sweet mu rmuring music. And to the two watchers rose whispered words—“Nanlo! Nanlo, my darling!”


  “Hugh! Oh, Hugh, my love, hold me close and tell me that everything is ready for us to leave!”


  HUGH NEILS’ arms held her close, and his lips were hot on hers. That he was here as they had planned meant that he had succeeded in the other plans they had agreed upon. Exultation soared higher in Nanlo’s breast.


  “Then we can go? Go now?” she asked eagerly, as Hugh Neils released her. “The crew is asleep? You were able to arrange it?”


  The young engineer looked down at her, his thin face a pale blur in the darkness.


  “In five minutes, just five minutes, Nanlo, my own,” he whispered. “I left the guard half an hour ago, drinking molkai into which I put a sleeping powder. Give him five more minutes to fall asleep, then we can go to the ship unseen, unchecked. Until then, we can wait here in the garden.”


  He led her toward the trilling fountain and they sat down upon a bench before it, of rare Callisto crystal. They still were in darkness, but the flame-like Jupiter light touched the tops of the neklo trees above them with a ruddy light which brought faint glimmerings from the radioactive leaves.


  Hugh Neils was a recent college graduate whom Negu Mah had hired as an assistant supervisor in the refining mills on Callisto, where the precious uranium 235 was separated from the ordinary metal. It was not a desirable job, but the best Hugh Neils could get. His college record of reckless scrapes and entanglements with women had been against him. Indeed, this position had only come to him because his home was in the same section as Nanlo’s, and Negu Mah had thought that perhaps his company on occasion would help alleviate Nanlo’s restlessness.


  It had—but to an extent Negu Mah had not foreseen.


  “In less than a quarter of an hour, Nanlo my darling,” Hugh Neils whispered now, “we’ll be gone from here, and you’ll belong only to me. We’ll leave this infernal barren satellite to spin itself dizzy out here in no place. We’ll leave that humpty-dumpty husband of yours and his hypocritical good-nature to whistle for his wife and his ship. We won’t care. We’ll be together, always together from now on, and he’ll never see us again.”


  Nanlo leaned against his shoulder, the prospect that he painted seemed very sweet to her.


  “You’re sure you can manage the ship alone?” she asked. “But of course, I can help, a little anyway. You can teach me.”


  “Of course,” Hugh Neils answered confidently, and bent to kiss her again. “I’ve been studying her for a week, asking questions, making friends with the crew. I can handle her one-handed. We’ll take off and circle Jupiter first They may think we landed on the other side, in the Outlaw Crevice. Or they may figure that we went on to Saturn, and will hide somewhere in the system there.


  “But we won’t do either, and they won’t know where to look for us. Instead of turning back on the other side of Jupiter, we’ll make a tangential angle out into space. We’ll hold it for a month, for safety’s sake. We could hold for fifty years, or a hundred, if we needed to. There’s fuel and provisions, meant for the mines, enough to last that long.


  “At the end of the month, well swing back, cut into the path of the sun, and pick up Mars as she comes in from behind Sol.


  “On Mars, we can sell the Vulcan. There’s an outfit in the Equator Zone, in the mountains west of the Great Canal, that will buy her and no questions asked. I learned about them from a fraternity brother while I was in college. He’d run into some hard luck, they gave him a job, and he was making money hand over fist. They’re asteroid miners. The work they do is illegal, but it’s perfectly justified morally. What right have men with more money than they know what to do with to own everything in the Solar System? How can a young fellow get a start any more, when corporations and rich old fogies own everything?


  “Maybe I’ll join up with this outfit. After we’ve sold the ship I’ll see. How does that sound to you?”


  “Wonderful, Hugh,” Nanlo whispered. “But I don’t care about that. All I want is for us to be together. Always. You and me, and our love, together for eternity. That’s all I want.”


  “That’s all I want, too, darling Nanlo,” Hugh Neils told her passionately, and kissed her. “Together, forever. Just you and me.”


  Nanlo sighed, with luxuriant happiness, and peered at his radiumite wrist watch.


  “The five minutes are up,” she murmured. “Can’t we go now?”


  Hugh Neils nodded.


  “We’ve waited plenty long enough,” he decided. “The guard will be asleep by now. The crew were that way when I left them, in the dormitory. I saw that they had plenty of spiked molkai at dinner. Pretended it was my birthday celebration. And the ship’s all ready and waiting for the take-off. All we have to do is lock the port and close the rising switch.”


  The two on the bench by the fountain rose, and for a long minute were locked in an embrace. Then they turned toward the dark-shadowed trees and disappeared beneath them, in the direction of the nearby space port.


  NEGU MAH silently turned back into the house. Sliss shuffled after him. The uranium merchant led the way back to the vitrite covered garden and there, a little wearily, resumed his seat and picked up his mug again. Sliss climbed back into his tub of water, sighed gratefully at the comfort it gave him, and then turned his pop-eyes toward his host. He blinked once, inquiringly, and Negu Mah understood that the intelligent amphibian was asking if he intended to do nothing to stop the pair who were running away.


  Negu Mah sipped pensively at his drink.


  “If she had only told me,” he murmured. “If she had only come to me and said she desired her freedom. If they had only both come together and faced me, saying that though it meant giving up all they had, they wanted only each other! I would have been generous. I would have been indulgent. But they did not. They had not the courage. They were afraid of me. And they hated me.”


  Negu Mah was silent for a moment. Both he and his guest stared toward the graceful shaft of the Vulcan, now fully silhouetted against the whole tremendous bulk of Jupiter, sitting like a titanic scarlet egg upon the horizon of Callisto. The Jupiter light flooded the vitrite garden, gave the plants there, chosen with an eye to this, strange, exotic, glowing colors, flushed Negu Mah and Sliss with a ruby radiance.


  Towards that dark, waiting craft the two they had watched were even now stealing, tense with the weight of their daring and their crime. In a moment they would reach her, enter her, actuate machinery that was miraculous in its complex simplicity, and be gone then on the wings it gave them into the concealing embrace of universal space.


  “You see, my friend Sliss,” Negu Mah said finally, “Nanlo is beautiful, but there is nothing within. Her beauty deceived me. I thought that where such loveliness existed, there must be a soul to animate it. I was wrong. She is like an imitation gem—beautiful on the surface, paste within. Yet the mistake was mine, and I did not blame her. I indulged her, and still hoped that something real would bloom within her.”


  He drained the molkai in his mug, one great gulp, and slumped back.


  “The young man, too, Hugh Neils. I thought he would be a companion for her. But he too is weak. Yet they say they love each other. They swear—we heard them—that they want only each other and their love for all time.”


  Sliss blinked, twice, and Negu Mah nodded.


  “Yes,” he said. “If they carry out their plans as we heard them, that feeling will soon go. The sale of the Vulcan, even as stolen property, would give them many credits. After that—luxury, self-indulgence. And their natures are too weak to withstand the ravages of such things. So I have been troubled to know what to do.


  “You see, my friend from Venus, though I would have let Nanlo go had she asked me, my own honor is at stake when she seeks to deal me an injury by slipping away in the night, and stealing from me the Vulcan. She is doing evil, and must be punished. The young man, too—indulgent as I am, I can not let him dishonor me thus without paying any penalty.”


  Sliss’ eye membranes shut, questioningly.


  “Yet,” the uranium merchant went on, “I have a fondness for Nanlo. I will not prevent her from doing as she has chosen to do, for the intent would still be there, and knowing it as I do, all between us is over. I can not aid her to fulfill her plans, either, for that is to injure her and myself too. But there is another course. I have chosen that.”


  He gestured with one plump hand toward the silhouetted ship.


  “I believe they have entered the Vulcan,” he announced. “I saw light as the entrance port opened then.”


  The amphibian’s great, frog head nodded agreement.


  “So,” Negu Mah continued, “I have decided to exercise what indulgence I can in the face of the injury they would do me. They shall have their chance.”


  He fell silent again. Sliss leaned forward in his tub. Both of them watched intently. A flare of greenish light had sprung up beneath the black pillar that was the Vulcan. For just an instant the freighter stood there, green radiance expanding around her. Then she leaped into the sky.


  With her leap, she seemed to suck the radiance along. It became a great cone of glowing light that, arrow-like, raced away upward. For a long instant the black length of the ship, and the greenish fan of flame, were outlined against the scarlet background of Jupiter. Then the freighter rocket, flinging herself upward at three gravities or better, passed the edge of the planet had vanished.


  Negu Mah sat very quiet for some moments. But at last he stirred again. Sliss’ eyes turned toward him, immobile.


  “Sometimes love transforms the weak,” the uranium merchant said slowly. “Like fire giving temper to soft metal. Sometimes a mutual love will endure for all eternity, and the two who share it will gain from it a soul they did not have before. Nanlo and Hugh Neils have this chance. Both said they wanted only the other, and their love, for all eternity. To gain this, both were willing to cheat, to steal, to dishonor me and themselves.


  “So, Sliss, my understanding friend, they have paid the price, they shall have what they ask for.


  “As the man, Hugh Neils, said, there is fuel and food in the holds of the Vulcan to run the motors and last the lifetime of a man—or a man and a woman. Indeed, two lifetimes, or three, for I was aware of their plans, and secretly I placed aboard the craft many additional supplies. Fuel, and food, and books, and tools. And one additional thing the two who flee now there in space have not counted upon.


  “Into the controls of the Vulcan one of my engineers has placed a small device. After two hundred hours, or when they are well beyond Jupiter, this device will swing the Vulcan straight toward Proxima Centauri, the nearest star. In that position the controls will lock. And for twenty years, a generation, it will be impossible either to alter the course of the Vulcan or to shut her blast motors off.


  “At the end of that time the last tank of reserve fuel will be exhausted, and they will cease automatically. Then once more the Vulcan may be controlled by those aboard. They may switch the motors onto the tanks of fuel in the cargo holds, and continue onwards. If they were celestial navigators, they might try to turn, and seek earth again. But they are not navigators, and the sun will be but a tiny spark in the limitless darkness, one with a million others, not to be told apart. They will know that only Proxima Centauri in all space may the Vulcan hope to reach in their lifetime, or perhaps even in that of their descendants, for a message to that effect they will find presently.


  “So it may be that they will continue onward of their own choice. If they make no choice, momentum will carry them onward, perhaps forever.


  “But in any case, Nanlo and Hugh Neils will have exactly what they have asked for—each other, for all eternity. If truly that was what they wanted, a great destiny may be theirs. A lifetime of travel can bring them to the stars. They or their descendants can be the first humans to bridge the gap of nothingness that has thus far daunted the stoutest hearts.”


  As they watched, the green dart of light dwindled and was gone. And quite invisible at last in the arms of outer darkness, the Vulcan sped its two passengers onward toward the stars.


  The Beast of Space


  F.E. Hardart


  A tale of the prospectors of the starways—of dangers—


  HERE the dark cave, along which Nat Starrett had been creeping, broadened into what his powerful searchlight revealed to be a low, wide, smoothly circular room. At his feet lapped black, thick-looking waves of an underground lake, a pool of viscous substance that gave off a penetrating, poignant odor of acid, sweetish and intoxicating, unlike any acid he knew. The smell rolled up in a sickening, sultry cloud that penetrated his helmet, made him cough and choke. Near its center projected from the sticky stuff what appeared to be the nose of a spaceship.


  He looked down near his feet at the edge of the pool where thick, slowly-moving tongues of the liquid appeared to reach up toward him, as if intent on pulling him into its depths. As each hungry wave fell back, it left a slimy, snake-like trail behind.


  Now came a wave of strange music, music such as he had never heard before. Faintly it had begun some time back, so faintly he was barely aware of it. Now it swelled into a smooth, impelling wail lulling him into drowsiness. He did not wonder why he could hear through the soundproof space helmet he wore; he ceased to wonder about anything. There was only the strange sweetness of acid and the throbbing music.


  Abruptly the spell was broken by something shrilling in his brain, sending little chills racing up and down his spine. Digger! A small, oddly canine-like creature with telepathic powers, a space-dweller which men found when first they came to the asteriods. The relationship between spacehounds and men was much the same as between man and dog in the old, earthbound days. Appropriate name for the beast, Digger. With those large, incredibly hard claws, designed for rooting in the metal makeup of the asteriods for vital elements, the spacehound could easily have shredded the man’s spacesuit and helmet, could, at any time tear huge chunks out of men’s fine ships.


  The half-conscious man jerked his thin form erect. His mouth, which had gaped loosely, closed with a snap into firm lines.


  “She isn’t in this hell hole, Digger. You wouldn’t expect her to be where we could find her easily.”


  Scooping the small beast up under his good arm, he quickly climbed the steep, slimy slope of the cave. The other arm in his suit hung empty. That empty arm in the space suit told the story of an earthman become voluntary exile, choosing the desolation of space to the companionship of other humans who would deluge him with unwonted sympathy. The spacehound was friendly in its own fashion; fortunately, such complex things as sympathy were apparently outside its abilities. The two could interchange impressions of danger, comfort, pleasure, discomfort, fear, and appreciation of each other’s company, but little more. Whether or not the creature could understand his thoughts, he could not tell.


  As he went on, he reviewed, mentally, the events leading up to his landing here. The sudden appearance on his teleview screen of the face and slim shoulders of a girl. Her attractiveness plainly distinguishable through her helmet; for a moment he forgot that he disliked women. The call for help, cut short . . . but not before he had learned that apparently she was being held prisoner on Asteroid Moira. He knew he’d have to do what he could even if it meant unwonted company for an indefinite length of time. The spell was gone soon after her face vanished; he remembered former experiences with attractive-looking girls. Damn traditions!


  A change in his course and a landing on Asteroid Moira. Here he’d found a honeycomb of caves, all leading from one large main tunnel. The cavern wails had been of a translucent, quartz-like substance, ranging in color from yellowish-brown to violetgrey. It looked vaguely familiar, yet he could not place it. There was not time to examine it more carefully.


  The room in which he’d found the evil, hungry lake had been the first one to the right. Now he crossed to the opening in the opposite wall. The mouth of this eave was much larger, wider than the other. He stood in the opening, slowly swung the beam of his torch around the smooth walls, still holding Digger, who, by now, was indicating that he’d like to be set down. Nat released him unthinkingly, his mind fully taken up with what the light revealed.


  SPACESHIPS! The room was packed with them—all sizes, old and new. A veritable sargasso. At first, he thought they might be craft belonging to nameless inhabitants of this world, but, as he approached them, he recognized Terrestial identifications.


  The first was a scout ship of American Spaceways! Nat recognized the name: Ceres, remembered a telecast account of its disappearance in space. There was a neat little reward for information as to its whereabouts. Nat’s lips curled in derision: it wouldn’t equal the expense of his journey out here. There was a deep groove in the smooth material of the floor where the ship had been dragged through the doorway into the room. What machines could have done this work without Leaving their own traces? He went to the other ships: all were small, mostly single or two-passenger craft. The last entry in the logs of many was to the effect that they were about to land on the Asteroid Moira to rescue a girl held captive there.


  None had crashed; all ships were in perfect order. But all were deserted. Two doors were gone from the interior of one of the vessels. They might have been removed for any of a hundred reasons—but why here?


  Nat’s glance swept the room, came to rest on the figure of a heavy duty robot of familiar design. Semi-human in form, it looked like some mishappen, bent, headless giant. He inspected it: Meyers Robot, Inc. Earth designed for mining operations on Mars.


  “Well, Digger, I can see now how these ships were brought in here; that robot could move any one of these with ease. But that doesn’t explain where the humans have gone. It might be space pirates using this asteroid for a base, or it might be some alien form of life. We’re still free. Shall we beat it or stay and try to check this out?”


  He did not know how much of this got over to the spacehound, but the impressions he received in answer were those of approving their remaining where they were.


  “I suppose the best system is to explore the rest of the caves in order; let’s go.”


  Followed by Digger, he walked quietly toward the next cave on the left, slipped through the doorway, and, standing with his back against the wall, swung the light of his torch in a wide, swift arc about the room. Halfway around, he stopped abruptly; a slim, petite figure appeared clearly in the searchlight’s glare. The girl he had seen on the televisor stood in the middle of the room, facing a telecaster, her back toward him. She did not seem aware of him as he moved forward. What could be wrong; surely that light would arouse her.


  The figure did not turn as he approached. So near was he now that he could seize her easily, still she made no move. Nat stepped to one side, flashed his torch in her face. Her beautifully-lashed eyes stared straight ahead unblinkingly; the expression on her lovely composed face did not change. A robot! He laughed bitterly. But then, he was not the only one . . . .


  She was an earth product; Nat opened her helmet and found the trade-mark of Spur gin’s Robots hung like a necklace about her throat. But whoever had lured him here easily could have removed her from one of the vessels in the front cave. It did not seem like the work of pirates, more likely unknown intelligent beings.


  He turned to examine the televisor. It, too, was an earth product. The mechanism was of old design; evidently it had been taken from the first of the ships to land here. Outside of the telecaster and the solitary robot, there was nothing to be seen in this cave.


  A sound behind him. He whirled, heat-rod poised for swift, stabbing action. Nothing—except—small bowling-ball things rolling in through a narrow door. Ridiculous things of the same yellowish-quartz material as composed the cave-walls. At regular intervals a dull, bluish light poured forth from rounded holes in their smooth sides. And issuing forth from within these comic globes was the same weird, compelling music he had heard before. They rolled up to him, brushed against his toes; a shrilling in his brain told him that Digger was aware of them.


  “Back, Digger!” he thought as he drew away from the globes. They poured their penetrating blue light over him, inspectingly, while the music from within rose and fell in regular cadences, sweetly impelling and dulling to the senses as strong oriental incense.


  But Digger was not soothed. The space-hound lunged at one of the globes; instead of slashing its sides, he found himself sailing through the air toward it. Nat received impressions of irritation combined with astonishment. Within the globes, the music rose to a furious whine while one of the things shot forth long tentacles from the holes in its side. Lightning-swift they shot forth, wrapped themselves about the body of the space-hound, constricting. Digger writhed vainly, his claws powerless to tear at the whiplike tentacles. Nat severed the tentacles at their base with the heat-beam.


  He turned, strode toward the door watching the spheres apprehensively out of the corner of his eye, ready to jump aside should they roll toward him suddenly. But they followed at respectful distances, singing softly.


  Before he reached the door, he found himself walking in rhythm to the music, his head swaying. It came slowly, insidiously; before he was aware, his body no longer obeyed his will. Muscles refused to move other than in coordination with the music. His arm relaxed, the heat-rod sliding from his grasp.


  BUT DIGGER! The spacehound sent out a barrage of vibrations that fairly rocked his brain out of his skull. Simultaneously, the beast attacked the nearest globes, tearing fiercely at them. Rapidly the others rolled away, but two lay torn and motionless, the music within them stilled.


  Nat reached down, retrieved the heat-rod. “I think we’d better look for a ‘squeaker’. Next time they might get you, Digger.”


  They returned to the room of the spaceships, seeking one of the small, portable radio-amplifiers used for searching out radium. It was known as a “squeaker” because of the constant din it made while in use; the noise would cease only when radium was within a hundred feet of the mechanism. He found one after searching a few of the smaller ships.


  With the portable radio strapped to his back, power switched on, he started again down the main tunnel. The globes set up their seductive rhythms as before, but he could not hear them above the discord of his squeaker. Failing to lure him as before, they sought to force him in the direction they desired him to go by darting at him suddenly, lashing him with their tentacles. But it was a simple thing to elude them. Still remained the question: why could they want to lure him into that stinking pool of acid?


  He flashed a beam of heat at the nearest of the annoying globes. Under the released energy it glowed, yet did not melt. But the tentacles sheared off and the blue lights faded. The flow of music changed to shrill whines as of pain and its rolling ceased. The others drew back; he turned down another tunnel.


  They stopped at the cave beyond the one where he had found the robot-girl. It was sealed by a locked door, one of the airlock-doors from that space vessel, firmly cemented into the natural opening of the cave.


  Nat bent forward, listening, his helmeted head pressed against the door. No sound. He was suddenly aware of the dead silence that pressed in on him from all sides now that the globes no longer sang and his “squeaker” had been turned off. The powerful energy of his heat-beam sputtered as it melted the lock into incandescent droplets which sizzled as they trickled down the cold metal of the door. The greasy, quartz-like material at the side of the door glowed in the heat from his rod, but no visible effect upon it could be seen. What was that material? He knew, yes, he knew—but he could not place a mental finger on it.


  fie thrust the shoulder of his good arm against the heavy door, swung it inwards, stepped inside. The light of his torch pierced the silence, picked out a human skeleton in one corner. He hurried toward it—no, it was not entirely a skeleton as yet. The flesh and bone had been eaten away from the lower part of the body to halfway up the hips, as though from some strong acid. The rest of the large, sturdy frame lay sunken under the remains of a space-suit which was tied clumsily around the middle to retain all the air possible in the upper half of it. Evidently some acid had eaten away the lower half of the man’s body after he had suffocated. The face was that of a Norwegian.


  By one outstretched hand a small notebook lay open with the leather back upward. The corners of several pages were turned under carelessly—Nat swung the torch around the room. It was bare. The notebook—quickly he picked it up. The page on which the writing began was dated May 10, 2040. About two months ago.


  “Helmar Swenson. My daughter, Helena, aged nineteen, and I were lured into the maw of this hellish monster by a robot calling for help in our television screen. This thing, known to man as Asteroid Moira, is, in actuality, one of the gigantic mineral creatures which inhabited a planet before it exploded, forming the asteroids. Somehow it survived the catastrophe, and, forming a hard, crustaceous shell about itself, has continued to live here in space as an asteroid.


  “It is apparently highly intelligent and has acquired an appetite for human flesh. The singing spheres act as its sensory organs, separated from the body and given locomotion. It uses these to lure victims into its stomach in the first cave. I escaped its lure at first because of the ‘squeaker’ I carried with me. We set up these two doors as a protection from the beast while we stayed here to examine it. But the monster got me when I fell and the ‘squeaker’ was broken. My daughter rescued me after the acid of the pool had begun eating away my flesh.


  “My Helena is locked in the room opposite this one. She has food and water to last until July 8th. Oxygen seeps in there somehow—the beast wants to keep her alive until it can get her out of the room to devour her.”


  Here the writing became more cramped and difficult to read.


  “I have put the key in my mouth to prevent the spheres from opening the door should they force their way into this room. Some one must come to save my Helena. I can’t breathe—”


  The writing ended in a long scrawl angling off the page. The pencil lay some distance from the body.


  July 8th! But that had been almost a week ago!


  HE UNSCREWED the man’s helmet, tried to pry the jaws open. They would not move; the airless void surrounding the tiny planetoid had frozen the body until now it was as solid as the quartz cave-walls. There was but one thing to do: the other door must be melted down.


  He leaped halfway across the room toward the door in the opposite wall. Could it be possible that he was in time? Anxiously he flung a bolt of energy from his heat rod toward the lock, holding a flashlight under the other stump of an arm. The molten metal flowed to the floor like a rivulet of lava.


  The door, hanging off balance, screeched open; air swooshed past him in its sudden escape from the room. He squeezed himself through, peered carefully about to see a slim space suit start to crumple floorward in a corner. The girl was alive!


  He started toward her; the slim figure pulled itself erect again. He saw a drawn, emaciated face behind the helmet. Then, with a fury that unnerved him, she whipped out a heat rod, shot a searing bolt in his direction. He felt the fierce heat of it as it whizzed past his shoulder; in his brain Digger’s thoughts of attack came to him, he flung an arm around the spacehound, dragged it back as he withdrew toward the door. The girl continued to fire bolt after bolt straight ahead, her eyes wide and staring.


  They made the door, waited outside while the firing within continued. When at last it was still within, he peered around the corner of the room. She lay in a crumpled heap in the corner; quietly he re-entered, picked her up awkwardly. Through the thin, resistant folds of the space-suit, he could feel the warmth of her, but could not tell whether the heart still beat or not. They would have to take her to one of the ships.


  Her limp form was held tightly under his good arm as Nat hurried down the main tunnel. Digger apparently realized the seriousness of the situation, for he received impressions of “must hurry” from the beast and another creature, looking much like him, surrounded by small creatures of the same type, trapped in a crevice. “Aren’t you a bit premature, old fellow,” he chided.


  Halfway there, the globes met them again. The things were not singing; from their many eyes poured a fierce, angry blue light. They rolled with a determination that frightened him. Yet he strode on, until they were barely a foot away.


  “Jump, Digger!”


  The spheres stopped short, reversed their direction toward the little group at a furious rate, flinging out long, whip-like tentacles. One wrapped itself around Nat’s ankle, drew him down. He shifted the limp form over to his shoulder, slipped out his heatrod. Quickly the tentacle was severed. But now others took their place; he continued firing at them, making each bolt tell, but the numbers were too great.


  Digger sprang into action, rending the globes with those” claws that were capable of tearing the hulls of spaceships. But tentacles lashed around him from the rear, snaked about him so that he was helpless.


  The girl was slipping off Nat’s shoulder. He could not raise the stump of an arm to balance her; it was stiff and useless. He stopped firing long enough to make the shift, even as the spheres attacked again. The bolts had put out the lights in fully half of the marauders but the others came on unafraid.


  Nat straddled Digger’s writhing body, held the spacehound motionless between his legs. At short range, he seared off the imprisoning tentacles, knowing that it would take far more than a heat-bolt to damage the wellnight impregnable creature. He swooped the dog up under his good arm and fled from the madly-pursuing spheres, thanking nameless deities that the gravity here permitted such herculean feats. The spheres rolled faster, he soon found, than he could jump; so long as he was above them, all was well, but by the time the weak gravity permitted him to land, they were waiting for him. He tried zig-zagging. Good! It worked. He eluded them up to the mouth of the cave, then jumped for the door of his ship’s outer airlock.


  NAT PLACED the girl in his bunk, removed the cumbersome spacesuit. Her eyes blinked faintly, then sprang open. But they did not see him; they were staring straight ahead. Her mouth opened and shut weakly as though she were speaking, but no sound issued from it. He brought her water, but when he returned she had fallen asleep. He returned to the kitchen to prepare some food.


  “You’re still running around in that pillow case,” he remarked to Digger as he extracted the spacehound from it. “Attend me, now. We know why and how those people disappeared. It would take the Space Patrol ship at least a month to arrive here; I don’t intend to perch of the back of this devil as long as that. And if we leave, old thing, it’ll just lure other chivalrous fools to very unpleasant ends.


  “And we’ve got to get this kid back to civilization. She needs a doctor’s care, preferably a doctor with two arms.”


  Digger’s vibrations were one of general approval.


  “We could poison it,” he went on. “Only I’m not a chemist; even if I knew the compounds contained in that reeking stomach I wouldn’t know what would destroy them. Might blow it up, but we haven’t enough explosive.


  “No, we’ll have to get down into the thing’s insides again. In fact—” He paused suddenly, mouth open. “Congratulate me, Digger! I have it!”


  The smell of burning vegetables cut short his soliloquy. He fed the starved, half-blind girl, then left her sleeping exhaustedly as he squirmed into his suit.


  No sooner had he entered the mouth of the eave than a half-dozen of the singing sensory organs rolled quickly, yet not angrily, toward him. The beast was apparently optimistic, for the globes sang in their most soothing, seductive tones. They tried to herd him into the first cave on the right, but he had remembered the squeaker; they could not distract him.


  Effortlessly he leaped over them toward the mouth of the cave on the left. That was where the space ships lay, pointing in all directions like a carelessly-dropped handful of rice.


  All the ships were in running order. Good; had there been one vessel he could not move, then all was lost. The fuel in several ran low, but after a few moments of punching levers and pulling chokes, the under rockets thundered in the big room.


  Taking care not to injure the motor compartments of the other ships, using only the most minute explosionquantities, he jockeyed each ship around until all their noses pointed in one direction. The exhausts pointed out through the wide doorway. It was well that the beast had formed curved corners in the room, otherwise the scheme would not have worked. The exhausts which did not point toward the door, directly, were toward the curved walls which would deflect the forceful gasses expelled doorward.


  When he emerged from the ship, the spheres attacked. He seared off their tentacles throughout what seemed to be eternities. His body was becoming a mass of bruises from the lash of their tentacles. He burned his way through the swarm on to ship after ship.


  As he stepped from the last vessel there was a rumbling beneath his feet. Did the monster understand his intent? Was it stirring in its shell? Most of the globes had disappeared; now a nauseatingly sweet odor penetrated the screen in his headpiece, which permitted him to smell without allowing the oxygen to escape. He hurried around to the rear of the ship, an apprehensive, sickening feeling at the pit of his stomach. A thick jelly-like wave of liquid was rolling over the floor—the reeking, deadly juices from the beast’s stomach. If the liquid touched him, it would eat through the heavy fabric, exploding the ail pressure from around his body. How was he to escape from the cave?


  The answer came to him suddenly. Quickly he darted back toward the nearest vessel. Two of the screaming spheres blocked his way; he sent bolt after searing bolt into them, more of a charge than he had given any of the others. The lights in the globes went out; their voices ceased. And they burst into slowly mounting incandescence. Yet, they were not consumed by their fire, only glowed an intense white light like that of a lighthouse.


  “Lighthouse!” The word flashed through his mind clearly, strongly. They glowed liked the “zirconia lights” of a light-house. Why hadn’t he recognized the greasy, quartz-like material before? It was zirconia, a compound of zirconium, of course. A silicate base creature could easily have formed a shell of it about itself.


  Zirconia—one of the compounds he’d intended prospecting for on the moons of Saturn. Worth over a hundred dollars per pound. Because of its resistance to heat, it was used to line the tubes of rockets; Terra’s supply had long been used up. Here was a fortune all around him; but that fortune was about to he destroyed, he along with it, if he did not hurry.


  If he could only reach the timing mechanism to yank from it the wires connecting it to the other ships. It was at the other end of the line. He started in that direction, but a surge of fatal, thick acid rolled before him, reaching for him with hungry, questing tongues.


  When it was almost touching his toes, he leaped. As he floated toward the floor, he placed a chair beneath him so that his feet landed on the seat. The legs of the chair sank slowly into the liquid.


  Again he leaped, his moment retarded by the fluid which now reached halfway up the chair legs, sucked and clung there. The sweetly-evil smelling stuff was rising rapidly. But the next leap carried him into the main cave. Abandoning the chair, he leaped once more, out through the cave’s mouth, pursued by the waving tentacles of the sensory spheres.


  HE HAD LOST precious minutes eluding that deadly acid. It would take at least five minutes to get his ship away from the asteroid; he must hurry before all those rocket motors were thrown into action, or it would be too late.


  Leap and leap again. It seemed ages, but he reached the ship, bolted the door shut. Thumps against the door as the pursuing globes ran up against it. A thought came to him; swiftly he opened the door, permitted a few of them to enter, them slammed it shut. With the heat gun he sheared off their tentacles; he could sell the zirconia in the entities. Then he turned to the controls and the ship zoomed up and out.


  Nat had barely raised his ship from the Asteroid Moira when he saw the small planetoid lurch suddenly, bounding off its orbit at almost a right angle. The sudden combined driving force of all the rockets within the cave had sent it hurtling away like a rocket itself.


  The asteroid housing the monster was heading into the Flora group of Asteroids. There the fifty-seven odd solid bodies of that group would grind, crack, and rend that dangerous beast into harmless, dead fragments.


  “A good job,” said a weak, but softly friendly voice behind him. He whirled. The girl stood in the doorway of the pilot room, supporting herself against the door frame. Digger rubbed thoughtfully against her legs.


  “We’ll just follow that asteroid, Miss,” he said, “and see if we can’t pick up some odd fragment of zirconia when it’s smashed in the grindstone there. Then we’ll light out for Terra.”


  She smiled. Earth, to him, seemed like a very good place to go as soon as possible.


  The 4-D Doodler


  Graph Waldeyer


  The Professor’s head, suspended above the body, glared about. The mouth moved rapidly—


  “DO Professor Gault, that this four dimensional plane contains life—intelligent life?”


  At the question, Gault laughed shortly. “You have been reading pseudo-science, Dr. Pillbot,” he twitted. “I realize that as a psychiatrist, you are interested in minds, in living beings, rather than in dimensional planes. But I fear you will find no minds to study in the fourth dimension. There aren’t any there!”


  Professor Gault paused, peered from beneath bushy white brows out over the laboratory. To his near sighted eyes the blurred figure of Harper, his young assistant, seemed busily at work over his mathematical charts. Gault hoped sourly that the young man was actually working and not just drawing more of his absurd, senseless designs amidst the mathematical computations . . .


  “Your proof,” Dr. Pillbot broke into his thoughts insistently, “is purely negative, Professor! How can you know there are no beings in the fourth dimension, unless you actually enter this realm, to see for yourself?”


  Professor Gault stared at the fat, puffy face of his visitor, and snorted loudly.


  “I am afraid, Pillbot, you do not comprehend the impossibility of such a passage. We can not possibly break from the confines of our three dimensional world. Here, let me explain by a simple illustration.”


  Gault took up a book, held it so that a shadow fell onto the surface of the desk.


  “That shadow,” he said, “is two dimensional, has length and breadth, but no thickness. Now in order to enter the third dimension, our plane, the shadow would have to bulge out in some way, into the dimension of thickness an obvious impossibility. Similarly, we can not enter the fourth dimension. Do you see?”‘


  “No!” retorted Pillbot with some heat. “In the first place, we are not two dimensional shadows, and—why, what is the matter?”


  Professor Gault’s lanky form had stiffened, his near sighted eyes glaring out over the laboratory to the rear of Pillbot. The psychiatrist wheeled around, followed his host’s gaze.


  It was Harper. That young man’s antics drew an amazed grunt from Pillbot. He was describing peculiar motions in the air with his pencil. Circles, whorls, angles, abrupt jabs forward. He bent over the paper on the desk, made a few sweeps of the pencil, then the pencil rose again into the air to describe more erratic motions. Harper himself seemed in a trance.


  Suddenly Pillbot gave a stifled gasp. It seemed to him that Harper’s arm vanished at the elbow as it stabbed forward, then reappeared. Once again the phenomenon happened.


  Pillbot blinked rapidly, rubbed his eyes. It must have been illusion, he decided. It was too . . . unlikely . . .


  “Harper!” Gault’s voice was like the snapping of a steel trap.


  Startled, Harper came to with a jerk. Seeing he was being watched, he flushed redly, then bent over his charts again. An apologetic murmur floated from his desk.


  “What was he doing?” Pillbot asked puzzledly.


  “Doodling!” Gault spat out the word disgustedly.


  “Doodling?” echoed the psychiatrist. “Why that is a slang term we use in psychiatry, to describe the absent-minded scrawls and designs people make while their attention is elsewhere occupied. An overflow of the unconscious mind, we call it. Many famous people are ‘doodlers.’ Their doodles often are a sign of special ability—”


  “Exactly!” snapped Gault. “It shows a special ability to waste time. And Harper has become worse since I hired him to do some of my mathematical work. Some influence in this laboratory—I blush to confess—seems to bring it on. ‘Four dimensional doodling’ we call it, because, as you saw, he doesn’t confine it to the surface of the paper!”


  Pillbot looked startled. “By jove,” he cried. “I believe you’ve hit on something new to psychiatry. This young man may have some unknown faculty of mind—an instinctive perception of the fourth dimension. Just as some people have an unerring sense of direction, so perhaps Harper has a sense of—of a fourth direction—the fourth dimension! I should like to examine some of his ‘doodles’.”


  Harper looked up in alarm as his crusty tempered employer appeared, followed by the stout figure of Pillbot. He rose and stood aside unassumingly, as Pillbot bent over the scrawls on his charts, clucking interestedly.


  Harper flickered a worried glance over to the corner. He hoped they wouldn’t notice his stress-analyzing clay model standing there. It looked like a futurist’s nightmare, with angles, curves and knobs stuck out at all angles. Professor Gault might not understand . . .


  FOR one of his retiring temperament, Harper was aiming high. There was a standing award of $50,000 for the lucky mathematician who would solve the mystery of the “stress-barrier” encountered by skyscrapers as they were built up toward the 150 story mark. At this height, they encountered stress and strains which mathematical computations and engineering designs had been unable to solve. Harper believed the “stress-barrier” was due to an undetected space-bending close to the earth’s surface, a bending of space greater than ever provided for in the prediction of Einstein. And if he was right, and could win that award, then there might be wedding bells, and a little bungalow with Judith . . . .


  Harper’s greatest fear was that he would do something to annoy Gault into firing him, thus depriving him of the privilege of using the mathematical charts and computing machines available in the laboratory. Right now, he hoped Gault wouldn’t notice that statue in the corner—


  “What’s that!”


  Harper’s heart leaped. The Professor was glaring at the statue, as though it were something the cat brought in.


  Pillbot looked up from examination of the “doodles” and followed Gault over to the futuristic statuary.


  As Gault made strangled noises, Pillbot stared interestedly. “Why—its like some of the designs in his doodling,” he exclaimed.


  “And made with some of my best modeling clay for reproducing geometric solids!” rasped Gault. He wheeled upon Harper.


  “Get that thing out of here! I won’t stand for such rot in this laboratory. Throw it into the hall for the janitor!”


  “Ye-yessir,” said Harper, gulping. He took hold of the statue, pulled at it.


  “It—it won’t budge,” he exclaimed amazedly.


  “Eh? Won’t move? It’s not heavy, is it?” demanded the Professor.


  “No—about thirty pounds, but it wont move!”


  Gault took hold of one of the angles of the thing, jerked at it savagely, He gave it up with an oath, returned to Harper’s desk muttering.


  Harper suddenly noticed the top portion of the statue. It didn’t seem to be all there! He was positive there had been another section on top, shooting off at an angle, representing a problem in tangential stress. What had happened to that top section?


  He would figure that out later, when the occasion was more propitious. Right now, he realized that only the presence of Dr. Pillbot prevented Gault from firing him. He cast an apprehensive glance toward his employer.


  With trepidation, he saw Gault reach for something projecting from behind a bench. Gault pulled it out, held it dangling before him. A strangled exclamation of wrath came from him. His long nose pointed accusingly toward Harper, like a finger pointing out a criminal.


  “I was afraid of that!” he grated. “Cutting paper dolls!” Gault was holding up a large paper cutout of a human figure—a long, rangy man.


  “This is the last straw,” Gault went on, his voice rising. “I have stood enough—”


  “It—it wasn’t me, sir,” Harper cried quickly, with visions of his job and $50,000 vanishing. “It was your ten year old nephew, Rudolph, when he was here yesterday. He cut it out, said it looked like—like his uncle—”


  Harper stopped as Gault seemed about to explode. Then the mathematician subsided, a malicious expression crept over his face.


  “H-m-m,” he said. “Might be just what I need to explain things to Dr. Pillbot.”


  “I shall take this matter before the Psychiatric Society,” Pillbot was saying excitedly. “Undoubtedly you have some strange faculty—an instinctive perception of four dimensional laws . . . what was that, Professor?”


  “I said if you will step over to this desk I will explain to you in elementary terms—very elementary and easy to understand—why you will never be able to study four dimensional beings—if any exist I” Gault’s voice was tinged with sarcasm.


  Pillbot came over, followed by Harper, who was interested in any explanations about the fourth dimension—even elementary ones . . . .


  Gault, with a glint in his eye, pressed the paper figure flatly on the surface of Harper’s desk.


  “This paper man, we will say, represents a two dimensional creature. We lay him flatly against the desk, which represents his world—Flatland, we mathematicians call it. Mr. Flatlander can’t see into our world. He can see only along the flat plane of his own world. To see us, for instance, he would have to look up, which is the third dimension, a direction inconceivable to him. Now, Doctor, are you beginning to understand why we can never see four dimensional beings?”


  Pillbot frowned thoughtfully, then looked up. “And what about the viewpoint of the four dimensioners themselves—what would prevent them from seeing us?”


  Harper hardly heard the Professor’s snort of disgust. This two dimensional cutout in “Flatland” fascinated him. An idea occurred to him. Now, just supposing the . . . .


  AS Gault and Pillbot argued, Harper grasped the paper cutout, and bent it, “jacknifed” it, creasing it firmly in the middle. Then he raised the upper half so that it rose vertically from the desk, while the lower half was still pressed flatly against the desk surface.


  “Now,” he murmured to himself, “the Flatlander would appear to his fellows to have vanished from the waist up, because from the waist up he is bent into the third dimension . . . so far as they are concerned . .


  “E-e-e-e-e!”


  At the wavering scream, Harper looked up quickly. Pillbot was staring frozenly in front of him, toward the floor. Harper followed his glance—and saw it.


  Professor Gault had vanished from the waist up.


  His lower body still stood before Pillbot, swaying slightly, but the upper body was unconditionally missing. From the large feet planted solidly on the floor, long legs rose majestically, terminating in slim, angular hips—and from thence vanished abruptly into nothingness. It was as though the upper body had been sheared away, neatly and precisely, at the waist.


  Pillbot stared from the visible portion of Gault to slack-jawed Harper and back again, sweat splashing from his puffy face.


  “Why, why really my dear fellow,” he quavered, addressing the halffigure. “This—this is a bit rude of you, vanishing in the midst of my sentence. I—I trust you will—ah, return at once!” Then, as the full import of the phenomenon penetrated to his understanding, his eyes became glazed and he backed away.


  The portion of Professor Gault addressed failed to give any indication it had heard the remonstrance. Slowly, the legs began to feel their way, like a blind man, about the floor.


  Harper stared wildly, white showing around his pale blue irises.


  “No!” he bleated. “The Professor didn’t do it himself—I caused it to happen. I bent the paper cutout, and—and Something saw me do it, and imitated me by bending the Professor into the fourth dimension!” Harper moaned faintly, wringing his hands.


  Pillbot at the moment got little satisfaction from this demonstration of his point about four dimensional life. He glanced fearfully at the half-figure.


  “You—you mean to say,” he quailed, “that we are under scrutiny by some Being of the fourth dimension?”


  “That’s it,” replied Harper with a whinny. “I—I know it, I can feel it. It became aware of our three dimensional life in some way, and its attention is now concentrated on the laboratory I” He wrung his hands. “I just know something else terrible is going to happen!” He backed away quickly as the occupied pair of pants moved toward him.


  His retreat was halted by his desk, upon which reposed two large California oranges, an inevitable accompaniment to Harper’s lunch. To him, orange juice was a potent, revivifying drink. Now he automatically reached for one of the oranges, as a more hardy individual might reach for a whisky and soda in a moment of mental shock.


  His eyes wide on the shuffling approach of Gault’s underpinnings, Harper nervously dug sharp fingernails into the orange, tore off large chunks of skin.


  A sudden blur seen from the corner of his eyes pulled his gaze back to the desk. The other orange had vanished.


  Phwup!


  It dropped to the floor before Harper, but now it was a squashy mess, the insides standing out like petals, the juice running from it.


  The other orange slipped from Harper’s nerveless fingers, rolled along the desk top. Harper pounced on the squashy thing on the floor, feverishly pushed back the projecting insides, closely examined it. He looked up wide-eyed at Pillbot.


  “Tuned inside out,” he gasped hoarsely, “without breaking its skin!”


  Pillbot’s expression indicated that the scientific attitude was slowly replacing his former fright. He snapped his fingers.


  “Imitation again!” he said, half to himself. He looked at Harper. “When you bent the paper figure this—this fourth dimensional entity imitated your action by bending the Professor. Now, as you started to peel the orange, your action was again imitated—in a four dimensional manner—by this entity turning the other orange inside out.”


  His voice dropped, as he muttered, “Imitativeness—the mark of a mind of low evolutionary order, or of . . his words faded off, his expression thoughtful.


  More white showed around Harper’s eyes. “You—you mean I am being specially watched by this Being—that He—It—imitates everything I do . . .?”


  “That’s it,” clipped Pillbot. “Because you possess this strange perception of Its realm the Being has been especially attracted to you, imitates whatever you do, but in a four dimensional manner. A Being of inexplicable powers and prerogatives, with weird power over matter, but with a mentality that is either very primitive, or—”


  Harper leaped into the air with a yell, as Professor Gault’s abbreviated body sidled up to him from behind. As he leaped, the inside out orange flew out of his grasp.


  “I just know,” he quavered, “that Professor Gault wants me to do something, is probably barking orders at me from that other dimension—oh dear, I’ve dropped the orange on the Professor’s—where his stomach should be!”


  The squashy orange had landed on the area of Gault that was the line of demarkation between his visible and invisible portions—the area that his stomach would occupy normally. It rested there in plain sight of the two startled men.


  “I—I’d better remove it,” said Harper weakly. He moved with a dreadful compulsion toward the swaying-half-figure, one slender hand extended tremblingly toward the inverted orange.


  Abruptly, the orange vanished. Harper halted like he’d run into a brick wall. Staring blankly ahead, he put his hands to his stomach, moaning faintly.


  “What’s the matter?” cried Pillbot.


  “The orange—it’s in my—stomach!”


  “See, what did I tell you,” exulted Pillbot. “Another act of imitativeness. It saw you drop the orange on Gault’s—where his stomach should be, and imitated by putting the orange in your stomach. It proves I’m right about the Being—glug!” With a loud belch, Pillbot broke off. He stared blankly at Harper, then his hands slowly came up to clutch at his stomach.


  Harper looked quickly at the desk top.


  “The other orange,” he gasped. “It’s gone!”


  “Into—my—stomach!” groaned Pillbot. “Be—be careful what you do! My God, don’t do anything. Don’t even think. This—this four dimensional creature will surely imitate whatever you do in some weird manner.”


  Rubbing his stomach, Pillbot glanced about at the various articles of furniture. He blanched. “I wouldn’t want any of that stuff inside of me,” he yammered.


  Harper flicked a despairing glance at the half-body, now gliding along in the vicinity of the paper cutout.


  “We—we must do something to get the Professor back,” he said worriedly.


  HE thought incongruously of a restaurant where he used to order lemon pie—and invariably get apple. Finally he found. that he could get lemon by ordering peach. Now the problem was, what did he have to “order” to get his employer extricated from being stuck between dimensions, like a pig under a fence? Anything he did would be imitated in a manner that might prove tragic.


  The upright portion of the cutout was leaning over backward, the head drooping down like a wilted flower, as the tension at the crease slowly lessened.


  Gathering together what resolution he could, Harper determined to take the bull by the horns. He would get the Professor returned by pressing the upper portion of the cutout flatly onto the desk surface. With trembling hands, he pressed down on it—then sprang back with a muffled yell.


  Three feet above the half-body, the Professor’s head had flashed into visibility.


  “You only pressed the head onto the desk,” said Pillbot disgustedly, “so the Being only impressed Gait’s head back into the laboratory. Now press down the rest of the body.”


  The Professor’s head, suspended above the body, glared about, affixed Harper with a smouldering glance. The mouth moved rapidly, but. no words came.


  “Professor, I can’t hear you,” whimpered Harper. “Your lungs and vocal cords are in the other dimension. Here, I’ll have you completely returned.” He reached a hand toward the cutout, the torso of which still bulged upward from the desk.


  Gault’s head wagged in vigorous negation of Harper’s contemplated act. His mouth moved in what, if audible, would have been clipped, burning accents.


  Harper drew back his hand as if he had touched a red hot poker. “The Professor doesn’t want me to touch the cutout,” he said helplessly.


  Gault’s head hovered over the cutout like a gaunt moon. It swooped down toward the paper figure, seemed to be studying its position on the desk closely. Pillbot watched him for a sign of his intentions or wishes.


  Harper wandered distractedly over toward the high wall bench. He had it! He would distract the attention of the Entity from Gault by making another cutout. He would then experiment with that second one, without endangering Gault. He’d be careful not to make this one thin and tall, so as not to resemble the Professor in outline. Perhaps with it, he could trick the Entity into releasing the missing part of Gault’s body . . . .


  He scraped in the bench drawer for the scissors, and started to sheer through a large stiff piece of paper.


  A moment later he looked up as Pillbot walked over.


  “Gault has some reason for not wanting his silhouette touched,” he said. “Can’t quite make out his lip movements, but he seems afraid some permanent mark may be left on him by his return. He wants time to figure out—why, what are you doing?”


  “I’ve made another cutout for experiment,” explained Harper. “And this one doesn’t look like the Professor, isn’t tall and thin. See—?” He lifted the second cutout from the flat surface of the bench, held it suspended before him.


  “This one is short and fat—Harper halted abruptly, the breath whooshing from his lungs.


  There was no use talking to thin air. Pillbot had been whisked into nothingness. Where the portly figure of the eminent psychiatrist had stood was now nothing, not even a half man.


  Too late, Harper realized that when he had lifted the paper figure from the surface of the bench, the Entity had imitated him by “lifting” Pillbot into the fourth dimension. Belatedly, he knew that the cutout which he held dangling, resembled Pillbot in outline.


  Harper dashed back and forth in little rushes, carrying the paper figure. He dared not put it down, for fear of seeing some segment of Pillbot flash back. He did not know what to do with it.


  Finally he compromised by suspending it to a low hanging chandlier, where it dangled swaying in the slight air currents.


  GAULT was watching his assistant’s antics with a bleak expression that changed to sardonic satisfaction as he realized Pillbot was in a predicament like his—only more so. Abruptly he frowned, staring ahead, and Harper guessed that Pillbot had located Gault’s torso in the other realm, was nudging him to indicate the fact.


  Suddenly Harper knew that he himself must enter this fourth dimensional realm. That strange instinct told him the solution to everything was there—somewhat as a woman’s intuition impells her to act in a certain way, without knowing why.


  How to get there? Another paper cutout? He glanced toward the Professor—the occupied trowsers, and swimming above it, the man’s head. The head was watching him, the expression savage.


  No, there must be no more cutouts, Harper decided. While the four dimensional entity distinguished between the outlines of a thin silhouette and a fat one, something in between, like Harper’s form, would be testing It too far.


  He, Harper would take the place of his own cutout!


  Gault’s head reared up, glared fixedly at his assistant as the young man swung his legs onto the desk, then lay down flat. A moment he lay there, in “Flatland”—then leaped to his feet.


  It was as though he had leaped into a different world. He was no longer in the laboratory. He wasn’t on any floor at all, as far as he could make out. His feet rested on nothing—and yet there was some sort of tension under him—like the surface tension of water.


  He was—he suddenly knew it—standing on a segment of warped space! There was a spacial strain here that acted as a solid beneath him!


  Harper looked “up”—that is, overhead. There was nothing there but vast stretches of emptiness—at first. Then he saw that this emptiness was lined and laced with filmy striations, like cellophane. They bore a strange resemblance to his “doodlings,” as though that strange faculty of his enabled him to somehow perceive this place of the fourth dimension. And instinctively Harper knew that these lacings were the boundaries of a vast enclosure—a four dimensional enclosure, the “walls” of which consisted of joined and meshed spacewarps.


  Abruptly he became aware of movement. He became aware of solidity there above him. And the solidity was in motion.


  Harper knew he was gazing upon a being of the fourth dimension—doubtless the Entity that had caused the phenomena in the laboratory, which had snatched him into the fourth dimension, and was even now observing him with its four dimensional sight! There was a shape above him that strained his eyes, gave hint of Form just beyond his comprehension.


  Harper hardly noticed that Pillbot was beside him, shaking him. He had suddenly grasped a fundamental law of spacial stresses, and he whipped out a pad and pencil, began scribbling down the mathematical formula of these laws. He began to see now why skyscrapers encountered the “stressbarrier” at a certain height. He understood it just as a person of innate musical ability, hearing music for the first time, would understand the laws of that music.


  “Look out, It’s moving, descending!” Pillbot was yelling into his ear. “It is about to act. Became active the moment you got here. How did you induce it to bring you here?”


  “Huh?” Harper looked up from his scribbling. “Oh.” Harper explained quickly how he had induced the Being to act on himself.


  “That’s it!” cried Pillbot hoarsely. “You switched the pattern of imitation on It—tricked It into bringing you here. That’s what made it angry—”


  “Angry?” Harper almost dropped his pad, clutched at Pillbot as there was a sudden upheaval of the invisible tension-surface on which they stood. A violent shake sprawled them on the “ground” and now Harper saw the torso of Gault, a few feet away, apparently hovering above the surface.


  “Yes, angry!” Pillbot was pale. “As long as you merely gave it something to imitate it was pacified. But now it recognizes opposition, an effort to outwit it due to your switching the pattern of imitation. Its condition is dangerous—it’s bound to react violently. We have to get out of here. You must know some way—”


  v Harper again scribbled some figures on his pad. “As soon as I’ve worked out this formula—”


  Pillbot shook him frantically. “Can’t you understand! This Creature is a mental patient of a violent type. We are in a fourth dimensional insane asylum!” Pillbot gazed upward fearfully at a descending mass. “The pattern of its action fits perfectly,” he went on. “Some violent type of insanity, combined with delusions of grandeur. Any slightest opposition will cause a spasm of fury. It recognizes such opposition in the way you tricked it into bringing you here. At first I thought it was a primitive mentality, but now I know it is a highly evolved, but insane creature, thinks it’s Napoleon, wants to conquer the three dimensional plane which its attention has been attracted to in some way—”


  Harper looked up in surprise. “Does it know about Napoleon?”


  “Of course not, you fool!” screamed Pillbot. “It has the Napoleonic complex, identifies itself with some great conqueror of its own realm. And now it’s on the rampage. We have to get out of here—” He clutched at Harper as another upheaval of the surface threw them down.


  RISING, Harper put away his pad.


  His calculations were complete. He could now show engineers how to build high buildings, taking advantage of space stress instead of trying to fight the stress.


  For the first time, the danger of their position seemed to penetrate to his consciousness. He looked about—and his eyes rested on a strange familiar projection rising from the invisible floor a few feet away. It was the section of his clay statue that had vanished—vanished because its peculiar shape had somehow caused it to be warped into the fourth dimension!


  Why hadn’t he been able to move it—Professor Gault moved about freely.


  He and Pillbot went over to it, tried to move it. A slight filmy webwork around the projection caught Harper’s eye. Now he knew—the Being had somehow affixed it to the spot as a landmark, so It could locate the laboratory. It must have been this projection that had first attracted the Being’s attention to the three dimensional world, since, ordinarily, it would never have noticed the presence of three dimensional life, any more than humans would notice the presence of two dimensional life if such existed!


  Harper looked up at a bleat from Pillbot. Above them was a sudden furious play of lights and shades. Vast masses seemed shifting in crazy juxtapositions, now descending rapidly toward them.


  “Quick,” Harper, now fully aroused, gasped to Pillbot. “Climb down this projection!”


  “Climb down it—?”


  “Yes, there is a fluid condition of space where it penetrates between the two planes. By hugging its contours you will emerge into the laboratory—I hope!”


  Pillbot glanced overhead nervously, then experimentally slid a foot down the projection. The foot vanished. With a cry of relief, Pillbot lowered himself until only head and shoulders were visible. Then that too vanished.


  Harper looked up. Some monstrous suggestion of Form was almost upon him. He grasped the projection and just as his head sank out of sight the Form seemed to smash down on him.


  Pillbot helped Harper to his feet, from where he had sprawled at the base of the statue, on the laboratory floor.


  “Quick,” he gasped. “The Creature will be infuriated now, by our escape from Its realm. A maniacal spasm is sure to follow. We must get Gault back in some way, then leave the laboratory.”


  Even as they dashed over toward the appreviated form of Gault, the laboratory shook. Invisible strains seemed to be bulging the walls inward.


  Harper rushed to the desk upon which still reposed the cutout, the section between neck and waist still arched off the surface. As Harper reached toward the cutout to press it flat, Gault’s eyes widened, his mouth opened in a soundless shout of opposition. Harper hesitated.


  “Never mind him,” yammered Pillbot. “Press the figure flat!”


  Harper pressed it flat.


  For an instant the laboratory stopped its ominous vibration. Then the figure of Gault flew through the air, came up against a wall—but it was his complete figure.


  “More signs of violence,” cried Pillbot. “But that action won’t appease It—we must get out of here—”


  Even as he spoke there was a thunderous crackling and roaring. Harper felt himself flying about, and for an instant of awful vertigo he did not know up from down. Forces seemed to be tearing at him. He felt as though he were a piece of iron being attracted simultaneously in several directions by powerful electro magnets.


  There was a flare of colored lights, a deafening detonation—and he felt himself knocked breathless against a wall.


  He picked himself up, looked around.


  ON one side of him was the familiar south wall of the laboratory. To the north, east and west was—open air. He was standing on a section of laboratory flooring that jutted out over empty space from the wall. His desk was a few feet away, right at the edge of the jutting floor. Gault and Pillbot were picking themselves up to one side of the desk.


  The pair looked over the edge of the floor, then recoiled, frenziedly hugging the flooring under them.


  Harper crawled over, looked over the edge, quickly backed away. Several hundred feet below, the traffic of the city roared!


  Gault went over to the door in the one wall, opened it, then stepped back quickly, his face pale.


  “The laboratory has been turned inside out!” he shouted. “We are on the outside!”


  “We must get away from here,” squalled Pillbot. “Another spasm of the creature will precipitate us into the street!”


  Gault forgot his apprehensions long enough to freeze Harper with a glance. “This is all your doing,” he bawled. “You with your absurd doodling, which attracted the attention of some Being of the fourth dimension!” In his anger, he overlooked the fact that he was contradicting his formerly held opinion.


  “The laboratory wrecked,” he continued, “and that isn’t all!” He stalked up to the cringing Harper, thrust his face toward him.


  “Do you know,” he yelled, “why I didn’t want to be returned hastily—why I didn’t want you to bring me back by flattening out the paper cutout? You dolt, did you ever try to get a crease out of a piece of paper?”


  “I—I don’t understand,” murmured Harper.


  “That paper doll was creased, wasn’t it?” shouted Gault.


  “Once a piece of paper is creased,” he resumed heatedly, “it can’t be perfectly flattened out again. At the crease a thin cross-section continues to bulge—into the third dimension in the case of that paper cut-out. Into the fourth dimension in my case! An creased too, at the line where I was bent into the fourth dimension! Surely you aren’t blind?”


  Harper staggered back as he saw it—a thin, horizontal line of light shining through Gault’s body—across his waistline, through clothes and all.


  “I shall have to go through life this way,” Gault snarled, “due to your imbecilic ‘doodling’, your meddling with what you don’t understand. Go about constantly with a slit of daylight showing through me. You’re fired!”


  “Gentlemen,” cried Pillbot. “The entity—we must get away. Another spasm will surely follow—”


  Harper didn’t think so. A few feet away he had noticed something—his statue lying on its side. It was all there, including the portion that had been in the fourth dimension. The Entity’s “landmark” was gone. Harper didn’t believe It would locate this particular area of the third dimension again.


  The scream of a fire siren rose up to them. As a ladder scraped over the projecting floor, Harper fondly felt the pad in his pocket with the formula on it. He wasn’t worried now about having been fired. He was seeing visions of a small cottage with Judith . . . .


  Of course, he would have to be careful in the future with his “doodling” ! He could not again risk attracting the attention of some four dimensional Being—not with Judith to think about!


  The Whispering Spheres


  R.R. Winterbotham


  An alien life-form—metallic sinister—threatening all mankind with annihilation.


  CHAPTER I


  THE CAULDRON


  THE factory saw-toothed the horizon with its hideous profile as the moon rose in the east. The red glow of the furnaces bathed the tall buildings, the gigantic scaffolds, the cord-like elevated pipelines and the columnar smokestacks in the crimson of anger. Even the moon seemed to fade as the long-fingered smokestacks reached toward it belching their pollution. The air, which should have been clean, was filled with the reek of unfamiliar odors.


  From the machine shop, where giant cannon were forged into smooth, sleek instruments of death, came noise: unchecked, unmuffled, blasphemous din. But something odd was afoot. There was a sudden hush. It seemed as if a giant hand had covered the metal city to muffle its screams.


  In the nearby city of box-like houses, where the workers lived, there was an echoing stir. Lights glowed in the windows of the tiny homes. People were awakened in the night by the sudden cessation of din.


  Something was wrong in the factory.


  But there couldn’t be anything wrong. The factory was enclosed by a high, electrified fence. There were guards on duty night and day, armed to the teeth and ready to shoot an intruder who failed to give an account of himself. There were wars and rumors of wars on the face of the earth and there was need for the uninterrupted production of sleek cannon.


  But, if something were wrong, why didn’t the whistle blow? There were signals: three short blasts, repeated many times, meant fire; one long blast meant a breakdown; five toots meant a layoff. But now the whistle was silent.


  Heads popped from the windows of the houses in the city. They listened. Was it a whistle that the workers heard? No. It was a whispering, barely audible at first, then louder. It was the whisper of tongues of flame. But no flames were visible. Only the red glow of the furnaces lighted up the factory’s profile.


  One by one the lights of the city went out as workers went back to bed, to toss restlessly. Without noise there could be no sleep.


  The tongues of flame still whispered.


  A CAR moved rapidly through the streets of the city. At the wheel was a man dressed in a captain’s uniform. The machine whirled onto the highway that led toward the factory. A barricade, lighted by torch-lanterns, barred his path. A sentry with a bayoneted gun stood to one side, signaling a halt.


  The car slowed.


  “Captain Ted Taylor, ordnance department!” the captain said, extending his pass toward the sentry.


  The sentry signaled him on.


  The car came within a stone’s throw of the factory, where it turned into a parking lot. The officer climbed out, noiselessly, and moved into the shadows.


  Once Captain Taylor had been a scientist, but that was long ago, before wars had made biology very unexciting.


  Out of the shadows a second figure moved. He was a short, stocky man, compared with the slender, graceful figure of the captain.


  “Ps-st! Captain!”


  “Masters!”


  “You got my short-wave call, I see. I was afraid you would be asleep. He came late, but he’s in the tunnel now.”


  “Who is it?”


  “The fellow we’ve suspected all along. Poses as an ignorant laborer, but he’s not ignorant by a long shot. His name is Hank Norden.”


  Masters pointed toward a clump of bushes. As he did, he caught the captain’s arm with his left hand. The bushes were moving.


  A black hole appeared at the base of the bushes and from it emerged the head and shoulders of a man. Taylor drew his pistol. The man’s head turned, searching the shadows to see if he was observed. He failed to detect the figures of Taylor and Masters, huddled nearby in the shadows.


  The man scrambled from the hole. He closed the trap door behind him and then started to move rapidly away.


  “Halt!” barked Taylor.


  The man began to run. The captain’s pistol spat, kicking up dust beside the running feet. The fleeing man jumped to one side, to spoil Taylor’s aim on the next shot, but as he did so, he stumbled and fell.


  A moment later Taylor had landed on top of him, pinning him to the ground.


  The faded moonlight showed angry eyes, a jutting, undershot jaw and a sharp, pointed nose.


  “Damn you!” spat the captive.


  Taylor removed a revolver from the prisoner’s clothing and tossed it to Masters.


  “It’s Norden, all right,” Masters said, scrutinizing the captive. “I’d know that jaw in a million. What are you doing here, fellah?”


  “I’m blowing the factory to hell!” Norden said between his teeth. “You can’t stop me. Everything’s fixed. In a minute a bomb’ll go off. You, I, everyone will be smashed to atoms. And I’m glad. For the fatherland.”


  “We know why you’re doing it,” Taylor said. “Come on, Masters. Get your short-wave working. Notify the factory office. Where’s the bomb, Norden? Come on, speak up, or I’ll pull you to pieces!”


  Norden said nothing. Masters was calling the office. He turned to the captain:


  “I can’t raise anyone.”


  “We’ll go to the gate.” Taylor prodded the prisoner ahead on the run.


  “You can’t make it in time,” Norden panted.


  “We’ll die trying!”


  A floodlight turned the area in front of the gate into a patch of daylight. An armed sentry challenged from a small building. The captain answered.


  “Sorry, but you can’t come in. Strict Orders. After hours,” the sentry said, when the captain asked to be allowed to pass.


  “But it’s urgent—life or death. We’ve got to use your telephone. Or—you call the office. Tell the super there’s a bomb in the plant—”


  The sentry’s jaws gaped, but only for an instant. Down the road inside the plant came a running, bareheaded figure—screaming:


  “Let me out! Let me out of here!”


  “Halt!” shouted the sentry.


  The figure stumbled to a stop at the gate. The light showed the pale, sweating face trembling with fear.


  “What’s the matter with you?” the sentry asked.


  “The metal pots! They’re alive! Big, orange bubbles are floating from the cauldrons!”


  “Nuts!” said the sentry. “You’re drunk.”


  But as the soldier spoke there was a trembling movement of the ground beneath the feet of the men at the gate. Captain Taylor threw himself on the ground. But there was no blast.


  The red of the sky-glow suddenly faded to orange. Up through the roof of the casting room crashed a huge, glowing sphere then floated like a will-o’-the wisp in the moonlight.


  CHAPTER II


  THE SPHERES


  WHEN the sentry faced the captain again, he stared into the mouth of a service pistol.


  “Sorry,” said the officer, “but I’ve got to get inside.” Captain Taylor turned to Masters. “Keep him covered. I’ll be back unless the bomb goes off.”


  “The bomb,” whispered Norden, fearfully, “should have exploded. I was double-crossed. They sent me here to get caught! The dirty—”


  “Watch Norden, and you might keep your eye on Funky, here,” Taylor said, pointing to the slobbering man who had dropped to his knees at the sight of the orange sphere. “I’m going inside.”


  The captain moved through the gate. The silence was uncanny. Since the war began this factory had never been idle. Thousands of cannon made; contracts for countless more! But now quiet, save for an undescribable, whispering overtone that seemed to permeate the air.


  Something glowed in the semi-darkness ahead like a pile of hot ashes on the ground.


  Taylor entered the long forge room. A white hot splinter of metal hung from the crane. There were a dozen heaps of the glowing ashes scattered about the room, but no sign of life.


  He moved on into the finishing room, where the long tubes of howitzers and field pieces lay in various stages of construction. Still there was silence.


  The whispering grew louder, like a breeze stirring dry cornstalks.


  The silence suddenly was broken by a scream. Then another. There was a sound of running footsteps.


  Taylor dropped behind a lathe.


  Through the door came an orange glow. Sharply outlined against the eerie light ran a human figure, a man in overalls, carrying a hammer. On the fellow’s face was frozen fear. He halted, turned and looked behind him.


  The darkness vanished as through the doorway floated a huge, orange sphere of light.


  “Stop! Go back! I mean you no harm!” screamed the workman.


  The ball of orange fire floated on toward him. The man’s arm raised. He hurled the hammer straight at the sphere.


  The missile rang, bounced back and fell to the sandy floor.


  A small flicker of flame wafted over the surface of the sphere. Then it lashed out like a whip toward the trembling man. His entire body glowed like a torch, then crumpled to the floor in a heap of ashes.


  SCARCELY daring to breathe, the captain watched the sphere float over the ashes of its victim for a moment; then, apparently satisfied that the man no longer lived, floated back through the doorway.


  Taylor took a deep breath. It might be well if the bomb would explode, but he knew now it had been silenced.


  In an insulated panel on the wall were the remains of an electric switchboard. The copper switches were fused, the wires burned through. The huge cables that brought the electric current to the switchboard lay molten on the floor.


  The bomb probably was electrical and undoubtedly had been fused like the switchboard.


  The captain had one objective now, to get out of the plant before the orange spheres discovered him. He didn’t know what he faced, but something told him that it had never faced mankind before. He had no weapon to combat the sphere.


  Taylor reached the forge room again. He stepped over more glowing piles of ashes.


  Then his ears caught a crescendo of the whispering that he had heard before. He looked behind him. In the doorway was an orange glow. The sphere was coming—looking for him!


  Behind the forge was a machine which had been used to operate the crane. Beyond it was stygian darkness. He might hide there.


  The captain slipped toward the machine. Every bit of electrical wiring on the controls had been fused.


  The room grew lighter, the whispering louder and then, through the doorway, floated the dazzling sphere.


  Something gripped Taylor’s shoulder muscles. A mild electrical shock coursed through his body, as if an invisible feeler had passed over him.


  The sphere halted, changed its direction and floated slowly toward the captain.


  Instinctively, Taylor backed into the corner behind the machine. He dropped to. his hands and knees and was free of the invisible feeler! Again the orange sphere halted, as if trying to relocate its victim.


  Taylor rounded a pillar which supported the track for the crane. His fingers struck an accumulation of rubbish that had been tossed into the corner. He started to push it out of the way, when the floor beneath it moved. It was a trap door!


  A gasp of surprise came from Taylor’s lips. He had a chance. But the sound gave him away. The electrical feeler touched him again. The shock jerked at his muscles and the sphere started floating nearer.


  The trap door swung back. Taylor’s right boot touched the top rung of the ladder. He moved his left boot down to the next rung. Each movement seemed to take ages and every exertion of his muscles was agony as the electrical shock gripped him with increasing intensity.


  He forced his body down into the opening. He saw the flame flickering over the surface of the sphere as the thing prepared to strike.


  The sphere seemed to pulse briefly as he released his grasp on the rim of the opening and shoved himself downward into the hole. He dropped several feet.


  Above him a brilliant flash of fire lie the opening.


  The sphere itself hovered above the hole.


  CHAPTER III


  PRIMARY OBJECTIVES


  THE sphere pulsed again. But this time no flaming whip sprang from its surface. There was a single flash. For an instant Taylor caught a glimpse of bestial eyes, looking angrily at him from the center of the flash. Then there was nothing. He was in the darkness of a tunnel. Even the charred embers of the wooden trap door above him seemed dimmed by a cloud of dust.


  The sphere had simply exploded.


  Taylor had no time to analyze the situation. His hands groped along the side of the tunnel, the one Norden had used to enter the plant on his spying expeditions. Taylor crawled slowly, feeling his way. It seemed eternity until at last he reached the end of the passage and felt the trap door overhead.


  A minute later he rejoined the others, huddled in darkness outside the gate.


  “The searchlight went out,” Masters explained. “Something wrong with the power, I guess.”


  “I know what it was,” Taylor said gruffly. He turned to the disarmed sentry. “Has anyone come out of here since the factory stopped working?”


  “Nobody but him, sir,” the soldier said, jerking his thumb at the sobbing man huddled against Norden. “He said his name was Orkins—Jim Orkins. He works in the warehouse. But you can’t tell anything about the rest o’ what he says. He just babbles, sir. Something about livin’ lightnin’ and balls of fire. He ain’t drunk, sir, so he must be crazy.”


  “Help him get up,” Taylor ordered. “Masters, you take charge of Norden. We’re going back to the car.”


  “Excuse me, sir,” the sentry said, hesitantly. “But that’s against orders. I can’t leave. I’m to guard this gate, sir.”


  “Your orders are canceled,” the captain said.


  “If I desert my post, it’s court martial,” the sentry explained. “How do I know you aren’t a spy? Captains don’t go around making privates break the orders of the day. If you’ve got business in the plant, why was I told to keep every me out? Why didn’t they tell me to pass Captain Taylor? I got a duty here and I’ll do it if it kills me. So help me, sir. Sergeant o’ the guard!”


  The echo of the sentry’s bellow rattled against the bleak factory buildings. A sphere bobbed up through the hole in the roof. Orkins opened his mouth to scream, but Norden clapped his hand over the man’s lips, choking him off.


  “Quiet!” Taylor ordered hoarsely. He addressed the sentry: “See that thing? It means death to you, to all of us if it finds us. The sergeant of the guard, probably all of the other sentries are dead. Every workman in the plant is dead. Somehow we were missed. The searchlight power went off before they found this post, I suppose. Now then, all of you follow Masters back to the car. I’ll bring up the rear.”


  “I won’t leave,” the sentry said, stubbornly.


  Masters stepped forward and put his pistol against the soldier’s back.


  “You’ll go,” he said. “Maybe this ain’t regulation, but neither are the spheres.”


  The stubby little secret service man pushed the soldier ahead of him. The sentry marched with his hands in the air.


  Drawing his own pistol, Taylor turned to Norden.


  “Help Orkins to the ear,” he said.


  Norden drew himself up stiffly.


  “Go ahead and shoot,” he said. “It’ll save the firing squad some trouble.”


  Taylor took one step forward. Norden faced him unflinchingly. Taylor’s hand shot out, caught Norden’s coat and threw him after Masters.


  “Don’t leave me alone!” Orkins cried, crawling after Norden and clasping him about the legs. Norden kicked him aside.


  “Keep moving!” Taylor ordered Norden, who had halted.


  Norden did not move.


  Taylor swung his fist. The blow connected and the officer caught the falling man, swung him over his shoulder, then turned to the cringing Orkins.


  “If you don’t want to be left here alone, follow us,” he said.


  Orkins suddenly regained his ability to use his muscles.


  Masters, watching over his shoulder, chuckled. There was a faint wink of one eye visible in the moonlight.


  “Kinda screwy, ain’t he?” he said, jerking his head in Orkins’ direction.


  “I don’t know that I blame him, much,” Taylor said. “Look at the plant.”


  Over the roof and the smokestacks floated the yellowish-red ball of fire. Another sphere was emerging from the hole in the roof.


  “What are they? A new kind of bomb?” Masters asked.


  “Norden’s bomb never had a chance. Compared with what actually happened in there, a bomb would have been a picnic. There’s not a living person left in the whole place.”


  “Not a—hold on there, Cap! Do you know how many were working?”


  “They’re all dead,” Taylor said. Briefly he outlined what he had seen in the plant.


  “Norden, the blankety-blank I” Masters swore. “Shooting’s too good for him.”


  “This isn’t connected with the war—at least not directly. It’s something else, Masters. What, I don’t know yet, hut I’m beginning to think that it’s something the human race has never met before. Those spheres have killed a couple of hundred workers with bolts of energy—”


  “I’m no scientist, captain.”


  “That’s the best I can describe this force, Masters. I might call it heat-bolts, but it’s probably partly electric and partly heat, not entirely either. You see, Masters, heat is energy, just like electricity and light. The energy these spheres shoot out is a mixture of energies. We can imagine a spark of electricity shooting out and striking a man like a bolt of lightning, but it’s hard to visualize heat behaving that way.”


  “Say, mister,” the sentry interrupted, “my arms are getting tired.”


  “Okay, buddy,” Masters replied. “If I let you put your arms down, will you behave like a nice little boy?”


  “I’ll be a perfect angel,” the sentry said, lowering his arms.


  “You’ll be an angel if you aren’t, too,” Masters added.


  “What’s your name, soldier?” Taylor asked the sentry.


  “Private Pember, sir. Company A, 110th infantry—”


  “All right, Private Pember, you can carry this fellow.”


  Taylor shifted the faintly stirring Norden to the shoulders of the soldier.


  “If it will make you feel any easier, Pember,” the captain went on, “I can assure you that exigencies demanded your removal from your post. Your life was in danger and you could do no good by remaining there. In fact, there was nothing left to guard; You can do more good for your country by coming with us.”


  “Yes, sir,” Pember said. “I guess you are right, captain.”


  “You’re a good soldier, Pember,” Taylor went on. “A situation like this is unique. It demands use of individual initiative, rather than blind obedience to orders. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” Pember said, adjusting the burden on his shoulder.


  THEY reached the car.


  A dozen of the orange-red globes now floated above the plant. They were circling slowly, in widening arcs, toward the limits of the factory grounds.


  “Searching for human beings,” Taylor decided, watching them.


  Orkins clutched Taylor’s coat tails. “They’re coming out!” he cried. “There’s hell to pay.”


  Taylor took Orkins’ arm and forced him down on the running board of the car, where Norden already was coming out of his daze.


  “Keep quiet!” Taylor ordered. “They’ll discover us.”


  “They’ll find us anyway!” Orkins said, frantic with fear. He groaned loudly.


  “Okay. He asked for it,” Masters said.


  There was a splatting sound as Masters’ fist landed. Masters made a face over a distasteful duty done and turned to Pember:


  “Put them both in the car.” He indicated Norden. “Here’s handcuffs. Lock them together.”


  Taylor and Masters watched the circling spheres. Suddenly one darted down. From its pulsating body shot a flash of flame. A human scream rent the air.


  “It’s the darnedest thing I ever saw,” Masters said with a shudder. “Those fireballs squirt heat-electricity out at a guy and roast him!”


  “Yes,” Taylor said with a nod, “and that isn’t all. Those spheres act as though they were alive. When that one went out above the opening of the tunnel, I thought I saw a pair of eyes.” Masters studied the assertion, then spoke:


  “Captain, I may look dumb, but I’ve been in the secret service long enough to be found out if I really am. I’ve a hunch you killed that sphere.”


  “I’ve thought of that, but how could I? I didn’t touch him.”


  “Maybe you don’t have to touch ’em to kill ’em. We don’t know what they are, except they’re different—”


  “We don’t know the real natures of anything, as far as that goes. Man’s a mixture of chemicals, but that doesn’t explain him. The spheres are a mixture of energies—we can observe that much, but it still doesn’t explain them. Where are they from? Why did they come here? What are their primary objectives?”


  “Primary’ objectives? That’s a military term, ain’t it?”


  “Partly military, and partly scientific. We know the secondary objective of the spheres. It’s the same as man’s or any other living creature. The spheres are alive and their objective is to keep on living, but that isn’t their primary motif. The primary objective is the difference between a good man and a bad one. Whatever is more important to a man than life itself is his primary objective.”


  “Life’s pretty important,” Masters said, solemnly.


  “Yes, but life isn’t everything. Any man, no matter how yellow or mean he is, has some ideal he’s willing to die for—or at least he’s willing to risk dying to attain. Look at Norden. He’s hard, cold-blooded and he doesn’t think twice about putting a bomb in a plant to wipe out scores of lives. He dared me to kill him, rather than help us. His code as a spy is his primary objective. Look at Pember. He must have been lightened by the spheres, but we had to force him to leave his post. We’ve shown him that his duty now is with us—he realizes that the spheres are the immediate enemy of his country and he’ll do his best fighting them. And you and I have ideals—we know each other too well to list them.”


  “I getcha so far, but what about Orkins?”


  “The man’s not afraid of death, but afraid of the unknown. Men like him commit suicide rather than face reality. He wants security. He’s afraid of uncertainty. He lives in an unreal, imaginary world and when uncertainty, which is reality, intrudes, he is completely lost.”


  “You make me feel sorry for the poor devil.”


  “That’s because you understand why he’s funky. Primary objectives make men do what they do—but understanding Orkins doesn’t solve our problem.


  “No, What are the spheres? Are they alive? If so, they must want something. What do they want?”


  “A conquest of the human race?” Taylor pondered. “Maybe. But it isn’t likely. They can’t gain much by conquering us. It wouldn’t do man any good to stage a conquest of earthworms and swordfish, since neither could pay taxes. The spheres are as different from man as man from an angle-worm. Are we a menace to the spheres? Apparently the only time we really menace them is when we crawl into a hole like a rabbit—maybe there’s something in that that will help us, but I don’t think that’s why they kill us. Are we a nuisance? If so, why? Are we a food? There is energy in sunlight and chemicals in the human body. A creature of energy would feed on something like sunlight, not chemicals. His menu would be electric wires, storage batteries—”


  “Great Scott, Captain!” Masters interrupted. “Let’s get away from this car. There’s a battery in it—food for the spheres!”


  Masters looked nervously up at the circling globes. Taylor, deep in thought, did not stir. Instead, he continued his speculation:


  “Maybe they kill us for sport.”


  He was thinking of small boys torturing frogs; of Roman emperors at the circus; of sportsmen exterminating game; of the mob watching the guillotine on the streets of Paris. It was Zarathustra who said that when gazing at tragedies, bull fights and crucifixions, man has felt his happiest; and when man invented hell, he made hell his heaven on earth. Couldn’t this be a characteristic of all life? Couldn’t the spheres be cruel and ruthless, too?


  Man, the mighty hunter, had become the prey.


  A sphere detached itself from the group and circled toward the car.


  “I guess you’re right, Masters,” Taylor decided as he watched the spheres. “We’d better move.”


  CHAPTER IV


  PREY


  MASTERS unlocked the handcuffs of the two men in the car; He disposed of his short-wave set in a ditch, for it, too, had batteries which might attract the spheres.


  “Get out of the car, Orkins,” he ordered.


  “Watch him, Masters,” Taylor warned, “If he starts yelling, choke him.”


  “But not too hard,” Masters added. “If we’re going to be rabbits, human values will change. Men who run into holes will live to eat turnips, those who bare their teeth won’t. Orkins might be the forefather of a new race—a helluva race. Come on, Orkins. Get out Hurry up, Father Abraham, or I’ll drag you out.”


  Orkins, cringing, emerged.


  Taylor took charge of Norden, who followed Orkins out of the machine.


  “I hate your guts, Norden,” he said. “You’re a dirty, lousy rat and you ought to be shot. But after all, you’re a man. You’ve courage and I admire it, as much as I hate the way you use it. Overseas there’s a war between countries. Here there’s another war between humanity and a species of alien monsters. Whether we like it or not, we’re allies.”


  Nor den’s undershot jaw moved in a grin.


  “I know about the spheres, Captain,” Norden replied. “I overheard your remarks to Mr. Masters. I’ve listened to Orkins’ babble.”


  “Will you help us?”


  “I will bargain with you.”


  “For your life? You know I can’t do anything about that. I’ll do my best—I’ll speak a good word at your trial, try to save you from the firing squad, but I’m only a captain. That’s all I can do. I haven’t the power to do anything more.”


  “Then I will not help.”


  “Do you know what we’re up against?”


  “It looks pretty bad, doesn’t it, Captain. But consider my hopeless case.”


  “We have a chance, Norden. I know, more than any other living man perhaps, what those spheres are. I’ve seen them close at hand. Any hope of defeating them rests in us, using the meager knowledge I’ve gained from contact. What happens to your fatherland after the spheres finish on this side of the ocean depends on whether we conquer them, or they exterminate us.”


  Norden stopped smiling.


  “When you put it that way, Captain, how could I refuse?” he asked. “I’ll cooperate, not to help you, but to help the fatherland.”


  The moonlight showed a gleam in Nor den’s deep-set eyes that Taylor did not like.


  THEY moved to a wooded spot in a nearby field. There was a feeling of semi-security as they settled down to rest under the trees. Orkins’ moans of fear were silenced by sleep. Norden sat motionless and Taylor could not tell whether he was asleep or awake. Pember removed his pack and used it for a pillow. Masters snored peacefully on the grass.


  Only Taylor remained awake. A sphere floated overhead. Taylor, watching, saw the leaves of the tree stir restlessly as the invisible feelers probed toward the earth.


  It was a reddish-orange orb, like the setting sun. Taylor once more got the impression of deeply embedded eyes glowering beneath the shining surface.


  Were the eyes an illusion? Did the creatures really have eyes, like those of higher forms of animal life? Illusion or not, the eyes seemed to be there, intense, glaring and savage. They seemed to peer into the depths of-Taylor’s soul.


  Taylor sat motionless, almost positive he was under observation. He expected to feel the jerk of the electric shock of the feeler. Instead, the sphere drifted on. The eyes had not seen.


  A moment later flame streaked down from the sphere toward the parking lot. There was a roar as a gasoline tank exploded and flame shot skyward.


  “There goes the battery!” Taylor muttered.


  The others were roused by the explosion. Orkins sobbed hysterically. Masters, Pember and Norden watched the roaring flame.


  “We’ll never escape them!” Orkins moaned. “They’ll find us sooner or later. They can sense us.”


  “They’re not infallible,” Taylor said. “Remember I got away from them in the tunnel.” He turned knowingly toward the others. “Perhaps, if we dug a cave—”


  “Sure!” said Masters. “It’s a good idea.”


  “Yes, sir!” Pember said with a nod. He pulled his trench tool from his pack and handed it to Orkins. “Maybe you’d like to dig, Mr. Orkins. It’ll keep your mind off them things.”


  Orkins seized the small shovel almost instantly. Taylor half-smiled. He had made the suggestion for Orkins’ benefit. The cave probably would never be finished. One deep enough to offer a refuge for five men could hardly be dug in a practical length of time.


  Dawn was not far off and the spheres were drifting over the town. Already streets were filled with panic-stricken people. The appearance of the strange balls of fire brought residents from their homes in the middle of the night. Some fled in terror, believing a new type of raider had been invented by the enemy. Others stood watching.


  The spheres circled. Taylor watched them, realizing he could do nothing to stop what would happen. There was no way to warn these helpless people that the spheres dealt death in a most sudden and violent form.


  Something nagged at Taylor’s mind. Why had the sphere gone out when he crept into the tunnel? What had caused it to die? Had the sphere been grounded, trying to reach him under the surface of the earth? Not likely, otherwise the creatures would not be able to attack a man standing on the ground. The bolt, besides, was not electricity, like lightning, but heat, which is not grounded easily.


  Where had the spheres come from? They surely were not of this world. On the basis of biological evolution they could not be the children of any life known to science. Had they evolved suddenly, by accident? Some scientists thought all life had grown by accident; the right combination of circumstances had occurred and a chemical action had followed. Had the right combination for the spheres come about as the result of the war and the releasing of untold amounts of energy?


  But even if life had begun on earth by accident, all other types had taken ages to develop. These spheres, thinking creatures, could not have evolved overnight.


  These seemingly invincible creatures could not have come from this world. Biological development comes through struggle and survival. An invincible creature does not have to worry about its existence—in fact, struggle was necessary to develop an invincible being. These spheres must be from another world. Refugees, perhaps, from another, even more powerful race; or maybe they were seeking a new world to conquer.


  One was circling overhead again. The leaves rustled. Taylor thought he heard a choked-off scream. Orkins. He gritted his teeth grimly.


  There was only one link of hope in Taylor’s chain of thought. There must always be a cheek to every form of life, Terrestrial plagues of insects were followed suddenly by flocks of birds. In western states an increase in the number of jackrabbits always is a forerunner of an increase in the number of coyotes. But the jack-rabbits carried parasites fatal to the coyotes. If man was a rabbit, then perhaps he harbored the check to these creatures of flame.


  What check would limit the whispering spheres? No germ, surely. What possible check was there except man’s nature? What part of man’s nature? That was the answer Taylor wanted to know.


  His chain of thought was suddenly interrupted.


  Pember was coming on the run. The private saluted the captain.


  “Something’s wrong, sir! Orkins is throwing a fit.”


  “Can’t you quiet him? The spheres are near.”


  “Norden held his hand over Orkins’ mouth, but it made Orkins worse. I—I think it’s serious, sir.”


  Taylor followed Pember to the place where Orkins had been digging. Norden was there, bending over Orkins, who lay on the ground. Masters, standing behind Norden, shook his head.


  “He’s dead,” Norden said, straightening.


  “He was scared to death by the spheres,” Masters said. “No one harmed him, except to hold a hand over his mouth. He wasn’t choked. He could have breathed through his nostrils—”


  “Wait—”


  Taylor held up his hand. Something clicked in his brain.


  Masters had said something about the spheres that fitted. He said, Maybe you don’t have to touch ’em to Mil ’em. Figuratively speaking, Orkins hadn’t been seriously touched either.


  The answer!


  CHAPTER V


  AN ESCAPE


  TAYLOR ordered Pember and Norden to bury Orkins where he had been digging, then the officer took Masters aside.


  “We’ve got a weapon,” Taylor announced.


  Masters grunted:


  “Yeah? Indians had bows and arrows, too. Look at what happened to them.”


  “This is different. A new weapon. We can beat the spheres through their emotions.”


  “You mean fear, love, hate—all that stuff? How do you know these spheres have emotions?”


  “What is life but a series of sensations and emotions? If the spheres are alive, they must have something which correspond to emotions. The emotions may be different from ours, but they’ll be emotions just the same. Orkins died of fear. Of course, you can call it heart attack, but fear brought it on. That sphere that had me cornered in the plant died, too. Do you see?”


  “Was the sphere afraid of you or the tunnel?”


  “Don’t be flippant. The emotion wasn’t fear, It might not have been any emotion we have, but an emotion that we’d expect a creature made of energy to have. An emotion of frustration! It had me cornered. I escaped. The energy sphere met resistance. When energy meets resistance it changes!”


  “I don’t get it.”


  “Look, Masters. If the spheres are mixtures of energies, like we are mixtures of chemicals, death means extinction, just as biological death means the extinction of the chemical action in our lives. Theologians say we don’t die—that there’s a change and we go on existing in a spiritual life. Now let’s take a peep at what science tells us about energy: Newton says energy is never extinguished, When it ceases in one form, it changes to another. What happens when you run electricity through a resistance coil?”


  “It turns to heat, of course!”


  “And when you enclose light where it can’t escape?”


  “It turns to heat!” Masters’ face brightened. “And if you pen up heat, it turns to light. I learned that in school. Resistance causes a change. But what do the spheres turn to?”


  “Radio energy, Masters! Something absolutely harmless to man. These living, energy spheres will change to radio energy when they meet resistance. Frustration is resistance. Frustration is an emotion. An overwhelming emotion for the spheres! The sphere is frustrated—meets resistance—it disappears. In other words, it dies!”


  FROM the city came screams and cries. The spheres had attacked at last.


  The men in the wooded field could see the darting balls sending their searing bolts down on the heads of hapless victims. The crashing roar of the slaughter sounded like distant thunderstorms.


  Streets were jammed with panic-stricken human beings, fleeing from the unknown menace which slashed with bolts of heat energy.


  From the hole in the factory roof poured more spheres to join the destruction.


  “They breed fast, the devils!” said Masters.


  A figure in khaki approached Taylor. It was Pember with blood running from a cut on the side of his head.


  He saluted briskly.


  “Norden escaped, sir!” he blurted. “The dirty so-and-so cracked me over the head with the trench tool and got away!”


  “I never thought he’d turn yellow,” Masters said. “Well, maybe it’s a good thing he’s gone. I never trusted him anyhow.”


  “Which way did he go?” Taylor asked.


  “He went toward the factory, sir!” Pember replied. “He didn’t knock me out. Just a glancing blow. I was too dazed to stop him, but I saw him running toward the factory.”


  “He’d rather take it that way than the firing squad, I guess,” Masters decided.


  “Masters,” Taylor said. “We overlooked something. Norden knows something we don’t know. He was around Orkins most of the time after we left the plant. He listened to what Orkins said. Orkins was in the factory when the spheres first appeared. I overlooked Orkins as having an answer to the problem. I thought I knew it all, but I was wrong! Orkins knew more than I know about the spheres.”


  “Sure! I should have thought of it, too. How did Orkins get away when everyone else got killed? I never asked that. I just took it for granted that he got away by accident. Orkins might have known enough to help Norden get the spheres on his side!”


  Taylor already was running toward the factory. At his heels came Masters and Pember.


  CHAPTER VI


  INFERNO


  THEY found no sign of Norden as they approached the factory. Several times they had to take cover in ditches and weeds as whispering spheres floated overhead in search of prey. But they escaped the electrical feelers which stirred the grass and brush around them.


  Pember recovered his Garand rifle, which had been left near the sentry box during the retreat.


  Taylor led the group into the tunnel, with Masters following and Pember bringing up the rear.


  The din of the slaughter in the town and the shrill whistle of the spheres was blotted out underground. They reached the far end, where the ladder led upward to the sphere-haunted factory.


  Taylor ascended. He could hear the shrill whistle of spheres dinning through the bleak building. He peeped into the forge room. The first flush of dawn was streaming through the windows.


  Norden was there, creeping along the barrels of some naval guns toward the casting room.


  Norden halted at the door. He took a deep breath. Prom his lips came a shrill, whispering whistle, a close imitation of the call of the spheres.


  An orange light was reflected from the room beyond.


  Still whistling, Norden stepped back a few paces. Through the door, floating toward the spy came an orange sphere.


  Taylor watched, expecting to see a bolt of heat lash out toward the spy. But the sphere pulsed slowly, as if half pleased by the sound Norden made with his lips.


  So this is how Orkins escaped from the plant, Taylor thought. Orkins had imitated the creatures. They had spared him as a pet, like a man keeps a talking parrot.


  Norden stood very still, whistling while the sphere approached. A little tentacle of flame reached out toward him.


  Taylor expected to see Norden disappear in a flash of fire, but the flame seemed to caress. A soft glow seemed to diffuse from the man’s clothing and body.


  The sphere, too, seemed to change, growing softer and more mellow. It wasn’t a tangible substance, but something ethereal, like the flicker of flame over an open hearth. Some tremendous force seemed to hold the sphere in globular shape.


  Taylor could see the chimerical eyes peering through the surface of the sphere. He looked into the depths of those eyes and still could not be sure they were not an illusion. The intensity of the creatures’ intelligence seemed to shine from within, giving the impression of staring, haunting eyes. They were not organs of sight, but they were the windows of the mind. They were the source of those tenuous flames that seemed to caress Norden.


  As Taylor looked at the eyes he felt plunged into the pathless depths of a vast, powerful brain. He was in contact with an infinity of intelligence far beyond limits of human comprehension. It was a surging intelligence of energy, abysmal, vaprous and limitless, transcending the dimensions, out-reaching boundless time, overshadowing matter.


  The eyes made Taylor forget he was a man. His own mind seemed merged in the intellectual energy floating among the monster machines of the forge room. Dimly, he was conscious that this power was not directed at him, but at Norden who stood, still whistling, in front of the globe.


  The sphere was whistling, too, and the sound transformed itself into music of the stars.


  A discordant note rose in the song from Norden’s imitation of the voice. Norden was shrieking hatred for Taylor’s nation, for all those who opposed the self-designated supermen of the world.


  “My race must be preserved!”


  The thought was Norden’s, reflected to Taylor from the shoreless depths of the energy brain.


  “All other peoples are evil, decadent, and are doomed to slavery under the man of the future. The future man will be a child of my race. My race h superior. From it the uberman will rise. You must help. Prey on these inferior peoples. They do not deserve to live.”


  The sphere’s hues changed, reddish, then yellow, back to orange.


  “Is this Norden a man?” came the sphere’s questioning thought. “Why doesn’t he flee? Why doesn’t he scream in terror? He’s different from the others. Perhaps he is, as he claims, a superior being. There was one, who called himself Orkins, who talked with Us. But when Orkins saw us slay he ran away in terror. This Norden begs us to kill.”


  “It is only through destruction of the weak that the strongest survive,” Norden answered. “Man is a cruel, but noble creature. Those who fail to kill are weak.”


  The sphere’s whistle grew thunderous.


  “You speak the philosophy of my world!” it said.


  From the depths of the sphere a rhythm of thought arose. A whispered epic sang through the fibres of Taylor’s mind, telling of a world of energy, whipped into a storm of war. Spheres of energy, overwhelmed a weaker race made up of gaseous clouds of atoms.


  In the midst of this titanic battle a huge disc appeared, carried by the gaseous clouds. It was a concave lens, like some powerful optical instrument. But instead of focusing beams of light, it reflected, not only light but all forms of energy. As the spheres attacked they were shattered into spores and shot away through space.


  The whispered song told of the flight through space. Behind lay a world, unlike the earth, which the spheres called home. It was a gaseous, flaming world where matter and energy mingled as one substance. It was mottled with spots of cold gases which warred with the whispering spheres. It was the sun.


  The sun was power, yet a ceaseless struggle between energy and matter. But neither energy nor matter was in control. Should matter control, the sun would cool. If energy triumphed, the sun would explode. It was war, like the wars of the earth, where one philosophy was based on power, and the other seeking justice. A victory for might would make a ruthless world. Justice was worthless without injustice. The ideals were mutually dependent, yet always at war.


  “The cold gases tricked us,” whispered the sphere. “The weak have no right to outwit the strong. The weak has no right to survive. Justice is an unnatural condition. Progress means nothing, except on the road to glory. Your race, sharing our philosophy, can build another great energy reflector to send us back. We can aid our people in triumphing over these inferior beings who claim rights in a world of might.”


  “We can built what you wish,” Norden promised.


  It was a promise like other promises Norden had made, Taylor thought. Norden once had promised to help Taylor fight the spheres.


  “I will call the others!”


  The sphere floated upward toward the hole in the roof. It circled the factory and moved away, toward the town, where a score of other majestic, glowing globes floated like bubbles of fire.


  Norden watched, a smile cracking his jutting jaw.


  There was still a whispering sound, A single shrill hiss came from the casting room.


  “Why do you claim superiority, Norden?” Taylor spoke.


  The spy turned. For the first time he saw Taylor.


  “Himmel!”


  Norden’s eyes looked beyond Taylor and rested on Masters, who was emerging from the tunnel.


  “Is it because you pose the doctrine of slavery and destruction? Is it because your cultural contributions are keyed to military conquest? Is it because of your lies and broken promises? Is it because you are more skillful in butchery? It is because you have refined the art of terrorism?”


  Taylor was advancing, half crouching, toward Norden.


  Norden’s arm swished in a swift motion. He drew an automatic pistol from his pocket and leveled it at Taylor and Masters.


  “Because I am the stronger!” Norden said.


  Taylor had not expected Norden to be armed. He had overlooked the possibility that the spy might have an extra weapon hidden in the tunnel.


  CHAPTER VII


  HUMANITY’S ARMY


  TAYLOR and Masters raised their arms. They were caught.


  “There is nothing you can do now to save yourself, or your country,” Norden said. “Nothing. The spheres will destroy you and your people. They will destroy every living creature who does not surrender to my nation. Might will come into its own.”


  “Are you sure the spheres are so invincible?” Taylor asked. “Remember, they were expelled from the sun. They must have been checked on the sun many times, otherwise they would have destroyed the creatures who opposed them.”


  “They are greater than anything on the earth,” Norden said.


  “The spheres are not for the earth. Our battles are not theirs. By betraying your world to these creatures, you are betraying the whole human race.”


  “This is not so!” Norden said, thickly. “I know how to handle them. Orkins told me. He said he imitated their whistle and they spared him, while they killed the others in the plant. He didn’t realize the value of his discovery. He was too much of a coward.” Norden beckoned his prisoners to him and disarmed them. He pointed to the door of the casting room. “Look!”


  In the center of the room was a metal pot used for small castings. It was filled with molten, glowing metal. Beside it sat a single orange sphere, spraying the pot with bolts of heat to keep the contents warm, for the electrical energy that had supplied the melting pot had long-since been cut off.


  In the center of the pot an orange-red bubble was rising from the metal. A sphere was forming on the surface of the metal.


  “The rise of living energy!” Norden said. “Our own kind of life may have begun ages ago in much the same way. A spore from some far off world may have drifted here through space, found conditions just right, and taken root. Thus the spore of the sun—the whispering spheres—found a set of conditions fitted for growth. That metal pot is filled with seeds of the spheres. One by one they will hatch and grow into a force that will bring extinction to all men, except those of my race. The spheres do not want the world, they want the sun. We will see that they go back to the sun, after they have had their sport, killing the weaklings of your nation.”


  Taylor shuddered as he looked at the growing sphere. This deep, intense intelligence, which found sport in killing human beings, already seemed to be pouring from the depths of its half-formed body.


  “The fact that I am alive, proves my superiority,” Norden said. “Your people ran in terror at the sight of the spheres, but I bargained with them. I made an alliance.”


  “You and your superiority!” Masters growled. “If you really were smart, you’d have counted us. Don’t you know there are three of us who aren’t afraid of the spheres?”


  As Masters spoke, the point of Pember’s bayonet touched the small of Norden’s back. The soldier had crept from the tunnel, unobserved by Norden, who was engrossed in the mental torture of his prisoners.


  With a cry of rage Norden whirled and fired.


  But Taylor had expected such a move. Even as Norden swung around, the officer sprang, knocking the spy off his feet and spoiling hi a aim.


  A warning whistle came from the sphere heating the cauldron.


  “Back! Out of the doorway!” Taylor shouted, grappling with Norden. “I’ll take care of him!”


  Pember obeyed orders. He jumped back, dragging Masters with him.


  Taylor wrenched the gun from Norden’s hand, just as the spy landed a jarring blow to the body. Taylor staggered, lost his balance and dropped the gun.


  Norden leaped forward to retrieve the weapon, but Taylor blocked the move. He drove Norden back with a hard right. The two men closed in and stood toe to toe, trading blows.


  The screaming of the sphere grew louder. The creature by the metal pot seemed to be calling the others over the town. The half-formed sphere in the melting pot joined and the entire building rang with the shrill screams.


  Taylor was slowly driving Norden back toward the door of the casting room. A tentacle of flame reached out from the monster by the metal pot, but it only circled the men. Apparently it was afraid to strike, for fear of destroying friend as well as enemy.


  Norden’s knee came up. Taylor dodged in time to avoid a crippling blow, but the leg caught him on the thigh, sending him back and upsetting him on the floor.


  With a cry of triumph, Norden dived toward his foe. But Taylor rolled on his back, doubled his legs and met the hurtling body with a two-footed kick.


  Norden grunted with pain. He staggered back, straight toward the sphere by the metal pot.


  A whistled warning had no effect.


  The momentum carried Norden crashing into the orange nucleus of energy. There was a blinding flash.


  A small pile of glowing ashes appeared on the floor.


  The whistle of the sphere stopped. It pulsed once. A feeble ray of heat lashed out toward Taylor, but the bolt halted in mid-air.


  A plop cracked in Taylor’s ear. The sphere disappeared like a bursting soap bubble.


  “Cap! Are you all right!”


  Masters appeared in the doorway behind Taylor.


  “Gosh!” His eyes settled on the pile of ashes, the remains of Norden. He turned to Taylor. “Are you all right, Cap?”


  Taylor nodded.


  “Where’s the sphere?” asked Masters.


  “He died of frustration—or sorrow—over having killed the wrong man,” Taylor said grimly. Taylor indicated the half-formed monster in the pot. “Now we’ve got to get rid of that one and all the unhatched spores.”


  “If that metal pot hatches ’em, we will,” said Masters. “We’ll dump the metal.”


  The undeveloped sphere made no move to launch a deadly bolt toward the men. Apparently at this stage of incubation the spheres were harmless.


  “Pember!”


  “Yes, sir!” the soldier appeared in the doorway, carrying his bayonetted gun.


  “Keep a lookout for other spheres. Masters and I are going to dump this metal pot.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  An electric motor ordinarily dumped the pot into molds, but this motor, like everything else electrical in the plant, now was out of commission. Masters, however, found a block and tackle and rigged it to a beam above the pot. The hook he attached to Hie bottom of the pot.


  “Grab hold, Cap!” he said, taking the end of the rope.


  Taylor loosened his tunic and seized the rope.


  “Heave!” Masters chanted.


  The two men strained. Slowly the pot tilted.


  Pember, standing at a window, called out over his shoulder:


  “They’re coming back!”


  Above the creak of the pulleys rose the murmuring whisper of the spheres.


  “Heave!” Both men joined in the rhythmic call, putting their weight on the rope. The pot tilted more.


  The half-formed sphere whistled loudly and the spheres circling over the plant answered.


  “Hurry!” Pember urged.


  “Heave!” chorused the men on the ropes. The pulleys creaked.


  The room suddenly blazed with a brilliant orange glow as a maddened sphere floated through the hole in the roof. It hung in the air, pulsating, scanning what was taking place below.


  “Heave!” cried the two men. The pot was at an angle; The hatching sphere screamed to the globe above.


  The floating sphere shrieked. Flame danced over its surface.


  “It—It’s got—eyes!” Masters said, spacing his words with tugs on the ropes.


  “Don’t look!” Taylor warned. “Heaver Pember faced the sphere. lie patted his Garand.


  “Give ’im hell, boy!”


  He swung the rifle to his shoulder and fired. The bullet whined off the sphere as if it were steel. Pember jerked his head in despair. Angrily he fired again. His tin hat slid to one side of his head at a rakish angle.


  “You spawn of hell!” he cried.


  Pember lowered his gun. The sphere pulsed ominously. Then the doughboy charged.


  Beneath the brim of his helmet Pember’s jaws were set. His half-closed eyes, glazed by the dazzling light from the sphere, were two slits of savage determination.


  There was something glorious in that charge. It was a soldier going into battle against hopeless odds. And it was more. The army of human civilization at that moment consisted of one buck private pitting everything he had against something that even-science could not analyze.


  The sudden attack seemed to surprise the sphere. It bounded back, moving swiftly out of the way of the advancing one-man army.


  Pember roared. There were no words in what he shouted. It was just a cry, the battle cry of humanity.


  “Heave!” chorused Taylor and Masters.


  They too had a battle cry. Every man was doing his best and would die doing it, if necessary.


  There was a crack and a hiss. A flicker of flame flashed over the charging soldier. An odor of charred human flesh filled the room.


  Then came a new sound, the hissing splash of spilled metal.


  The pot was dumped.


  Taylor dropped the rope and faced the sphere. He saw the charred pile of ashes beside the inhuman creature. Nearby was a fused tube of metal, all that was left of Pember’s rifle.


  “All right, you devil!” shouted Taylor. “Strike and be damned! There’s one thing you can’t fix, and that’s the metal pot. Your spores are dead. Your mistake was in having a metal pot for a mother!”


  Taylor sensed understanding in the sphere. Those eyes that were not eyes but windows of the mind, seemed to fade. Flame licked out again from the monster, but it did not launch toward Taylor. Nor was Masters the target.


  Instead, the flame reached toward the fading yellow hemisphere and the cooling pool of metal on the floor. There lay the hopes of the species on this planet, Wrecked with a block and tackle.


  Plop!


  The hemisphere exploded like a bubble.


  Plop!


  The mourning sphere disappeared.


  Plop, Plop. Plop,


  Three more spheres appeared in the opening in the roof and vanished.


  Masters tugged on Taylor’s sleeve.


  “Come on! We’ve got a chance, if we Can get to the tunnel!”


  Taylor shook his head.


  “No need. We’re safe now. If they’ve changed to radio energy, the big broadcast is on.”


  The sky was filled with exploding spheres as the whispers sobbed the tale of the disaster. A score of the energy monsters, bred from the metal pot overnight, burst in the rays of the rising sun. Energy, meeting resistance, was changing to something else. The war of energy and matter might continue on the molten surface of the sun, but on earth there would be only the wars of ideals.


  The Belltone


  Edmund H. Leftwich


  Here is the opportunity department for newcomers. Every month we will publish short shorts, giving preference to FIRST STORIES. If you have wanted to write science-fiction, now is the time to start. This derailment will discover the coming favorites.—The Editor.


  It is no use. It’s too late. The earth—I must dig—alone.


  To Whom It May Concern:


  In order to clear up any misunderstanding or false impressions regarding the amazing case of my beloved friend and co-worker, Professor Howard E. Edwards, I submit herewith, extracts from the professor’s notebook, which I found on the desk.


  Evans Babclay, B.S. Fellow IRE.


  Jan. 25.


  Last night, in my dreams, I was a monstrous ant, and had been digging myself a burrow in the soft fresh earth. The dream was intensely real, and when I awoke, I felt as tired as if I had actually been digging. My arms ached, and I was astonished, upon examining my hands, to find them raw.


  Dressing hastily, I rushed to the back yard, and there, sure enough, near the fence, was a large hole about two feet deep and three feet long. Hurriedly, I filled it in and returned to the house.


  I must rest for a few days, as I feel that the intense excitement caused by my investigations, is preying too heavily upon my mind.


  At this time, I feel that I should make a brief summary of my findings in respect to the ants, so that Barclay may go over these notes upon his-return from his vacation.


  First: The ant colony is the source of a powerful bell-like tone which is radiated continuously on two wavelengths, .0018 meter, and .00176 meter. This tone acts as a radio-beacon, and directs the ants to the colony, no matter where they may be located. The .0018 meter wave is used by the ants for their “clacking” conversations, by means of which they communicate with each other and the colony, receiving orders from the directing intelligence, reporting the location of food, and requesting help, when needed.


  The wave .00176 meter, is used for sending thought images or pictures which may be sent with the “clacking” code, or independently. I cannot conceive a more efficient or highly specialized communications system. I. must learn their secret, their methods.


  Jan. 30.


  This morning, while sitting at the receiver in a semi-doze, with the belltone ringing in my ears, I fell into that state known as “day-dreaming.” Little “Nippy,” my beloved fox terrier, and constant companion, rushed into the laboratory and ran up to me.


  For a moment my mind went blank. My hands shot out. I grasped the dog around the throat and began to throttle him. I had risen from my chair, and the dog was nearly dead, when I slipped and fell, pulling the phone plug out of the receiver.


  Instantly, my mind cleared, and words cannot express the remorse I felt at my inhuman actions. Nippy would have nothing to do with me, and crawled dejectedly from the room, a terrified look in his eyes.


  I have no explanation for my actions.


  Feb. 3.


  The transmitter is ready for operation.! have constructed a pair of metal disc-electrodes which clamp tightly to my head and press upon my tempos. This device will pick up the thought impulses from my brain, feed them directly into the radio-frequency amplifier, where they will be amplified, and then radiated in a tight directed beam.


  My two ants were in their little enclosure under the microscope when I threw the switch to the “send” position. I pictured myself as I looked as a man, and sent the thought, “I am a man.”


  Hastily, I threw the switch to the “receive” position. I looked through the microscope.


  The ants were lying on their sides. Somehow, I felt that the power was too great, and had stunned them. Keeping my eye to the microscope, I again threw the switch to “send,” and cut the power to half.


  “Get up, friends . . . get. up,” I thought, as I pictured them rising. Sure enough . . . the ants slowly regained their feet. They looked about in apparent bewilderment. Back again, in “receive” position, I was conscious of the thought image.


  “The man . . . he is the man. The man holds us here. He is killing us. We must kill the man.”


  They gnashed their fierce-looking mandibles. I snapped back to “send” and thought.


  “No . . . you must not kill the man. The man will not harm you . . . he is your friend. He will help you.”


  As I watched, the ants seemed to become less excited. From the larger of the two, I received the thought.


  “We are dying. The man is killing us with his strong vibrations. We must kill the man.”


  Then a very powerful thought impression burst upon my brain.


  It seemed to come from the colony, three feet away.


  “Warning to the man. Stop your thought transmissions at once! Your vibrations are killing us. We want nothing from you. We have everything we need. You will learn nothing from us. You will stop at once!”


  I threw the switch to “send.” Viewed through the microscope, the two ants were lying on their backs . . . dead, to all appearances.


  “What if I don’t stop?” I sent the thought question, “I want to learn the secret of your communication. In return, I will teach you many things. I can’t stop now!”


  I changed to receive, and the answer came back.


  “If you do not stop . . . we will kill you!”


  I turned off the apparatus, but the powerful bell tone continued to pound incessantly into my brain.


  I laughed. They’d kill me . . . would they? Those tiny insects . . . what could they do? Well—let them try, but I’d get what I was after. I would not quit now, with success so near. What if my transmissions did kill a few of them? Of what importance were the lives of a few ants as compared to the advancement of the science of Communication?


  Feb. 9.


  I found myself digging again in the back yard yesterday. As before, I had been “day-dreaming,” when an overwhelming desire to go outside and feel the cool moist earth between my fingers and on my face took possession of me.


  I rushed out into the back yard, and began digging feverishly . . . madly, until finally I fell, exhausted. Then my mind cleared and I filled in the hole.


  About half the ants have died, due no doubt to the strength of my radiations. No matter how low I cut the power, they still cannot live but a short time under the force of my transmissions. They have stopped sending thought impressions entirely, and are using only their “clacking” code signals, which they seem to realize I cannot understand.


  I feel that they are undertaking some sort of campaign against me. For hours they congregate, closely packed, their antennae stiffly pointed straight up. Their thought currents seem to be flowing into and merging with the bell tone, which grows stronger and more penetrating day by day.


  In my back yard, there are four large ant hills, and at each hill, curiously, there is no activity except the same mass concentration of the ants. Have they, too, been affected by my radiations and joined forces with the original colony against myself?


  The bell tone continues to grow stronger.


  Feb. 11


  Mrs. Winslow, the middle-aged widow, who comes to clean my house and laboratory twice a week, was here this morning.


  She is short, dumpy, and inclined to be stout. As she went about her work, I noticed particularly the fat firm flesh of her neck, just below the jaw. I felt an uncontrollable desire to sink my teeth deep into that flesh, and enjoy the taste of the warm fresh blood.


  I had actually risen from my chair to accomplish my desire, when the telephone rang . . . and my mind cleared.


  Feb. 14.


  I have decided to stop my experiments with the ants.


  As they refuse to send any more thought impressions, there is nothing further I can learn from them. Somehow, I feel that they are gaining a hold upon my mind, and that every time I listen in on the receiver, that hold becomes stronger. I firmly believe that I would have attacked poor Mrs. Winslow, had not the ringing of the ’phone so opportunely interrupted me. I have sent word for her to stay away . . . as I cannot trust myself.


  I keep a box of fresh earth on the table in my laboratory. I often run my hands through it, and taste it. It is remarkable how much this soothes my nerves.


  Feb. 16.


  It is too late!


  For two days, I have kept my apparatus shut off. I have not so much as looked at the ants, but still that confounded bell tone rings in my ears with all the insistence of African tomtoms. Hour by hour . . . the tone becomes more penetrating. I cannot sleep, and can eat but little.


  As a last resort, I destroyed my ant colony. I even went so far as to pour boiling water on the four ant hills in my yard.


  Still . . . the bell tone persists. I can stand it no longer!


  Perhaps if I were to dig . . . again in the yard . . . in the soothing earth, I could forget . . . .


  (News Clipping: From Philadelphia Banner)


  RADIO COMMUNICATIONS


  ENGINEER DEAD


  Howard E. Edwards, Suicide


  Philadelphia, Feb. 18. The body of Howard E. Edwards, B.S., PhD., Member I. R. E., eminent authority on Radio Communications, aged 56, was found this morning in the back yard of his residence, 1427 Raines Avenue. The body was almost completely buried in a long narrow hole in the ground.


  At first, foul-play was suspected, but later it appeared that Edwards had dug himself into the ground and died of suffocation, as his nostrils and mouth were filled with dirt.


  Dr. P. A. Hofner, who examined the body, found no wounds, stated that Edwards had been dead for about two days, and pronounced the death as a clear case of suicide, the strange means employed probably due to an unbalanced mental condition.


  Elaborate radio apparatus upon which Edwards had been working had been smashed to bits.


  The Ultimate Experiment


  Thornton DeKy


  No living soul breathed upon the earth. Only robots, carrying on the last great order.


  THEY were all gone now, The Masters, all dead and their atoms scattered to the never ceasing winds that swept the great crysolite city towers in ever increasing fury. That had been the last wish of each as he had passed away, dying from sheer old age. True they had fought on as long as they could to save their kind from utter extinction but the comet that had trailed its poisoning wake across space to leave behind it, upon Earth, a noxious, lethal gas vapor, had done its work too well.”


  No living soul breathed upon the Earth. No one lived here now, but Kiron and his kind.


  “And,” so thought Kiron to himself, “he might as well be a great unthinking robot able to do only one thing instead of the mental giant he was, so obsessed had he become with the task he had set himself to do.”


  Yet, in spite of a great loneliness and a strong fear of a final frustration, he worked on with the others of his people, hardly stopping for anything except the very necessities needed to keep his big body working in perfect coordination.


  Tirelessly he worked, for The Masters had bred, if that is the word to use, fatigue and the need for restoration out of his race long decades ago.


  Sometimes, though, he would stop his work when the great red dying sun began to fade into the west and his round eyes would grow wistful as he looked out over the great city that sketched in towering minarets and lofty spires of purest crystal blue for miles on every side. A fairy city of rarest hue and beauty. A city for the Gods and the Gods were dead. Kiron felt, at such times, the great loneliness that the last Master must have known.


  They had been kind, The Masters, and Kiron knew that his people, as they went about their eternal tasks of keeping the great city in perfect shape for The Masters who no longer needed it, must miss them as he did.


  Never to hear their voices ringing, never to see them again gathered in groups to witness some game or to play amid the silver fountains and flowery gardens of the wondrous city, made him infinitely saddened. It would always be like this, unless . . . .


  But thinking, dreaming, reminiscing would not bring it all back for there was only one answer to still the longing; work. The others worked and did not dream, but instead kept busy tending to the thousand and one tasks The Masters had set them to do—had left them doing when the last Master perished. He too must remember the trust they had placed in his hands and fulfill it as best he could.


  From the time the great red eye of the sun opened itself in the East until it disappeared in the blue haze beyond the crysolite city, Kiron labored with his fellows. Then, at the appointed hour, the musical signals would peal forth their sweet, sad chimes, whispering goodnight to ears that would hear them no more and all operations would halt for the night, just as it had done when The Masters were here to supervise it.


  Then when morning came he would start once more trying, testing, experimenting with his chemicals and plastics, forever following labyrinth of knowledge, seeking for the great triumph that would make the work of the others of some real use.


  His hands molded the materials carefully, lovingly to a pattern that was set in his mind as a thing to cherish. Day by day his experiments in their liquid baths took form under his careful modeling. He mixed his chemicals with the same loving touch, the same careful concentration and painstaking thoroughness, studying often his notes and analysis charts.


  Everything must be just so lest his experiment not turn out perfectly. He never became exasperated at a failure or a defect that proved to be the only reward for his faithful endeavors but worked patiently on toward a goal that he knew would ultimately be his.


  Then one day, as the great red sun glowed like an immense red eye overhead, Kiron stepped back to admire his handiwork. In that instant the entire wondrous city seemed to breathe a silent prayer as he stood transfixed by the sight before him. Then it went on as usual, hurrying noiselessly about its business. The surface cars, empty though they were, fled swiftly about supported only by the rings of magnetic force that held them to their designated paths. The gravoships raised from the towerdromes to speed silently into the eye of the red sun that was dying.


  “No one now,” Kiron thought to himself as he studied his handiwork. Then he walked unhurriedly to the cabinet in the laboratory corner and took from it a pair of earphones resembling those of a long forgotten radio set. Just as unhurriedly, though his mind was filled with turmoil and his being with excitement, he walked back and connected the earphones to the box upon his bench. The phones dangled into the liquid bath before him as he adjusted them to suit his requirements.


  Slowly he checked over every step of his experiments before he went farther. Then, as he proved them for the last time, his hand went slowly to the small knife switch upon the box at his elbow. Next he threw into connection the larger switch upon his laboratory wall bringing into his laboratory the broadcast power of the crysolite city.


  The laboratory generators hummed softly, drowning out the quiet hum of the city outside. As they built up, sending tiny living electrical impulses over the wires like minute currents that come from the brain, Kiron sat breathless; his eyes intent.


  Closer to his work he bent, watching lovingly, fearful least all might not be quite right. Then his eyes took on a brighter light as he began to see the reaction. He knew the messages that he had sent out were being received and coordinated into a unit that would stir and grow into intellect.


  Suddenly the machine flashed its little warning red light and automatically snapped off. Kiron twisted quickly in his seat and threw home the final switch. This, he knew, was the ultimate test. On the results of the flood of energy impulses that he had set in motion rested the fulfillment of his success—or failure.


  He watched with slight misgivings. This had never been accomplished before. How could it possibly be a success now? Even The Masters had never quite succeeded at this final test, how could he, only a servant? Yet it must work for he had no desire in life but to make it work.


  Then, suddenly, he was on his feet, eyes wide. From the two long, coffinlike liquid baths, there arose two perfect specimens of the Homo sapiens. Man and woman, they were, and they blinked their eyes in the light of the noonday sun, raised themselves dripping from the baths of their creation and stepped to the floor before Kiron.


  The man spoke, the woman remained silent.


  “I am Adam Two,” he said. “Created, by you Kiron from a formula they left, in their image. I was created to be a Master and she whom you also have created is to be my wife. We shall mate and the race of Man shall be reborn through us and others whom I shall help you create.”


  The Man halted at the last declaration he intoned and walked smilingly toward the woman who stepped into his open arms returning his smile.


  Kiron smiled too within his pumping heart. The words the Man had intoned had been placed in his still pregnable mind by the tele-teach phones and record that the last Master had prepared before death had halted his experiments. The actions of the Man toward the Woman, Kiron knew, was caused by the natural constituents that went to form his chemical body and govern his humanness.


  He, Kiron, had created a living man and woman. The Masters lived again because of him. They would sing and play and again people the magnificent crysolite city because he loved them and had kept on until success had been his. But then why not such a turnabout? Hadn’t they, The Masters, created him a superb, thinking robot?
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